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ABSTRACT

This interdisciplinary inquiry engaged in posthuman thinking on literacy entanglements
of a multilingual individual with Rett syndrome, a rare neurological condition resulting in
significant disabilities in speech and functional hand use, among others. Drawing from in-situ
observations, interviews, and a focus group discussion with the individual, her parent, her
literacy teacher, and her babysitter, the study posed two central questions: “How is a child with
Rett syndrome entangled with other human and non-human interactants during literacy activities
at home?” and “What are the larger implications of these entanglements for inclusive language
and literacy education practices?” The findings demonstrated dynamic interconnectedness
between the actants in shaping the individual’s language and literacy experiences. The study
proposed language and literacy teachers, teacher educators, and scholars turn the gaze to the non-
human elements and their entanglements in language and literacy and interrogate the assumed

boundaries that marginalized certain ways of knowing, doing, and becoming literacies.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Excerpt 1

“No, no, no, don’t use it. You speak.”: The Boundaries of Speaking

Instrumental music of ‘Rasa Sayange’ (Feelings of Love), a popular folk song from the
Maluku Islands in Indonesia was playing in the background during the first of three-day
celebrations of International Disability Day, held by the Ministry of Social Affairs of Republic
Indonesia. On the stage, Aldy, a talented painter and student with autism and speech
difficulties was standing next to the minister.

“Now I ask you to speak, without your tool. You speak, Aldy,” said the minister
followed by directing her microphone to Aldy.

Aldy looked down with no sounds coming out of his mouth. His left hand was on his
chest, rubbing and playing a button of his purple batik shirt. He then touched the microphone
held by the minister and turned it down slowly.

The minister responded to Aldy’s gesture by moving the microphone back up to his
mouth and continued persuading him to speak by mouth. Aldi once again touched the
microphone and turned it down. The minister then moved his left hand toward Aldi’s hand on
the microphone, asking him to keep it down and let her hold the microphone for him.

“You can speak, sayang [love]. I...”, the minister said softly, prompting him to
continue her sentence.

Aldy closed his eyes and vocalized softly, trying to say “Saya (I)” for the minister.

“C’mon, Aldy, you speak,” asked the minister.

Aldy then looked behind where his mom was patiently standing, witnessing his child
being pressured to speak by a minister whose scope of responsibilities included ensuring
accessibility and inclusivity of more than 27 million people with disabilities in the nation.

Shortly after, he reached the communication tool that his mom had been holding for him.

“No, no, no, don’t use it. You speak,” said the minister.




The pressure to speak by mouth continued until Aldy could vocalize a whole sentence
of “Aldy wants to preserve the nature,” which described his painting. This interaction lasted
for approximately five minutes, in front of hundreds of audiences in the room and those who
streamed the celebration over the internet, in the year of 2021, three years before this
dissertation is written.

The pressure to speak by mouth experienced by Aldy on a celebration of International
Disability Day above exemplifies the overt ableism that many individuals with disabilities
experience in the country known as the world’s largest archipelago. As a transnational
Indonesian scholar in language and literacy education, born with monocular vision, who has
closely worked with other individuals with disabilities and families in both the United States and
Indonesia, witnessing such blatant ableism from the person most responsible for ensuring
accessibility, inclusivity, and the welfare of individuals with disabilities in the nation is heart-
wrenching.

With over 275 million people scattered across almost 17,000 islands, Indonesia still
grapples with the fulfillment of rights and inclusivity for well over 27 million people with
disabilities. Indonesian students with disabilities have historically been educated in separate
schools known as Sekolah Luar Biasa (SLB) or Special School since the country gained
independence in 1945. It was only after the country ratified the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2011 that the government began promoting
inclusive education for students with disabilities to be included in mainstream schools.

Over a decade after the ratification of CRPD, the implementation of inclusive education
in the country is still far from expected. Children with disabilities in Indonesia are less likely to
attend and complete school across all educational levels than children without disabilities. At the
primary school level, those with functional difficulties in communication, self-care, and

cognition had the lowest completion rates, with only 36%, 24%, and 24%, respectively



(UNICEF, 2021). Many children with disabilities in Indonesia are also malnourished and
stunted. They face increased risks of child protection, higher rates of sexual abuse, and are less
likely to be registered at birth (UNICEF, 2021).

In the so-called inclusive classrooms, many of these children experience bullying from
their peers (Napitupulu, 2023) and a lack of access to accessible instruction. Sunardi et al.
(2011), for example, found that out of the 186 inclusive schools they surveyed, only 2% had
enough instructional resources for students with autism, 4% had adequate resources for students
with speech and hearing difficulties, and only 23% had the necessary resources for students with
intellectual disabilities. In short, the availability of resources, including instructional media and
assistive tools, remains severely limited in many Indonesian inclusive classrooms. These
students are forced to adapt to the mainstream ways of learning and being despite their
documented disabilities, just like Aldy being forced to speak by mouth despite his speech
difficulties.

In Aldy’s case above, his lived experience as a person with speech difficulties, his
entanglement with his assistive tool and mother, and his ways of communication are rendered
illegitimate, ‘abnormal’, and invisible. To the minister, Aldy did not ‘speak’ — his silence, body
movement, hand gestures, and tool-mediated communication were dismissed as meaningless.
‘Speaking’, in such an anthropocentric mindset, holds no alternative meaning other than
producing intelligible sounds in a language using one’s own oral cavity organs.

Discourse about disability in Indonesia tends to circulate around personal misfortunes
and challenges. The practice of shackling individuals with psychosocial disabilities, for example,
is still found in some areas of Indonesia. In Bali, one mother chained her son with a psychosocial

disability for more than 10 years. She described that:



“We took Ngurah to more than 40 traditional healers where they poked him with a stick
and put herbs in his eyes, but it didn’t work. We didn’t know what to do. When Ngurah
kept getting lost, the local police and community blamed and put pressure on us. We felt
ashamed so we decided to chain him” (Human Rights Watch, 2020, n.p.)

Such discourse about curses, diseases, limitations, social burdens, and misfortunes for
having a disability is not unique to the Indonesian society context. In many parts of the world,
people historically perceive individuals with disabilities as non-humans (Goodley et al., 2014).
They are continuously portrayed as “lacking, inept, incompetent, inferior, in need, incapable,
degenerate, uneducated, weak, ugly, underdeveloped, diseased, immature, unskilled, frail,
uncivilized, defective, and so on” individuals (Siebers, 2010, p. 23).

Many people grapple with fathoming disability phenomena and ‘appropriate’ discourse
about the ways of being, doing, and becoming of individuals with disabilities (Siebers, 2010;
Ferri & Connor, 2014; Beneke & Cheatham, 2020). In the U.S., for example, the term
‘intellectual disability’ has experienced at least 18 changes in the last 60 years, encompassing
terms such as ‘cognitive delay’ and ‘learning disability’, which suggests both changes in social
attitude and metacognitive grapple (Berkson, 2006; Metzler, 2016). In the context of education,
students with disabilities have been described as unruly subjects who need to be ‘fixed’, ‘cured’,
and ‘excluded’ (Erevelles, 2000). In 2017-2018 academic year, the U.S. Department of
Education (2021) reported that 56.9% of preschool students served under IDEA were expelled
from school. Similarly, Gilmour et al. (2019) also found that numerous students with disabilities
are not accessing the existing school curriculum — the average reading gap between students with

and without disabilities was about 3.3 years of reading growth.



In literacy studies, specifically, the engagement of individuals with disabilities in literacy
activities has been perceived through deficit-oriented lenses that highlight their deviation from
the unquestioned ‘normal’ axis of literacy engagements (Bhattacharya & Pradana, 2022). These
phenomena prompted me to reflect on our collective metacognition of disability and its
intersection with education, especially language and literacy education. I wonder:

1. What constitutes a ‘human’? Who gets to label and be labeled as a human and a non-

human?

2. How does the prevailing construction of humans devalue the diverse ways of

languaging and literacy engagements of individuals with disabilities?

3. How can we expand our understanding of humans to account for the diverse ways of

being, doing, and becoming literacy and languaging of individuals with disabilities?
The Gap in Disability Construction

Disability is an inherent facet of human civilization. Portrayals of individuals with
disabilities can be found in numerous classic literatures, folklores, temple reliefs, films, and
books across the globe. In Greek culture, some prominent gods and goddesses are portrayed with
disabilities. For instance, Larunda, a nymph and daughter of the river god Almo, is portrayed as
non-speaking after Zeus ripped out her tongue for being loquacious and spreading rumors about
his infidelity (Mishra & Abhiramis, 2021). Meanwhile, Tiresias, a prophet, suffered blindness as
a curse for displeasing Hera, Zeus’ consort, during their argument. Some sources also suggest
that his blindness was a consequence of glimpsing Athena’s naked body (e.g., Loraux, 2014;
Rocco, 2016).

In other parts of the world, such as Indonesia, depictions of individuals with disabilities

were found in ancient literary scripts, known as ‘naskah kesustraan,’ as well as in Hindu and



Buddhist temples in Java. On a relief panel of the 9th-century Shiva temple in Prambanan,
Central Java, for example, individuals with disabilities were intricately carved onto solid
volcanic rocks by the people of the Sanjaya Dynasty around 850 CE. They were portrayed as
royal servants, advisors, and individuals possessing magical powers, serving the kings, sultans,
and sunans of Java. Meanwhile, in the ancient literary scripts, such as the 14" century literary
scripts of Kitab Korawacrama and Kitab Rajapatigundala, various conditions such as mental
illness, intellectual disability, albinism, blindness, mutism, limping, deafness, and kyphosis
(hunchback), were described as some consequences of norm violations and supernatural forces.
Kitab Rajapatigundala specifically outlines that those who transgressed societal norms were
cursed by the king, leading to enduring suffering from disabilities and diseases throughout their
lives (Kasiyati, 2008).

Such depictions of individuals with disabilities as symbols of evil, curses, savants, and
beings with magical powers persist today. From well-known canonical English literature, such as
Moby Dick (Melville, 1851) to contemporary pop culture in North America and Europe
(Goldstein & Tessa, 2021; Botha & Harvey, 2022), Asia (Diffrient, 2017; Al-Zoubi & Al-Zoubi,
2022), and Africa (e.g., Lipenga & Ngwira, 2018; Olaiya, 2013), individuals with disabilities are
continuously characterized as the figures in between or semi-humans. Their physical
representations are often framed as subhumans (evils, curse) or the superhumans (magical
figures, gods). Their being in the world has consistently been within the spectrum of humanness,
yet they have never been fully recognized as ‘humans.’

The prevailing static narratives portraying individuals with disabilities as ‘not-quite-
humans’ are partly sustained by the tendency of disability studies and studies involving

individuals with disabilities to base their logical explorations on the traditional Vitruvian model



of the human body that endorses Eurocentrism and self-centered individualism. The model
represents a very chauvinistic imagined perception of the human body and humanity (Handerek,
2021). It exclusively symbolizes a European healthy male body as the ideal representation of
human (Braidotti, 2013), which insidiously renders women, individuals with disabilities,
LGBTQ people, and persons of color as defective and secondary individuals. Additionally, the
model champions individualism which manifests in the existing medical perspective (also known
as the medical model) of disability. This viewpoint sees disability as a personal tragedy caused
by the functional limitations of one’s own body, highlighting individual impairment rather than
acknowledging the negative consequences resulting from the intersection of disabilities with the
ableist social environment and attitudes. The perpetuation of disability as the “misfit” (Garland-
Thompson, 2011, p. 594) contributes to ongoing stigma and poses significant daily challenges
for individuals with disabilities.

Additionally, current explorations of disability tend to portray disability as a static lived
experience rather than a process of becoming. For a long time, individuals with disabilities have
been perceived as aberrations, deviants, half-humans, disturbances, and threats to society. Due to
their ‘ambiguities’, they have been confined to asylums (Segrest, 2020), restrained with chains
and wooden beams (Hunt, 2021), and segregated from mainstream classrooms (Fenning &
Johnson, 2022). Mainstream disability studies have predominantly approached these phenomena
from the perspective of crip vs able bodies, often neglecting an inquiry into the boundaries (or
the unruliness of these boundaries) of humanity that contribute to the ingrained notions of human
vs. non-human, able vs. crip bodies, superior vs. inferior, and ‘us’ vs. ‘the others.” The boundary,
as argued by Handerek (2021), “simultaneously unites and divides what lies beyond it, thus

creating a liminal space, a space of what lies between, and a space of ritual passage, change, and



entrance into the sphere of the other” (p. 17). It possesses significant political and cultural
gravity, making people conscious of the socially marked and unmarked phenomena that impact
our social positions in perceiving the legitimacy of being for those within and outside these
boundaries. It is this concept of separateness or agential cuts (Barad, 2003, p. 815) between
subject and object, individualism, and its repercussions on the prevailing pathological
perspective of disability that motivates me to approach this study from an educational standpoint.

I argue that a critical oversight in the understanding of disability lies in the lack of
exploration of the dynamic assemblage of individuals with disabilities and the power of their
entanglement with other humans and non-humans. An assemblage, as described by Bennett
(2005), is a circumstantial grouping of heterogeneous living actants (humans and nonhumans;
organic and mechanic; nature and culture). It signifies dynamic processes of construction and
deconstruction; an ongoing process of assembling, arranging, and organizing things (Bodén,
2013). The omission of knowledge that highlights the hybridity and entanglement of their bodies
with their environment perpetuates the epistemic injustice of viewing disability as a non-human
phenomenon.

The language and literacy of individuals with disabilities, especially, have long been
regarded as defective, secondary, and illegitimate due to their deviation from the ‘normative’
ways of languaging and literacy engagement (Bhattacharya & Pradana, 2022). This perception
has contributed to the marginalization of their communicative abilities, portraying their language
use and literacy practices as others, non-‘standards,” and non-humans. It is essential to challenge
these biases and recognize that there is no such thing as ‘disordered’ language — it is the social
disordering of their bodies that leads people to perceive their language as disordered (Henner &

Robinson, 2023). A new paradigm, or episteme in Foucault’s (1966/2005) term, that offers a new



perspective of the human body is needed to foster a more inclusive and equitable understanding
of disabilities and disability experiences. This paradigm should emphasize the diverse ways of
being, doing, and becoming, acknowledging and celebrating the richness of these varied
expressions within the spectrum of human experience.

The Epistemological Shift Toward Entanglements

What you are about to embark on is an exploration of disability phenomena in its
intersection with language and literacy from the perspective of posthumanism. In this study, a
‘phenomenon’ is understood as an observable event, the smallest unit of analysis, and an
epistemological shift to the interconnection and dynamic relationship of various humans and
non-human elements (Barad, 2007). As an observable event and unit of analysis in literacy
research, an example of a phenomenon can be the intra-actions between a child, a parent, the
book they are reading, the illustrations and colors of the story in the book, the chair they are
sitting on, and the lights in the room they are in during a story reading activities. Meanwhile, as
an epistemological shift, a phenomenon is a turn towards the actions, doings, and relationality of
humans and non-human actants in a phenomenon.

In this study, I seek to steer away from the conventional approach of determining
hierarchies and separations in a phenomenon. Barad (2007) refers to this alternative approach as
the “performative” turn (p. 135). Therefore, in this study, my focus lies in unveiling how each
human and non-human element exerts agency, performs, and intra-acts with one another instead
of identifying a specific superior entity(ies) and emphasizing its dominant roles within a
phenomenon. By turning to the entanglements of humans and non-human elements, I endeavor
to shed light on the dynamics of intra-actions between human and non-human elements and how

they shape the language and literacy experiences of a child with significant disabilities.



10

This study explores the literacy entanglements of a multilingual seven-year-old individual
with Rett syndrome during her literacy activities at home. It focuses on unfolding two
interrelated research questions, namely:

1. How is a child with Rett syndrome entangled with other human and non-human

interactants during literacy activities at home?
a. Who and what are the interactants that are part of the child language and
literacy activities?
b. What role do these interactants play in navigating language and literacy
activities for the child?
2. What are the larger implications of these entanglements for inclusive language and
literacy education practices?
Significance

This study delves into the entanglements of humans and non-human elements in the
literacy experiences of an individual with Rett syndrome named Kalika. By taking a close
examination of the linkages between humans and non-human elements during Kalika’s literacy
activities with her babysitter (Sofia), father (Baba), and literacy specialist/teacher (Sally) at
home, this study aims to illuminate the roles of humans and non-human elements and their
entanglements in shaping Kalika’s language and literacy experiences.

The emphasis on entanglement in this study offers a segue for literacy scholars, teachers,
and therapists to broaden their ideological perspectives on literacy and literacy practices.
Specifically, it provides an opportunity to reimagine literacy and literacy education within the
framework of the new materialism paradigm, which emphasizes the interdependencies of

students with other humans (parents, siblings, peers, teachers, therapists) and non-human entities
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(classroom space, technology, instructional materials). A few questions that I would like literacy
scholars and educators to ponder with me while exploring this study are:

1. How can we create an educational environment that values the entanglements of the
students with other life forms?

2. How does the shift toward entanglements help us deconstruct our existing conceptions of
language, literacy, and disability which have been informed by Humanist ableist
ideology?

3. And how does the shift toward entanglements facilitate us to reimagine futures of the
classrooms that are inclusive to all bodily representations and abilities?

Conceptualization of Terms

This study bridles literature and concepts from posthumanism, language and literacy,
critical disability studies, and Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC). To achieve
clarity across different disciplines of study, the following section elucidates my
conceptualization of specialized terms that I am using in this study.

Actant. An actant is a metaphysical concept that denotes “any entity that modifies
another entity in a trial” (Latour, 2004, p. 237). Actants can be either humans or nonhumans
possessing the efficacy to produce and alter phenomena within assemblages. In this study,
actants encompass all human and non-human entities that could directly impact Kalika’s
engagement during her literacy activities. These entities may range from an eye-tracking AAC
device, Sally, Sofia, Baba, a dining table, food residues under a dining table to window shields
within a given setting.

Assemblage. Assemblage is a new-materialist concept that pays homage to Deleuze and

Guattari’s theorization of agencement or arrangement (see Phillips, 2006). Assemblages are the
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“ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts” (Bennett, 2010, p. 23);
they are open-ended systems of network of heterogeneous actants that create novel lifeworlds.
For Bennett (2010), everything is a mosaic of diverse bodies that work together forming a new
phenomenon that “is distinct from the sum of the vital force of each materiality considered
alone” (p. 23). This implies that each member of an assemblage produces something beyond
itself. Therefore, comprehending an assemblage cannot simply be derived from understanding
the agency of its members alone, as each agency contributes to the creation of an unpredictable
union. In this study, assemblages are understood as arrangements of humans and non-human
elements within a phenomenon. They work in concert for specific roles during literacy activities
of Kalika with Sally, Baba, and Sofia.

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC). AAC refers to all methods of
communication used by individuals with complex communication repertoires due to a range of
temporary or permanent conditions, e.g., diseases, syndromes, injury, trauma, and developmental
cognitive and linguistic disability (Beukelman & Light, 2020). AAC is classified into two, i.e.,
the unaided AAC and the aided AAC. Unaided AAC includes the communication modality that
fully relies on the use of the body, such as gesture, eye contact, finger spelling, facial expression,
and formalized manual signing (e.g., American Sign Language). For those with preserved
mobility or hand use, the individuals may also communicate through body proxemics. These
include approaching the desired objects, such as books or cutleries for expressing an interest in
reading and eating, or coming into a particular place, such as a bedroom for expressing an
interest in going to bed (see Dada, 2021). Aided AAC, in contrast, is a type of complex

communication repertoires that employs external tools or materials. Examples of aided AAC
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include picture board communication, flashcards for communication, and electronic speech-
generating devices (SGD), e.g., Tobii Dynavox, Accent™,

Entanglement. Entanglement, in quantum physics, is a phenomenon in which two
particles share a deeply interlinked state. The state of one particle can influence the state of the
other(s), even when they are widely separated. In this study, entanglement is conceptualized as
the interconnected relationships of actants within a phenomenon. This concept emphasizes the
intricate relationships and mutual influences among these components, where the properties or
behaviors of one element are inherently linked to those of another (Barad, 2007).

Fixation. Fixation is a temporary pause the eye makes on an area of interest. In reading,
fixation signifies the individual’s visual attention and processing of information in an area of
interest, such as a word, a phrase, or a picture (Holmqvist et al., 2011). In this study, fixation
refers to a momentary pause in eye movements that Kalika makes on an area of interest on her
AAC device screen or pageset for at least 0.8 seconds.

Intra-action. Barad (2007) contends that “individuals do not preexist their interactions;
rather, individuals emerge through and as part of their entangled intra-relating” (p. x). In other
words, intra-action is the inherent nature of actants that are inseparable from each other. This
perspective acknowledges the dynamic process of a phenomenon, where actants do not exist
independently but emerge through their entangled intra-relating. This term contrasts with
‘interaction” which suggests subject-object duality and signifies the social interactions of people
(Barad, 2007). ‘Intra-actants,’ therefore, is a term that describes the intra-acting actants within an
assemblage or an entanglement.

Phenomenon. A phenomenon is an observable event within a specific context or system

that arises from the intra-actions and entanglements of various actants. It is not a static
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occurrence engineered by humans as in laboratory experiments, but rather a dynamic
manifestation shaped by the continuous interplay of human and non-human elements within a
context or a setting. In this study, a phenomenon may include Kalika’s complex communication
repertoires and their intra-action with humans and non-human elements during literacy activities
(e.g., story reading, homework, and learning to read sessions), Kalika’s significant disabilities
and how her ways of being, doing, and becoming literacies are disordered in anthropocentric
perspectives, or creative collaborations between humans and non-human elements to mediate the
teaching of literacy for Kalika. Additionally, a phenomenon is also understood as a signal of an
ethico-onto-epistemological shift towards the interconnection and dynamic relationships of
various elements that are intra-acting within a specific observable event (Barad, 2007).

Rett Syndrome. Rett Syndrome is a rare neurodevelopmental spectrum condition that is
instigated by the mutation of a nuclear protein MeCP2 (methyl-CpG-binding protein 2) in the X-
chromosome (Amir et al., 1999). Mostly found in the brain, lung, and spleen, MeCP2 regulates
brain development and the transcription of mammal’s neuron profile to be silenced or
overexpressed (Karaca, Brito, & Oliveira, 2019). The mutation causes impairments in expressive
language functions (Clarkson et al., 2017; Marschik, et al., 2012), fine motor skills (Kaufmann,
Percy, Clarke, Leonard, Naidu, 2017), and ambulation (Hallemans, et al. 2019). The hallmark
feature of Rett syndrome is the presence of repetitive hand-washing, hand-wringing, and hand-
mouthing behavior (Kerr, Montage, & Stephenson, 1987; Stallworth et al., 2019; Matson,
Dempsey, & Wilkins, 2008) which profoundly hinders many individuals with Rett syndrome to
manipulate and explore objects using their hands. The gross motor skills of individuals with Rett
syndrome vary according to the type of mutation, age, and comorbid conditions, such as

progressive scoliosis, bradykinesia, and neurological impairments (Downs et al., 2016). Rett
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Syndrome occurs almost exclusively in female births (1:10.000-15.000) and the population is
heterogeneous (see Coleman 1988; Lazuardi et al, 1989; Herini et al., 2005; Demeter et al.,
2000).

Structure of Dissertation

This dissertation is organized into five distinct chapters, each contributing to a
comprehensive exploration of the entanglement phenomena within the context of disability,
language, and literacy. In this chapter (Chapter 1), I outline the background and rationales for
investigating Kalika’s more-than-human literacy entanglements. Additionally, I establish crucial
terms and parameters for my posthuman investigation. I argue that the existing anthropocentric
perspective in disability studies perpetuates dehumanizing narratives and portrayals of
individuals with disabilities in contemporary society. The epistemological shift toward the
entanglements marks the beginning of a reconsideration of boundaries between humans and non-
humans, persons and non-persons, independence and dependence.

Chapter 2 of this dissertation delves into my theoretical framework and a review of
pertinent literature on critical posthumanism intersecting with the study of disability, literacy,
and AAC. This section discusses critical posthumanism as the philosophical lens I adopt to
explore the entanglement phenomenon and the posthuman turn in literacy. Employing diffractive
reading (Barad, 2007), I also review the literature on the current subjecthood of individuals with
disabilities from various disciplines, including anthropology, history, critical disability studies,
education, and philosophy. A central argument emphasized in this chapter is that disability
studies and investigations involving individuals with disabilities have been significantly shaped

by the Vitruvian model of ‘human.” Such anthropocentric gaze overlooks the long-standing



16

interconnectedness of individuals with disabilities with other humans and non-human elements
in their environments, including during their processes of being, doing, and becoming literacy.

Chapter 3 elucidates the research methodology, methods, and procedures I employed to
shed light on the entanglement of human and non-human elements during Kalika’s literacy
activities at home. This chapter also encompasses participant and setting descriptions, data
sources, along with the mode of thinking I adopted in this dissertation to support my posthuman
investigation, i.e., diagrammatical thinking. Relevant supplementary documents mentioned in
this chapter, such as the prompts for interviews and focus group discussions with all human
participants, are available in the List of Appendices.

Chapter 4 details the results of my exploration into the entanglement of human and non-
human elements in Kalika’s literacy practices with her babysitter (Sofia), parent (Baba), and
literacy specialist (Sally). In this section, I specifically focus on addressing the first research
question and elaborating on three major themes of entanglement observed during Kalika’s
literacy activities at home. These themes are addressed in distinct sections: Part I: Thinking with
Space and Its Intra-Acting Actants, Part II: Thinking with Actants in Complex Communication
Repertoires, and Part IlI: Thinking with the Assemblages of Humans and Non-Human Elements
in Literacy. Each section commences with a reconstructed narrative drawn from my
observations, field notes, and interview and focus group discussions with my participants,
followed by discussions of the findings.

Chapter 5 provides discussions, conclusions, and directions for future research. It wraps
up my exploration of more-than-human literacy entanglements in a significant disability context
and also discusses the larger implications of these entanglements for inclusive language and

literacy education practices in the home and beyond.



17

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Humanity is neither an essence nor an end, but a continuous and precarious process of becoming
human, a process that entails the inescapable recognition that our humanity is on loan from
others, to precisely the extent that we acknowledge it in them.
(Davies, 1997, p. 132).
This chapter explains my philosophical entry points into the investigation of the
entanglements of humans and non-human elements in the literacy of an individual with
significant disabilities. It presents the results of my diffractive reading (Barad, 2007) on
individuals with disabilities from the fields of philosophy, history, language and literacy
education, and assistive technology. This chapter is divided into four sections, namely
Posthumanism, Posthuman Turn in Literacy, Posthuman Disability, and Implications of
Anthropocentrism in Education. The first section explicates the philosophical lens I adopted in
this study and explains some key principles in posthumanism, namely the agency or vitality of
human and non-human actants as well as the interconnectedness or entanglement of the actants.
Following this, I offer a literature review on the posthuman turn in literacy and the ways humans
and non-human elements are entangled in literacy. The third section of this chapter lays out a
historical trace of individuals with disabilities across different geographies and the ways their
bodies have been perceived as aberrant due to the dominance of humanism. This section aims to
support my earlier claims on the importance of turning into human and non-human

entanglements in disability explorations or also known as posthuman disability studies. Finally,
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the last section covers the implications of humanism, also known as anthropocentrism, in
education.

Posthumanism

The Demise of Human

Posthumanism represents a philosophical perspective that underscores the entanglements
between human and non-human life. This epistemological, ontological, and ethical shift
“signal[s] the crucial recognition that nonhumans play an important role in natural cultural
practices, including everyday social practices, scientific practices, and practices that do not
include humans” (Barad, 2007, p. 32). While sharing overlapping histories, principles, and entry
points with other ‘after-human’ philosophies that challenge the anthropocentric perspective of
humans, such as animal studies (Wolfe, 2003), new materialism (Coole & Frost, 2010), and
political ecology (Bennett, 2010), posthumanism stands out for its unique focus on the
posthuman ‘subject’ and its rejection of humanist philosophies of subjectivity (Braidotti, 2013a).
This philosophy draws inspiration from post-structuralists, the anti-universalism of feminism,
anti-colonial phenomenology, as well as ecology and environmentalism. Braidotti (2013)
contends that these critical perspectives share a “sustained commitment to working out the
implications of posthumanism for our shared understandings of the human subject and of
humanity as a whole” (p. 46).

In general, posthumanism encompasses both a philosophical ontology and a novel
conceptualization of the human subject (Nayar, 2014). As an onto-epistemological condition, it
explores the phenomena of hybridized life forms involving both human and non-human entities.
According to Barad (2007), it represents “an approach that understands humans as part of nature

and practices of knowing as natural processes of engagement with and as part of the world” (p.
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331). The entanglements of humans, nonhumans, and the environment prompt scholars to
question the existing boundaries of humanness, challenging portrayals of humans as self-
determining, coherent, and superior entities in the world.

Meanwhile, as a novel conceptualization of humans, posthumanism provides scholars
with a means to scrutinize the taken-for-granted understanding of humans as the primary
reference point for all things in the world (Braidotti, 2013a). It involves the “radical decentering
of the traditional sovereign, coherent and autonomous human to demonstrate how the human is
always already evolving with, constituted by and constitutive of multiple forms of life and
machines” (Nayar, 2014, p. 2). The philosophy rejects humanism’s tendency to position humans
as autonomous, conscious selves and the most elite elements in the world. Instead, it views
humans as part of a network of connections, linkages, and entanglements with other forms of life
in the world. The philosophy fundamentally opposes ableism and embraces diverse
representations of human bodies and other life forms. By placing less emphasis on ability, Nayar
(2014) argues that posthumanism “calls for a radical rethink of species uniqueness and the
boundedness of the human” (p. 4)

Proponents of the theory contend that the traditional conception of the human within the
framework of humanism embodies a Eurocentric utopia. In this anthropocentric paradigm,
Europe positions itself as the all-encompassing authority and consciousness of humanity
worldwide. It projects itself as the universal, value-neutral standard and idealized essence from
which the legitimacy of others (both human and non-human) is expected to be derived. Such
ingrained practices operate by instating a narrow Eurocentric viewpoint regarding the normative
human nature, constricted to the attributes of a male, heterosexual, urban, and able-bodied

‘Man,’ as depicted in da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man (Braidotti, 2013; Nayar, 2014). As Braidotti
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(2013) contends, the conception of human in humanism is inherently ‘he’ — “he is white,
European, handsome, and able-bodied” (p. 24)

In other words, the prevailing ideology of ‘universal’ humanism is, nevertheless, “a
system of differentiation” (Nayar, 2014, p. 12, emphasis in the original) designed to rationalize
acts of injustice and marginalization against those who do not meet the criteria for the ‘standard’
human. Eurocentrism further perpetuates its dominance as the normative orientation of humanity
by stigmatizing alternative representations as aberrant, derogatory, negative, abnormal, and
subhuman. Braidotti (2013) argues that this phenomenon leads to the active (re)production of
binary identities and hierarchies between the human and non-human, as well as the delineation of
bios- and world in our understanding of existence. In other words, the Eurocentric paradigm
within existing humanistic epistemology renders certain bodies as more than others, such as
“more mortal than others” (Braidotti, 2013, p. 15); more human than others; more vital than
others; and more dependable than others. Posthumanism introduces a new worldview to decenter
the anthropocentric ideal by appreciating the multidimensionality of being and doing for all
humans and non-human entities; it seeks a more inclusive way of conceptualizing humanity and
life.

The Interconnectedness of Humans and Non-Human Elements

A fundamental tenet of posthumanism is the understanding of being, often denoted as a
“non-unitary subject” (Nayar, 2014, p. 8) or “monism” (Braidotti, 2013, p. 56). This perspective
challenges the longstanding humanism’s separation of mind-body, nature-culture, organic-
mechanic, and body-object distinctions. Posthumanism rejects the notions of independence; it
underscores interconnectedness and interdependencies among all and between human and non-

human actants. It considers “embodiment as essential to the construction of the environment (the
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world is what we perceive through our senses) in which any organic system (such as the human
body) exists” (Nayar, 2014, p. 9).

At the heart of this non-unitary conception is the argument for the primacy of the non-
human self-organizing vital force, or zoe. Braidotti (2013, p. 60) defines zoe as “the dynamic,
self-organizing structure of life itself... that cuts across and reconnects previously segregated
species, categories, and domains.” It represents the force of vitality in human and non-human
actants, mediating the embodied and embedded process of relations between and among these
actants. Braidotti (2013) contends that zoe is not an exclusive property of humans but rather a
universal aspect of matter to which both humans and other entities belong.

Braidotti’s conception of zoe aligns with some principles of Bennett’s (2010) vitality and
Barad’s (2006) agency. In her influential book ‘Meeting The Universe Halfway,” Barad (2007)
defines agency as the “ongoing reconfigurings of the world” (p. 141), denoting a process of
change through the dynamics of ‘doing’ or intra-activity among interactants. Barad (2007)
argues that agency is not an inherent attribute of humans or non-humans and is unrelated to
intentionality or subjectivity in the humanist sense. Consequently, according to Barad (2007),
agency is not a matter of choice that perpetuates subject-object duality, positioning humans
above non-humans. Instead, it is an aspect of ongoing construction and deconstruction.

Understanding vitality or agency in a posthumanist sense encourages a reevaluation of
our notion of ‘life’ from the perspective of co-dependency, mutual relationships, and
interrelatedness among humans and non-human entities. Furthermore, this perspective
emphasizes the philosophy's inclination toward symbiotic relations rather than competitions,

dominations, and exploitations of humans over other forms of life.
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Posthumanist scholars posit that all entities in the world are intelligent and immanent
unto themselves. These entities possess a relational capacity to coexist in the world, mediating
the fusion of the vital and the material, termed ‘vitalist-materialism’ (Braidotti, 2013). Some
epistemological consequences of adopting this vitalist-materialism linkage in posthumanism
include the demise of the traditional conception of the human as the measure of all things, the
emergence of the hybridity of humans and non-human others, and the proliferation of theories
that challenge the universality of Eurocentric ‘man’ as the orientation of humanity (e.g.,
postcolonial theory and feminism).

In this new paradigm, the human is understood as an entity beyond the limited conception
of bios-; instead, it is “an assemblage, co-evolving with other forms of life, enmeshed with the
environment and technology” (Nayar, 2011, p. 4). Furthermore, posthumanist scholars view
humans and non-human elements as dynamic and nomadic entities or “subjects-in-process”
(Braidotti, 2019, p. 36). Therefore, unlike humanism, subjectivity in posthumanism is not an
independent, exclusive, static, and monolithic property of humans (Barad, 2007). Posthuman
subjectivity is conceptualized as a dynamic and synergistic negotiation process between humans
and all matters in the world; it is a situated and grounded collective process of becoming, a
continuum of the relational nature and culture intra-action (Barad, 2007). For Braidotti (2013), a
posthuman subject is “a relational subject constituted in and by multiplicity, that is to say a
subject that works across differences and is also internally differentiated” (p. 49). This ecological
view of becoming rejects the long-established unitary conception of individualism in humanism,
where the human is thought to be the static and sole intelligent self-governing entity of the

planet.



23

The zoe-centric worldview in posthumanism provides a valuable avenue for scholars to
delve into the bonding of humans with tools/technology beyond the linear functionalism of the
machine to humans (i.e., the benefits of the machine to humans). The shift to interconnection or
entanglement and the demise of the traditional conception of human epistemologically
destabilize the unequal relationship of humans with machines and enable scholars to investigate
new modes of subjectivity resulting from the interconnection between humans and technology.
This phenomenon, also known as ‘becoming machine’ in Deleuze and Guattari’s (1983) works,
reimagines humans as bio-technologically mediated subjects or “figures of mixity” (Braidotti,
2013a, p. 97) or “dynamic hybrids” (Jons, 2006, p. 559) supported by the non-hierarchical
vitality of humans and machines.

As Deleuze and Guattari (1983) argued, “not man as the king of creation, but rather as the
being who is in intimate contact with the profound life of all forms or all types of beings...” (p.
4). In this new paradigm, machines and the environment are no longer perceived as subordinate
entities to humans, and the conception of humanity itself transcends purely biological
boundaries. This understanding of subjectivity as an assemblage aligns with Braidotti’s (2013a)
argument: in the exchange of relational power between humans and technology, technology
“both captures and processes forces and energies, facilitating interrelations, multiple
connections, and assemblages. They stand for radical relationality and delight as well as
productivity” (p. 92). In other words, their entanglement is not driven by either one’s needs or
lacks but by the equilibrium of relational space created by the assemblage itself (Deleuze &
Guattari, 1983). Therefore, non-human elements are not understood as imitations or metaphors
for particular human capacities; posthuman scholars believe that in the assemblage of humans

and non-humans, non-human entities carry their own political effects that work in mutual
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interdependence or alliance with humans in creating symbiotic human and non-human fusion or
hybrid.
The Entanglements of Individuals with Disabilities with Non-Human Elements

Multiple studies in the fields of critical disability studies, AAC, and phenomenology have
demonstrated the imbrication of individuals with disabilities with their assistive technology. In
the field of AAC, for example, McCord and Soto (2004) reported that one of their participants
described the tool as “my talker” (p. 216). Another participant in the same study was also
observed to smile and hug the tool when asked about the benefits of the tool for her. Similar
responses were noted in Sigafoos et al. (2004), where a participant smiled and giggled when
teachers searched for their aided AAC tool. Participants in Clarke et al. (2001) expressed a desire
for a more personalized tool, mentioning that they would like to have a design and a voice that
were unique to them. In other studies, researchers also reported ambivalent relationships that
individuals experience with their devices. In McCall et al. (1997) and McCord and Soto (2004),
for instance, individuals commented that their devices were confusing, slow, uncool, boring, too
difficult, too heavy, ‘look stupid’, and embarrassing.

The bonding between individuals and assistive technology has indeed been explored by
scholars in various fields, including phenomenology and posthumanism. Merleau-Ponty (2012),
in his seminal work ‘Phenomenology of Perception,’ illustrated the embodiment process of
subjects and objects by describing how a walking cane becomes an integral part of an individual
with visual impairment. He argued that “the cane’s furthest point is transformed into a sensitive
zone, it increases the scope and the radius of the act of touching and has become analogous to a
gaze” (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p. 144). Similarly, for wheelchair users, Papadimitrou (2008)

13

described the embodiment process of the wheelchair with the body as ‘en-wheeled’, i.e., “a



25

comfortable style in and through which the chair is experienced as an extension and integral part
of the lived body” (Papadimitrou, 2008, p. 699). A similar conclusion was also drawn by Gibson
et al. (2012), who argued that for wheelchair users, their walking aids are an integral part of their
body: a wheelchair user “is not ‘in” her chair nor does she ‘use’ her chair, rather she is her chair,
but sometimes she isn’t” (Gibson et al., 2012, p. 1896). Such a process of object embodiment has
also been investigated by researchers across different disciplines. In the fields of cognitive
sciences and experimental psychology, Iriki et al. (1996) and Maravita (2004) explored the
human relationship with tools in their environment, such as forks, clothes, and rakes. They found
that humans have the plasticity of body representation in the brain (body schema) that can help
them treat external tools as part of their body.
Posthuman Turn in Literacy

The posthuman turn in literacy wrestles with the long-standing human-centric gaze in
literacy. The turn highlights the mutually constitutive relationship of humans with non-humans
to interrogate the ontology, epistemology, and axiology of the existing conception of ‘literacy’
that has privileged certain ways of knowing, doing, and becoming literacies (see Kuby et al.,
2019). In literacy education research, specifically, this turn gives rise to new philosophical and
methodological approaches for exploring literacy pedagogy beyond the traditional human-to-
human relational perspective, such as teacher-student or adult-novice interaction. It aims to shed
light on the significant involvement of non-humans (such as the internet, computers, artificial
intelligence, books, stickers, buildings, and sounds) and their entanglement with humans in the
processes of teaching, learning, and experiencing literacy within educational spaces.
Consequently, this shift mediates changes in the current constructs of literacy engagement which

have long upheld the notion of an autonomous biological self and independence. Within this
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paradigm, a learner of literacy is (re)conceptualized as a dynamic assemblage of human and non-
human forces with the capacities not only to make sense of a text but also to relate, produce, and
reconfigure the text itself. This (re)orientation of the subjecthood of the learner calls for a
(re)investigation of what qualifies as literacy, literacy engagement, literacy goals and trajectory,
and the evaluation/assessment of literacy (Kuby et al., 2019).

While there is limited but growing scholarship in posthuman literacy, several scholars
have paved the way for investigating human-non-human monism in literacy. Schulte (2019), for
instance, illustrated how the untimely death of a bird became a narrative site for the children of a
small preschool in central Sweden. By thinking and listening with the materials, namely the dead
bird, the children in Schulte (2019) engaged in discussions and speculations about life, death,
and the bird's potential before finding it lying motionless at the playground. Schulte (2019)
argued that “posthumanism and its potential literacies in early childhood are, more than anything
else, about creating a sense of hope and buoyancy for the other” (p. 79).

Another study by Harwood and Collier (2017) explored the entanglement of children
with sticks in the forest, describing the agentive power of the stick to co-shape meanings and
literacies with the children. As the authors argued, the stick was not a passive element in human
and non-human entanglement; its affordances invited the children to act and react in certain
ways. For the children, the sticks served as “weapons, magic helpers, seatbelts, boundary
markers, art representations, ladders, tools to write and draw with, and much more. The stick was
also a friend, carried and cared for by the child” (Harwood & Collier, 2017, p. 344).

Lastly, MacRae (2020) examined the hand movements of young children as they played
with toys in the sand tray. The posthuman analysis of hand movements highlighted the ways the

children, toys, and sand were bound and reciprocal to each other’s forces. MacRae (2020) argued
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that when the hands and the toys were in contact, they were influencing each other: “As hands
touch things, they are animated by what they touch, and simultaneously things are animated
through the give and take of pulls and pushes of desire expressed as kinetic force” (p. 90).
MacRae (2020) concluded that attending to the hand movements of children and their
entanglement with the environment offers scholars new ways of reconceptualizing early literacy
beyond the limited conception of verbal language.
Posthuman Disability Studies
Centuries of Othering and Dehumanization of Bodies with Disabilities

The subjecthood of individuals with disabilities has long suffered degradation through
practices of dehumanization and othering. In European history, the subtle exclusion of
individuals with disabilities from the spectrum of humanness is evident in numerous ancient
Greek and Roman poems, plays, folklore, mythology, paintings, and statues, where individuals
with disabilities (e.g., progeria and Cockayne Syndrome Type II) were portrayed as inhumane
entities — freaks, oddities, beasts, or creatures with magical powers (Felton, 2012a). The Roman
Empire, in particular, was notorious for its horrific treatment of individuals with disabilities. Not
only were individuals with disabilities referred to as ‘monstrum’ by the Romans (Capewell et al.,
2015), but they also established the teraton agora (monstrosities market), where individuals with
disabilities were materialized and commodified as collectible items, objects of amusement, and
slaves (Barton, 1995). Similarly, infanticide for children with disabilities was commonly
practiced by Spartans, who reportedly screened infants and left those deemed weak and
deformed “exposed to the elements and left to die” (Barnes, 2018, p. 52).

Such practices of dehumanization of individuals with disabilities continued and

transformed into multiple ideologies, assumptions, policies, and practices in later centuries. This
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includes Francis Galton’s (1883) Eugenics, the establishment of disability asylums (see Segrest,
2020), the Nazi Aktion T4 euthanasia program that murdered almost 300,000 people with
disabilities in 1939-1941, and the ongoing systematic exclusion of individuals with disabilities
from mainstream classrooms in the U.S., UK, Australia, and other global regions.

Similar to the construction of whiteness ideology (see Batchelor, 2000), the latent
(re)production of disability ideology is not a naturally occurring phenomenon. The enactment of
the ‘standard’ or ‘desired’ quality of body took sustaining collective acts of fetishization of
certain types of bodies and relegation of other types of bodies to the background. In this
paradigm, neurotypical bodies are set as a value-neutral standard to discern the human versus the
non-human others. This particular case can be seen in the transformation of disability labels,
which suggests not only a genealogy of disability but also the subtle practice of othering
individuals with disabilities. The analysis of labels across different languages is useful because
languages not only represent the speakers’ mental structure but also reflect certain ideologies,
beliefs, values, and the history of the phenomena being described. The term ‘intellectual
disability’ in U.S. English, for example, has changed from natural fool in the medieval age to
‘feeblemindedness’, ‘idiotism’, ‘imbecility’, ‘fatuity’, ‘simple-mindedness’, ‘mental defect’,
‘mental retardation’, ‘mental deficiency’, ‘mental handicap’, ‘mental subnormality’,
‘developmental delay’, ‘developmental disability’, ‘cognitive delay’, ‘cognitive impairment’,
‘learning disability’, ‘intellectual impairment’, and ‘intellectual disability’ in the last 60 years
(see Berkson, 2006; Metzler, 2016).

Similarly, in Indonesian language, the terminology of ‘disability’ has evolved from
‘cacat’ (defect) to ‘difabel’ (differently abled) in the last eight decades. Suharto et al. (2016)

argued that these changes of terminology were influenced by the socio-political gravity and
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reform in Indonesia. During the New Order Era (1966-1998), for example, the term ‘cacat’ was
euphemized to ‘tuna-° (which literally means ‘without,” ‘loss,” ‘lack of”) as the cabinet of
Indonesian government was dominated by Central Javanese people who were famed for their
culture of subtlety and modesty (Suharto et al., 2016). Since then (i.e., the Reformation Era
[1998-present]), Indonesian people have used various terms to describe individuals with
disabilities as the country has become more open, democratic, and liberal to globalization and
other cultures outside Indonesia. Some of the words that are currently used by Indonesian people
to describe individuals with disabilities are ‘tuna-,” ‘penyandang disabilitas’ (individuals with
disabilities), ‘orang berkebutuhan khusus’ (individuals with special needs), and ‘kaum difabel’
(differently abled people) (Suharto et al., 2016).

Titchkosky (2011) argued that these terms and their changes “represent concepts used to
notice and orient self and other” (p. 5); the terms work not only as a label for certain individuals,
but also to perceive and make sense of their bodies. While the act of (re)naming the disability
phenomena might signify the changes in values and social attitudes of the people, the
multiplicity and fluidity of the labels also suggest a conceptual grapple that the society has
struggled for decades to make sense of the disability phenomenon (Suharto et al., 2016).
Furthermore, it is also worth noting that all the labels of disability in both languages (English and
Indonesian language) have gravitated toward the impression of brokenness, deficiency,
inferiority, and subordination of the disability population from the able bodies.

In many parts of the world, such as India (e.g., Saini & Kapoor, 2020; Edwaraj et al.,
2010), Indonesia (e.g., Riany et al., 2016), Kenya (Bunning et al., 2017), and Korea (e.g., Hwang
& Charnley, 2010), the practices of othering individuals with disabilities are evident in how

people perceive the phenomenon of disability. In Indonesia, perceptions of disability are deeply
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influenced not only by political power but also by religious, educational, and cultural
backgrounds. The Javanese people of Indonesia are particularly cautious about the genealogical
line of a person, as reflected in their principles of ‘bibit,” ‘bobot,” and ‘bebet” when finding a
spouse or a community leader.

‘Bibit,” which literally means ‘the seeds’ in Javanese and Indonesian languages, is the
first criterion for an ‘ideal’ person in society. It refers to the lineage of descent or origin,
including the family’s genetics, health history, disability, and deeds in the past. The importance
of ‘bibit’ or origin in Javanese people’s lives is also reflected in many of their proverbs and
wisdom, such as “Ngelingana bibit kawite, ngelingana tembe mburine,” which means “remember
your/the origin, and remember the consequence it entails.” ‘Bobot,” or ‘intellectual weight,’
refers to the background of education, profession, and level of expertise in religion. Meanwhile,
‘bebet’ comes from the Javanese word ‘bebedan,” which means ‘to wear a long batik cloth from
the hip to ankle.” The interpretations of ‘bebet’ in society include the persistence and tenacity of
a person, as well as their dignity, prosperity, and appearance.

The triad of ‘bibit,” ‘bobot,” and ‘bebet’ is used by society to evaluate available
candidates and select the one they deem the most ‘ideal’ person. In this context, disability is
perceived as a marked phenomenon,; its presence in one’s ‘bibit’ evokes lack, pity, fear, and
hesitation in society regarding the person’s legitimacy as a human and their ability to have roles
in society and family. Moreover, their ‘bobot’ and ‘bebet’ are also affected by the prolonged
exclusion of individuals with disabilities from mainstream classrooms (Widayanti & Fletcher,
2022) and discriminatory practices in workplaces (Lessy et al., 2021).

Some professionals (medical practitioners, teachers, and religious leaders) in Handoyo et

al. (2021), for example, expressed fear and hesitation about endorsing marriage and/or
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parenthood for individuals with intellectual disabilities due to concerns about the possibility of
passing down the disability to future generations. In fact, ‘not being able to marry’ was the most
frequently reported type of discrimination by persons with leprosy-related disabilities in van
Brakel et al., (2012). These individuals often end up marrying another person with a disability
because non-disabled individuals are afraid of having descendants with disabilities.

In addition to being perceived as a ‘monstrum,’ an inheritable sickness, or disease, people
around the world also conceptualize disability as a destiny or life test from God. Some parents
and communities in Israel (Nov-Klaiman et al., 2022), Pakistan (Mirza et al., 2009), Jordan
(Algatarneh et al., 2022), and Tanzania (see Stone-MacDonald, 2012) view disability as God’s
will. The people of Lushoto in Tanzania, in particular, describe disability as part of God’s plan,
where children are seen as “fulfilling a role for God” (Stone-MacDonald, 2012, p. 404).
Meanwhile, some parents in Israel (Nov-Klaiman et al., 2022) and Jordan (Alqatarneh et al.,
2022) express that having children with disabilities is a form of a faith test from God and an
integral part of the Almighty’s plan that they cannot avoid. Similarly, Indonesian parents in
Tucker (2013) also express that their children’s disability is an ordeal or a lesson from God that
they must accept. People in these countries tend to view disability as a means to become
spiritually closer to their God and deepen their understanding of patience, sincerity, and
compassion toward other human beings.

Additionally, disability is commonly attributed to supernatural causes and past lives. In
many countries in Asia, people associate disability with bad karma, curses, and sins resulting
from the wrongdoings of parents during pregnancy (e.g., engaging in criminal activities,

gambling, killing sacred animals), misdeeds of the family in the past, and disrespectfulness of
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parents toward their own parents or the elderly (Riany et al., 2016; Tucker, 2013; Handoyo et al.,
2021).

For instance, Indonesians’ understanding of disability as karma can be traced back to
some classic stories in their Javanese shadow puppet tradition called Wayang. Wayang is a
traditional form of storytelling primarily used to disseminate orders of rulers to society, spread
Javanese wisdom, and convey teachings of Hinduism and Islam from the 5th to 15th centuries.
Three popular Wayang characters described with physical disabilities are Drestarastra (blind),
Pandu (albino and torticollis), and Widura (anisomelia) in the story of Mahabharata. All of their
disabilities are portrayed as a result of the curse from the ‘ajian’ (magical power) that their father
(Prabu Kresna Dwipayana, also known as Abiyasa) received from his predecessor and the
misdeeds of their mothers.

In some regions in other culturally diverse countries, such as India (Saini & Kapoor,
2020) and Kenya (Barbareschi et al., 2021), people also associate disability with ancestral karma
or witchcraft curses. In Kenya, it is believed that certain types of disability, such as intellectual
disability and blindness, are caused by the jealousy and hatred of someone who cast a spell with
the help of a witch. Some participants in Barbareschi et al. (2021) even expressed fears of
assisting individuals with disabilities because they assumed that the curse might be “somehow
passed on” (p. 7) to them. Similarly, in some parts of India, disability is also perceived as a curse
or an outcome of wrongdoing committed by parents or ancestors in the past (Benjamin-Thomas,
2022; Saini & Kapoor, 2020). For instance, a majority of mothers in Vellore, South India,
perceived intellectual disability to be caused by consanguineous marriage (Edwardraj et al.,

2010).
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Disability as a Quasi-‘Human’ Phenomenon

Rose (2003) suggested that the understanding of disability in the past is part of our
present consciousness about the phenomenon. The long tradition of othering individuals with
disabilities in many of the world’s cultures has resulted in the existing dehumanizing practices
toward individuals with disabilities and the metacognitive struggle of our contemporary society
with the phenomenon of disability. From folklore and classic scriptures written in the 5th century
BCE to contemporary movies and films, individuals with disabilities have been characterized as
either sub-humans or super-humans (hereafter the semi-humans).

As sub-humans, they have been abysmally constructed as sick, tragic, diseased,
mischievous, villainous, and threats to society. This portrayal is particularly evident in major
canonical English literature, such as ‘Moby Dick’ (Melville, 1851) and Shakespeare’s ‘Richard
I’ (1592-1594), where individuals with hearing loss, arthritis, cataracts, muscle atrophy, and
short stature were described as treacherous, warped, ruthless, disgusting, and evil creatures (see
Margolis & Shapiro, 1987). The people of India are also noted to have some classic scriptures
featuring disabled characters who have long been falsely portrayed as evil and villainous.
Manthara, for example, is a maidservant of Queen Kaikeyi in the epic of Ramayana, which is
also famous in other countries, including Indonesia. She is described as the hunchbacked villain
due to her role in perpetuating the exile of Lord Rama, an incarnation of Vishnu, the God of
protection in Hinduism. Verma (2021) argued that the malicious portrayals of disabled characters
in classic Indian scriptures have been “unidimensional, sexist, and one that caters to the upper-
class male gaze and patriarchal worldview” (n. p); the villainy perspective has subtly promoted

stigma, biases, and prejudice toward disability, especially female Indians with disabilities.
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On the other hand, individuals with disabilities have also been portrayed as powerful and
magical entities. Roman patricians and emperors, for example, were avid collectors of
individuals with congenital disorders. Garland (1995) reported that persons with short stature,
ostrich heads, and three eyes had been treated as the “ideal companions and confidants” (p. 49)
of the Roman emperors, just like some sacred animals (cats and lions) for the Egyptian pharaohs
(Felton 2012b). Similarly, in Indonesian wayang, some characters with disabilities are also
portrayed as trustworthy, helpful, patient, and wise figures. Gareng, for example, has strabismus
(cross eyes), short stature, and limping legs; he is noted as one of the most loyal servants of the
Pandawa, i.e., the five knights in Kakawin Bharatayuddha, an Old Javanese poetical rendering of
the Indian epic of Mahabharata. In Javanese culture, Gareng symbolizes honesty, humility, and
wisdom. Some individuals with disabilities, especially those with short stature, albino, and
limping legs, also have a special status in past and present Javanese kingdoms due to their
wisdom and the assumed magical power they have (Sunarto, 2012).

The Sultanate of Yogyakarta (1755-present) and the Sunanate of Surakarta (1745-
present), for example, regard select individuals with disabilities as Abdi Dalem Palawija, i.e., the
loyal servants and companions of the Sultan. Their special status in the sultanate and the
sunanate can be seen from the many royal traditions and ceremonies, such as the crowning of the
Sultan and Sunan where Abdi Dalem Palawija (e.g., short stature, albino, limping legs) walked
preceding the royal dancers, princes and princesses, the Sultan or the Sunan, and the royal
consorts as well as the commemoration of the Prophet Muhammad, SAW. In the past, the Sultan
and the Sunan also dedicated a special housing area called Palawijan around their Keraton (the
palace) and houses of the royals for individuals with disabilities and their families who served as

Abdi Dalem.
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In recent times, individuals with disabilities continue to be portrayed both as the threat
and the heroes in popular films, graphic novels, comic books, newspapers, and advertisements.
Studies by Conn and Bhugra (2013) and Goldstein and Tessa (2021), for example, found that
depictions of individuals with autism spectrum disorder in major American movies and TV
shows range from being freaks, childlike persons, and mentally ill figures to savants, healers,
gods, and heroes. The semi-humanness of individuals with disabilities is also seen in newspaper
reports and advertisements (Ismail et al., 2022) as well as in popular blockbuster movies, such as
‘Iron Man,” ‘Star Wars,” and ‘Captain America’ (see Fahn, 2020; Tankard, 2022; Shaholli,
2022), where individuals with disabilities were represented as humanoid figures that reflect both

peculiarity and inspirational imagery of the individuals.

Subhuman Superhuman
sick, tragic, diseased, powerful and magical
cursed, mischievous, Human entities; super

villainous, and threats to talented/smart

the society

Figure 1. Spectrum of Humaness of Individuals with Disabilities
In other contexts, such as in the Arab world (Al-Zoubi & Al-Zoubi, 2022) and Asia (e.g.,
Diffrient, 2017), the same phenomena of semi-humanness of disability are also found in the
many local productions of movies, films, and books. McRuer (2018) argued that such attempts to
render the inspirational imagery of disability or “cripspiration” (p. 58) is a manifestation of
austerity of representation. He posited that cripspiration sought to shift the pathological disability
image by capitalizing and promulgating some ‘inspirational” narratives of individuals with

disabilities (or the supercrip) who successfully overcome their struggles and hardships of
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disability. This phenomenon stands in direct opposition to the social model of disability that
conceptualizes disability as a dynamic and relational phenomenon. Through cripspiration,
disability is projected as a monolithic personal obstacle where the onus to conquer the challenge
is on each individual with a disability, not the society nor the broken social justice system of the
society (McRuer, 2018).

In the current neoliberal capitalist world, individuals with disabilities are considered both
as a menace and a benefit to society. They are conditioned to be the “undefined, ambiguous
people” (Murphy, 1990, p. 131) who are neither dead nor fully alive, sick nor well, out of nor
within the society, to-be-looked-at and not-to-be-looked-at (see Murphy, 1990; Garland-
Thomson, 2002; Erevelles, 2011). While they are deemed to be a threat and parasite to society
due to their lack of economic productivity (Barnes, 2018), they are also an invaluable resource
for biotechnological and medical breakthroughs and a profitable business market for capitalism.
The development of access technology for individuals with disabilities (e.g., AAC, prosthetic
limbs, and hearing aids), for example, is one of the largest burgeoning industries in the world
where disability phenomenon is at the epicenter of the interdisciplinary research and product
innovations (see Lee, 2016; Fahn, 2020). Puar (2017) described such social phenomena as
‘maimed’ where disability is purposefully maintained in a state of suspension or debilitation by
foreclosing them from the social, cultural, and political access for the capital profit of able
bodies. Indeed, as Albrecht (1976 in Barnes, 2018) argued, disability is essentially also a
business — it is a direct outcome of a capitalistic system of economy that views the body from its
use/productivity value. This ideology results in the stigmatization of diverse bodily conditions

and the commercialization of rehabilitation and disability.
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Visual representations of disability in the mainstream media and arts have been powerful
in the inculcation of disability as the non-human others in our deeply visually oriented society.
Foucault (1980) argued that vision is a surreptitious and subtle form of power. He described
seeing (or the gaze) as an interiorized system that “has had great importance among the
techniques of power” (Foucault, 1980, p. 155), “it records and totalizes; it gradually reconstitutes
immanent organization” (Foucault, 1973, p. 121). The act of seeing becomes an important
modality of body surveillance whose end goal is to make everybody docile and become
overseers of their own bodies. The powerful role of vision, i.e., the act of seeing and the
established visual culture and orientation, makes the politics of body representation in public
discourse salient. This influence is evident in the practice of marking bodies and defining
personhood within a society. The well-established narratives and practices of semi-humanization
of individuals with disabilities through vision modality in our society have insidiously catapulted
disability phenomena as an “outlaw ontology” (Wrigley, 1996, p. 95), a conundrum that outlaws
the existing conception of ‘normality’ of bodies.

The history of disability is in part a history of visual display within the able-body world
(Garland-Thomson, 2002). Since centuries ago, the phenomenon of disability has been
constantly conceptualized as a visual reminder for able-bodied persons on how persons at the
border of humanness look like — their bodies are marked as semi-humans; they are monsters,
heroes, and hybrids; they encapsulate the physical and metaphysical tragedy, failure, suffering,
vulnerability, pity, laughter, terror as well as the adulation, inspiration, amazement, and
admiration (Garland-Thomson, 2002). Their very existence and lived experiences are
extraordinary to the gaze of the ableist world; their bodies are conspicuous, but they are visually

aberrant as they do not conform to the standard notion of how the human body is ‘supposed’ to
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look. Therefore, the semi-humanness of disability functions as a borderline “to preserve and
validate such privileged designations as beautiful, healthy, normal, fit, competent, intelligent —
all of which provide cultural capital to those who can claim such status, who can reside within
these subject positions” (Garland-Thomson, 2002, p. 74-75). Such acts of rendering the bodies of
individuals with disabilities at the border of humanness have resulted in many dehumanizing and
unequal treatments towards individuals with disabilities, including their erasure of rights to live
(see Alford [2021] on how Peter Singer, a renowned Princeton bioethicist and philosopher,
advocated the elimination of fetal or newborn life with intellectual disability as one of the ways
to alleviate global poverty) as well as their ongoing barriers to accessing the quality health care,
public service, and general classroom. In the following section, I will explore the practice of
othering of individuals with disabilities in education.
Implications of Anthropocentrism in Education

Individuals with disabilities face the longest and most arduous road to quality education.
A report on disability gaps in educational attainment and literacy from the World Bank and the
Global Partnership for Education (2017) reveals that students with disabilities are being left
behind by global efforts to improve education opportunities for all. Their analysis shows that
children with disabilities in 19 developing countries are less likely to be enrolled in school than
nondisabled children. They also found that the primary school and secondary school completion
rates for students with disabilities in those countries are just about 48% and 33%, respectively.

In Indonesia, students with disabilities face significant challenges in their pursuit of
inclusive and quality education. Historically, these students have been confined to special
schools. As 0f 2021, The Ministry of Education and Culture (Kemdikbud) reported the existence

of 2,250 Sekolah Luar Biasa (special schools) with 144,621 students identified with disabilities
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attending primary to senior high schools. Further, the Ministry of National Development
Planning (Bapennas) (2021) further reported that 27.74% of individuals with disabilities in
Indonesia did not finish elementary school; 13.02% of the population never go to school; and
only 5.12% of individuals with disabilities in Indonesia attended college.

In developed countries such as the U.S., U.K., and Australia, students with disability
were also at a higher risk of dropping out and losing instructions. A study by Losen et al., (2021),
for example, found that students with disability across all grades in the U.S. lost twice the
instructional days due to suspensions than nondisabled students. In the U.K., the rate of school
expulsion of students with disability was six times higher than nondisabled students during the
2017-2018 school year; and this trend has steadily risen in recent years (see Daniels et al., 2019;
Department for Education, 2018; Martin-Denham, 2020). Meanwhile, in the state of New South
Wales Australia, 40% of the students receiving school suspension and exclusion in 2019 were
students with disability (Baker, 2019); and the vast majority of students enrolled in flexible
learning programs (FLPs), i.e., a government program for students who are considered to be
disengaged in the general education classroom, across all states in Australia are students with
disability (Thomas & Rayner, 2021).

Students of color with disability have the highest risk of exclusion through school
suspension and expulsion. In the U.S., Black students have consistently made up the largest
population served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) for various types
of disability, especially emotional disturbance, intellectual disability, developmental delay, and
specific learning disability for decades (Sullivan & Bal, 2013; Skiba et al., 2005). They are
“three times as likely to be labeled mentally retarded, two times as likely to be labeled

emotionally disturbed, and one and a half times as likely to be labeled learning disabled,
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compared to their white peers” (Parish, 2002 in Annamma et al., 2013, p. 3). Research by
Robinson and Norton (2019) also found that Black students are disproportionately represented in
75% of the states for the speech or language impairments category each year. Together with
Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, and Two or More Races populations, Black
students consistently make up the biggest body of students who are labeled with disability and
receive out-of-school suspension, in-school suspension, referral to law enforcement, expulsion,
corporal punishment, and school-related arrest (see Connor et al., 2016; U.S. Department of
Education, 2018; Yu et al., 2021). Fenning and Johnson (2022) expressed that the disparities of
exclusion of students with disability and those of color from the general education classroom in
the U.S. were consistently found across two different generations, from the 1972-1973 school
year to the 2017-2018 school year, regardless of the existence of federal laws that regulate
education for individuals with disabilities (e.g., Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973
and IDEA).

The nexus of disability and semi-humanness in education is present in the ways schools
discipline and segregate diverse bio-physical conditions from the general education classroom.
Through covert Eugenic practices, schools sort, classify, and examine students’ bodies, and make
sure that the diverse bodily representations of students conform to the adopted ‘standards’ of
look, behavior, and intelligence or they are eliminated. The Eugenics principles manifest in some
existing schooling practices, including the use of standardized testing (e.g., IQ test and behavior
assessment), the administration of a one-size-fits-all curriculum and learning approach, the
implementation of suspension and exclusion of individuals with disabilities, the longstanding
underfunding of IDEA, the overly used Euro-American canon and the lack of textbooks that

represent individuals with disabilities and persons of color, the coercive implementation of zero-
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tolerance approach, as well as the development of inaccessible educational buildings (see Skiba
& Williams, 2014; Baker, 2017; Titchkosky, 2011).

In the previous decades, pervasive Eugenic practices were exercised overtly by the
government or the monarch to proliferate the ambit of ‘standard’ human beings and engineer the
uniformed human bodies, e.g., the Nazi Aktion T4 euthanasia program (Campbell, 2000).
Nowadays, however, the ruler or the government plays “a less direct and de-centered role in the
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governing of ‘disability’” (Campbell, 2000, p. 308) and the elimination of disruptions entailed
from its existence. The gatekeepers of education are now the educational institutions themselves
and the standard operations they implement, which include the insidious assessments and quality
control practices administered by the school administrators, teachers, and special educators to
assess and diagnose any potential challenges that students with ‘anomalous’ bodies might pose to
the general classroom. In this paradigm, surveillance over bodies at the border of humanness is
non-consciously at work. Everyone acts as their own overseer; they police each other’s bodies
and value their bodily representations based on the adopted standards of corporeal ‘fitness’
within the community.

This phenomenon resonates with Foucault’s conception of power through his renowned
panopticon analogy. Foucault (1980) argued that “in the Panopticon each person, depending on
his place, is watched by all or certain of the others” (p. 158). He continued that the most effective
and efficient system of surveillance and disciplining bodies requires neither physical violence
nor material constraints — it instead only requires “an inspecting gaze, a gaze which each
individual under its weight will end by interiorizing to the point that he is his own overseer, each

individual thus exercising this surveillance over, and against, himself” (p. 155). This panoptic

surveillance system constitutes schools as an extension of government surveillance where the
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socialization of norms and values of the dominant community is enforced and the dissonance
from the standards is eradicated. The use of this system conceals the deeply ingrained
institutional ableism in schools, and instead highlights the anomalous being and doing as a
menace to combat. Foucault named this form of scrutiny as the ‘pedagogization of children’
(Foucault, 1981).

In such a vicious system of surveillance, families are often situated as the morality judge
of their own decision to either allow their children to be excluded from the general classroom
(partially or fully; temporary or permanently) or ‘insist’ on having their children being the
“detractors” (Baker, 2017, p. 148) in the general education classroom. Such deceitful autonomy
of choice is often nebulous yet life-changing for the family and the students with disability.
Parents, especially those of culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, are often unaware
of their rights, legal resources, and the long-term consequences that entail from the choices they
make to their children’s lives. Among the Latinx family (i.e., the largest ethnic minority group in
the U.S.), for example, Bravo-Ruiz and Flynn (2022) argued that the families’ lack of knowledge
on the U.S. special education system leads to the disempowerment of parents to advocate for
their children’s rights to inclusive education. While participation of the family in the
Individualized Education Program (IEP) development process is legally mandated by IDEA,
many of the culturally and linguistically diverse families reported that they were baffled by the
legal and scientific jargon and received little to no support from the schools regarding the
resources of special education (Larios & Zetlin, 2022). Multiple studies on the parents’
satisfaction with the IEP process have also consistently shown high levels of stress, frustration,
and dissatisfaction among culturally and linguistically diverse families (see Fish, 2008; Zeitlin &

Curcic, 2014; Rossetti et al., 2021). This dissatisfaction has resulted in a continuous decrease in
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the family’s participation in the special education process throughout the decades (Fish, 2008;
Salas, 2004).

Years of research have continuously highlighted the detrimental effects of school
suspension and exclusion on the mental health, identity development, and prolonged educational
attainment of students with disability. Goldman-Mellor et al. (2016) and Martin-Denham (2020),
for example, argued that suspension and exclusion of students with disability significantly
impact their educational outcomes and pose severe implications for their transitions to adulthood.
A study by Christle et al (2007) also found a positive relationship between the rates of school
suspension and exclusion and school dropouts. Cholewa et al (2018) added that those who
receive transient school isolation are 4.7 times more likely to be dropped out of high school than
those who do not. Adverse childhood experiences from school suspension and exclusion have
also been found to correlate with the increased risk of involvement in the juvenile justice system
and prolonged truancy. Black students with intellectual disability, especially, are significantly
more likely to be referred to the juvenile justice system and receive unfair exclusionary
discipline actions and grace compared to other students with disability and nondisabled students
(Mendoza et al., 2020).

Lastly, the suspension and exclusion of students with disability from the mainstream
classroom also affected their self-concept and identity development. Murphy (2022) reported that
children aged 6-16 perceived their special education needs as a shame and disability as a stigma.
In the context of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD), for example, students mentioned that they felt embarrassed about their learning
needs. For many of the students, this misconception had previously prevented them from seeking

help from the professionals. Students also reported that schools tend to have low empathy and



44

sensitivity towards their disability; schools view the coping mechanisms of their disability as
misbehaviors where the use of punitive measures is needed. Murphy (2022) argued that such
coercive treatments for disability had tremendously impacted the learning, social, educational,
emotional, and familial development of the students. It is also important to note and highlight
that the students’ conception of disability as a shame and stigma of disability does not exist in a
vacuum; they are made up and continuously propagated by overt and covert ableist practices in
the larger social contexts that fuse differences of bodily representations with tragedy and
inferiority.

Despite the fact that school suspension and exclusion have resulted in more adverse
effects than positive outcomes, educational institutions continue to implement the removal of
students from their classrooms as a way to discipline unruly bodies. This approach
fundamentally shows a deep and intricate relationship between education and the medical model
of disability that views the aberration of being and doing as an individual student problem.
Therefore, the government and schools’ approach to remediate the inequality of educational
attainment or “education debt” (Ladson-Billings, 2006, p. 3) for students with disabilities tends
to be personal curative instead of institutionally restorative. While studies have continuously
reported the longstanding grapple of school personnel in understanding the dynamic disability
phenomena and providing fair and inclusive teaching (see Round et al., 2016; Hauerwas &
Mahon, 2018), educational institutions unceasingly view disability as an individual disease to
cure, and isolation bodies as a way to ‘rehab’ the anomalous being and doing. Secondary school
teachers in Round et al. (2016), for example, expressed their concerns about the inclusion of
students with disability in the mainstream classroom and the detrimental effects of the inclusion

towards nondisabled students. Many of the teachers in the study also view the inclusion of
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students with disabilities as an additional burden to their duties as teachers. In such a
phenomenon, students with disabilities are situated and treated a menace and disease to the
general education classroom, because the very existence of their bodies in the mainstream

classroom disrupts and disarms the imagined standard representation of human learners.

In this section, I have laid out the philosophical backdrop and review of literature for my
dissertation. I began the chapter with discussions on posthumanism and its key principles that
guide the exploration of entanglement in this study, namely the agency or vitality of human and
non-human actants as well as the interconnectedness of actants. I then explained posthuman in its
intersection with two disciplines relevant to this dissertation, namely literacy studies and
disability studies. I end the chapter with discussions on the implications of the human-centric
gaze or anthropocentrism in education to highlight the importance of turning into human and
non-human entanglements in disability explorations. In the next chapter, we discuss the

methodology, methods, and data sources of this dissertation.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
To think is to experiment, but experimentation is always that which is in the process of coming
about—the new, remarkable, and interesting that replace the appearance of truth and are more
demanding than it is.
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1994, p. 111).
This study is designed by following the posthumanism paradigm in postqualitative
research. Posthuman research decenters humans as the sole legitimate figures capable of
producing knowledge in a study. This indicates that posthuman research does not exclude the
role of humans in shaping knowledge (Ulmer, 2017). Instead, the methodology highlights the
longstanding intertwining relationship of humans with non-human elements, and endeavors to
include what has been understood as the peripherals in research, i.e., the non-human elements
(Bodén, 2013). Posthuman research requires new ways of seeing, thinking, and understanding
phenomena. To mediate such needs, St. Pierre (2019) argued that rather than focusing on the
established methods, researchers are encouraged to engage with creative and experimental ways
of doing research to provoke new ways of thinking and understanding phenomena. Proponents of
this non-representational paradigm view that standardized methods impede creativity and “do
little more than provide a false sense of security that knowledge is stable, or even knowable”
(Ulmer, 2017, p. 838).
While there are no methodological prescriptions on how to organize posthuman research,

Ulmer (2017) posited that posthuman research must be able to produce situated, material,
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interconnected, processual, and affirmative knowledge. Situated knowledge means that
posthuman research does not claim universal knowledge. Rather, the research provides “a
necessary means of partially translating experiences” (Ulmer, 2017, p. 836) of a person or a
population within a particular context. Therefore, knowledge is always perceived to be
something grounded in local formations. Material knowledge means that posthuman research
attends not only to the ways humans produce knowledge but also to how the non-human
elements (e.g., plants, furniture, nature, animals) provide an understanding of the phenomena that
are being investigated. This means that posthuman research is also a radical onto-epistemological
shift from humanism; it aims to spotlight what non-human elements can offer to the construction
of our understanding of the world (Bodén, 2013). Next, posthuman research produces
interconnected knowledge that explains how humans and non-humans are entangled, forming a
mutual trans-species interdependent relationship. Posthuman research must also provide
processual knowledge where the processes of becoming and knowing (i.e., the process
ontologies) are fostered. In this sense, posthuman research views knowledge as something
dynamic, messy, and uncertain. Lastly, posthuman research also emphasizes affirmative
knowledge which leads to innovative, critical, imaginative, and creative ways of research and
interpretation of the phenomena.

Posthuman methodology comes with some challenges. Ulmer (2017), for example,
argued that posthuman research can be unsettling for many scholars as they embark on different
ways of experimentation to generate knowledge. This may cause researchers to frequently
experience self-doubt, hesitation, trepidation, and uncertainty during research (Ulmer, 2017).
Additionally, the lengthy process of thinking and working with data and theories throughout the

research can be time-consuming for researchers. Therefore, researchers should consider time
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management strategies to navigate the complexities of posthuman research. Lastly, Vannini
(2015) also noted the danger of engaging in new ways of doing research. She argued that “non-
representational scholarship is borne out of a disorderly will to experiment and to fail” (p. 324).
This requires researchers to be more skeptical of its consistency, efficiency, and applicability,
among others.

In the field of education, multiple posthuman research has been done in various contexts
through thinking with technology (Bodén, 2013), animals (Sjogren et al., 2015), water (Pacini-
Ketchabaw & Clark, 2016), movements and sounds (Hackett & Somerville, 2017), and leaf
blower (Flint, 2022). Bodén (2013), for example, examined school absence software to unravel
the entanglement of educational settings with gender, social practice, and materialistic
components in three Swedish schools. By thinking with colors (i.e., red, green, and blue) in the
school absence software, Bodén (2013) illustrated the ways in which the materials or non-human
elements — such as colors and software — operated with discourses of absence and narrative of
good and bad students. Sjogren et al. (2015) analyzed the intertwining relationship of humans
and animals among teacher instructors. They found that the understanding of the human and
nonhuman’s intertwining relationship affects the instructors’ attitudes toward a sustainable
environment and education. Meanwhile, Hackett and Somerville (2017) explored the potentiality
of adopting a posthuman lens in reconceptualizing emergent literacy practices of children. By
listening to and observing the human/children and non-human sounds and movements (e.g.,
sounds of drums, vocalization, jiggle, feet and hand movement), they illustrated the “synergy”
(Hackett & Somerville, 2017, p. 380) or entanglement of the human and non-human which
creates affective responses that influence one another. Their study concluded that meaning and

world are always entangled; and the understanding of the human-nonhuman entanglement offers
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new ways for literacy scholars to explore literacy beyond the anthropocentric framings (Hackett
& Somerville, 2017). Lastly, Flint (2022) offered a methodological entry point of the
investigation of whiteness in the higher education context through thinking with a leafblower. By
listening to the sound of a leafblower, she reflected on the phenomena of commodification of
lawns (e.g., lawn maintenance, machinery, chemical fertilizers, pesticides) in the U.S., and
argued that such practices in the U.S. higher education are far from being value-neutral; they
subtly manifest the desire of white American people to ideality, uniformity, control, and
homogeneity of society.

This study employs the posthuman method as a way to highlight and explore the
entanglement of humans and non-humans in a significant disability context. The following
research questions guided the exploration in this study:

1. How is a child with Rett syndrome entangled with other human and non-human

interactants during literacy activities at home?
a. Who and what are the interactants that are part of the child’s language and
literacy activities?
b. What role do these interactants play in navigating language and literacy
activities for the child?
2. What are the larger implications of these entanglements for inclusive language and
literacy education practices?
Human Participants

This study explores the entanglement of four human participants, namely an individual

with Rett syndrome (Kalika), a parent (Baba), a babysitter (Sofia), and a literacy specialist

(Sally), with non-human elements during literacy activities at home. Additionally, there was one
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supporting participant, i.e., the individual’s mother (Ma) that was involved in some observations.
All five human participants in this study were recruited through convenience sampling.

Convenience sampling is a non-probability sampling strategy that uses the researcher’s
convenient pool at hand (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Bhattacharya, 2017). Kalika, the child
participant in this study, is the only daughter of my PhD advisor, whom I have known and
worked with since I started my master’s degree in 2017. Prior to conducting this dissertation, I
had established a relationship with Kalika and the family in multiple different projects on her
language and literacy engagement in school and home contexts. Building upon this longstanding
relationship, I decided to conduct extensive research on Kalika’s disability experiences from a
posthuman perspective for my dissertation. I perceive Kalika’s lived experiences as a complex
disability experience that provides me with an avenue to understand disability and literacy from
multiple aspects. This is due to her significant disabilities caused by Rett syndrome and Kalika’s
powerful entanglement with other humans and non-human elements.

Another factor influencing my decision to work with Kalika was the enduring
relationship I had cultivated with her and her family over the years. This privilege allows me to
engage more effectively with Kalika and her family, gain a richer perspective and understanding
beyond the context of this research, and facilitate a more participatory approach to the research
process. All five human participants in this study were recruited through my personal connection
with Kalika and her family.

Kalika. Kalika is a multilingual 7-year-old child attending a primary school (Grade 1) at
an inclusive coeducational public elementary school in the southern United States. She was born
to an Indian-American woman and a Jewish-American man who both work as university

professors at a large R1 public university in the southern United States. Being raised in a
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multicultural family, Kalika speaks English and Bangla. Additionally, she is an avid reader.
Within a month, she could read more than 40 children’s books on various topics including
religions and world folklore. Kalika has also loved listening to music since she was little. She
enjoys a variety of music genres, particularly those with upbeat rhythms and songs in languages,
such as Punjabi, English, Hindi, French, and Spanish. One of her favorite songs is the 1970s

French song ‘Mammy Blue’.
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Figure 2. Sample of Kalika’s Pageset About Herself

Kalika started losing her speech and developed accommodative esotropia or eye crossing
at the age of 24 months as well as a decreased muscle tone and repetitive hand clapping, which
profoundly hindered her from manipulating and exploring objects using her hands, at the age of
26 months. Kalika was officially diagnosed with classic Rett syndrome at the age of 2.5 years old
in June 2018. Having lost her speech and purposeful hand use, Kalika communicates
multimodally using her gaze, body movements, facial expressions, vocalizations, and eye-
tracking AAC devices. She has two eye-tracking AAC devices: one is a Windows-based Tobii i-
13, which she has used since her third birthday in December 2018, and the other one is a TD

Pilot built on an iPad Operating System (iPadOS).
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In terms of specifications, Kalika’s Tobii i-13 weighs about 5.5 pounds with a 13.3-inch
screen (thus, Baba called this device ‘the big Tobii’), while Kalika’s TD Pilot weighs 4.4 pounds
with a 12-inch screen. The TD Pilot device is also equipped with a partner window on the back
of the device that enables interlocutors to see Kalika’s speech in written form. All the devices
use TD Snap Language software developed by the same manufacturer of the devices, Tobii
Dynavox. The software includes pagesets of icons, words, numbers, letters, phrases, and
expressions for a variety of communication purposes. Figure 2 illustrates Kalika’s pageset that
she uses to introduce herself to others. Using this pageset, Kalika can exchange various
information with her interlocutors, such as her name, age, date of birth, and the languages she
speaks. Kalika’s AAC device mediates communication in English. However, to support her
multilingualism, Kalika’s mother (Ma) also manually added words and phrases in Bengali on her
device so she could speak to her maternal grandparents who live in India.

To support her mobility, Kalika has three mobility chairs, namely an activity chair that is
mainly parked in the family’s dining room, a standing activity chair in the playroom, and a
wheelchair in front of her house. At home, Kalika mostly uses an activity chair for activities
around the dining table. Other tools she is entangled with daily include the big Tobii, the TD
Pilot eye-tracking AAC device, a pink armbrace to mitigate her uncontrollable repetitive hand
movements, eyeglasses, G-Tube for feeding, and adaptive shoes. Kalika has her own phone that
she uses to listen to her favorite songs and an iPad to have a virtual meeting with Sally and watch
her favorite show, ‘Sesame Street.’

Baba. Baba (a Bengali word for Dad) is Kalika’s father. He was born into a Jewish
family and is proficient in various languages such as Hebrew, French, German, Turkish, Arabic,

and English. His multilingualism originated from both his studies at college and his immersion in
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communities where these languages are spoken. For instance, he acquired Hebrew from his
father, who used to speak basic Hebrew to him when he was little, while his mother
communicated with him in English. On the other hand, he developed proficiency in German,
French, Turkish, and Arabic through academic learning at college and studying abroad in
countries, such as France, Egypt, Morocco, and Turkey. Currently, Baba serves as an assistant
professor of French literature at an R1 public university in the southern United States. He
perceives language as a gateway to “access different cultures” (Baba, Interview 1). He enjoys
listening to music and delving into literature from diverse cultures, which fundamentally shapes
his approach to language teaching. With Kalika, Baba reads a variety of children’s books before
bedtime. One of their favorite books to read is ‘East of the Sun and West of the Moon,’ a classic
Nordic folk story about the journey of a young girl to rescue her prince, which they have read six
times in total (Field note, July 8). The family regularly visits the county’s library 1-2 times a
week and borrows many children’s books as well as books on world cuisines.

Sofia. Sofia is Kalika’s babysitter. She is a white American undergraduate student
pursuing a degree in communication sciences and disorders at the same university where Baba
and Ma work, as well as where I am pursuing my doctoral degree. Studying speech disorders,
she learns about human communication repertoires, including the use of Augmentative and
Alternative Communication (AAC), and therapies for those with aphasia. Sofia and Kalika have
known each other since June 2023. Before babysitting for Kalika, Sofia had never encountered
individuals with Rett syndrome or had experience assisting someone who uses an eye-tracking
AAC device. She found herself learning about these aspects during her babysitting time with
Kalika, which typically occurs two days a week or five hours per week. As a babysitter, Sofia’s

responsibilities include feeding Kalika, reading books to her, and playing with her. Throughout
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the data collection period of this study, she was only observed using Kalika’s TD Pilot AAC
device during her interactions. Sofia’s sessions typically last two to three hours (120-180
minutes) per meeting.

Sally. Sally is a white American literacy specialist/teacher based in a big city in the
Midwestern region of the U.S. She has over 45 years of experience working with individuals
with complex communication repertoires, including those with Rett syndrome and autism. As
one of the experts in the field, she has served students internationally and managed a global e-
learning platform for parents, educators, and therapists of Rett syndrome students. Sally has been
Kalika’s literacy specialist since 2022. The entanglement between Sally, Kalika, and the family
began in the summer of 2022 when the family had a series of “contentious IEP meetings” (Baba,
Interview 2) with a school. IEP (Individualized Education Program) is a formal written document
for a student with disabilities who receives special education services in schools. It is a blueprint
for the student’s education program developed collaboratively by involving parents, teachers,
therapists, specialists, and, when appropriate, the student themselves.

An acquaintance of the family suggested inviting Sally as a specialist to help the parents
advocate for Kalika to have a place in a collaborative classroom rather than being confined
solely to a special education setting. Since then, Sally has worked with Kalika and the family to
develop Kalika’s literacy virtually. Leveraging Kalika’s Tobii i-13 AAC eye-tracking device, the
internet, and various digital apps, such as Voice Dream (a text-to-speech reader), Sally is able to
teach Kalika and fully control her eye-tracking AAC device from a distance. This includes
tracking Kalika’s eye gaze, screen-recording the sessions, downloading the recordings, and
pausing the pageset to move to another pageset. Throughout the data collection period of this

study, Sally only used Kalika’s Tobii i-13 (the big Tobii). She argued that it was the only device
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that could be controlled remotely (Sally, Interview 1). Kalika’s literacy sessions with Sally occur
for one hour (60 minutes) every Saturday afternoon.

Ma. Ma (a Bengali word for Mom) is Kalika’s mother, an Indian-American woman, and
a multilingual speaker proficient in English and Bengali. Ma grew up in New Delhi, India, and
has lived in different countries for study and work, including the Netherlands, Indonesia,
Canada, and the U.S. Currently she holds the position of associate professor of language and
literacy at the same university where Baba works. In this study, Ma also serves as the PhD
advisor of the author. As a supportive human participant, Ma engages in some of my
observations of Kalika with Sally, Baba, and Sofia, and contributes specific background
information about Kalika when necessary. To maintain research integrity and mitigate potential
conflicts of interest, Ma refrains from participating in other data collection activities, such as
interviews and focus group discussions.
Design and Methods

This qualitative research is a single instrumental case study that focuses on investigating
the literacy practices of an individual with Rett syndrome with her parent, babysitter, and
educational therapist. Bhattacharya (2017) defined a single instrumental case study as a type of
case study that “focuses on a unique, information-rich situation, concern, or problem and selects
a bounded system as a case to study” (p. 110). There are a few reasons why a single instrumental
case study was chosen for this dissertation:

First, case study facilitates an in-depth examination of an individual, program, event,
policy, or any other phenomenon for relatively short periods of time (Bhattacharya, 2017). This
study explores a specific phenomenon, namely the entanglement of an individual with Rett

syndrome with her parent, babysitter, literacy specialist, and non-human intra-actants during



56

literacy activities at home. The specific context and the small study population in this study
provide an opportunity for me to focus intently on the phenomenon, carefully observe the
interactants involved in the entanglement, understand the roles they play, as well as gain in-depth
perspectives on how the entanglements are formed and their implications for Kalika’s language
and literacy. Additionally, data collection of this study spanned five months from July to
November 2023, which is relatively shorter than other types of qualitative study, such as
ethnography and oral histories. Case study offers the flexibility for me to conduct research within
such a specific population within a concise timeframe.

Second, case study allows versatility in incorporating diverse perspectives, data
collection methods, and interpretive strategies (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Bhattacharya, 2017).
As described earlier, posthuman scholars are non-representational (Ulmer, 2017) — they are
eclectic, open to different modes of thought and approaches in research, and eager to seek
alternatives to methodological conformity. This is done to generate new ways of understanding
phenomena as well as diffractions in normative thoughts and arguments. This study employs
multiple qualitative data collection methods to capture arrays of participants’ perspectives and
gather a more nuanced description of their entanglement with each other. This involves the use
of visual elicitation interviews (Copes et al., 2018), participant-generated drawings (Rose, 2016),
and a combination of virtual and face-to-face observations along with a focus group discussion.
Additionally, the study also experiments with a combination of coding, narrative writing, and
collage in data analysis to generate more innovative, imaginative, and critical interpretations of
the phenomena being investigated.

Third, case study is not interested in discovering the ‘correct’ or generalizable

interpretation of facts. Rather, it aims to present one with the most compelling and possible
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interpretation of a phenomenon (Bhattacharya, 2017). As argued in the first chapter, the purpose
of this study is not to provide a generalizable and universal conclusion on how entanglement
occurs and matters in literacy activities. Instead, this study aims to provide a thorough
examination of how humans (i.e., Kalika, Sofia, Baba, and Sally) intra-act with non-humans in
this study, forming a dynamic entanglement that shapes and mediates the language and literacy
experiences of an individual with Rett syndrome. This study endeavors to offer an alternative
perspective on how researchers can examine disability phenomena and literacy by turning toward
materiality and more-than-human entanglements. The turn to materiality and entanglement, I
contend, challenges the prevailing disordering perspective on the repertoires of language and
literacy of individuals with disabilities and destabilizes anthropocentrism and the medical
perspective in disability studies that inherently champion individualism over interconnection
among human and non-human elements. Additionally, it provides a nuanced understanding of
disability experiences as a dynamic process of becoming instead of a monolithic lived
experience.

The following section delineates the methods I employed to collect data from Kalika,
Baba, Sofia, and Sally and the non-humans involved in their entanglements.
Data Sources
Observation

Observation is a crucial aspect of qualitative research (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). In
this study, nine face-to-face observations and two virtual observations were conducted from July
to September 2023. Table 1 in Appendix A lists the date and length of all observations as well as
the human participants involved. These observations, totaling 24 hours of video-recorded

sessions, cover various literacy events of Kalika with Sofia, Sally, and Baba. Literacy events, as
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Heath (1982) describes, are “any occasion in which a piece of writing is integral to the nature of
participants’ interactions and their interpretive processes” (p. 93). In other words, any observable
activity or episode that involves literacy (i.e., a piece of writing from Heath’s perspective) is
considered a literacy event. In this study, the events that I particularly focus on during Kalika’s
activities with Sofia, Sally, and Baba include storybook reading, learning alphabets and sight
words, playing board games, and finishing up homework from school that took place in the
dining room, living room, and the playroom.

The purpose of these in-situ observations is to capture the complex nuance of human-
non-human interactions within Kalika’s literacy entanglements. By immersing myself in the
same environment as my participants, I am not only able to see the complex relationality among
Kalika, Sally, Sofia, and Baba, but also generate other sources of insights from the environment
through my senses, including the olfaction (smell), tactition (touch), and audition (hearing).
These factors include capturing the non-human aspects that may affect their intra-actions and
shape Kalika’s literacy experiences. Examples include the room’s brightness that influences
Kalika’s view of her AAC screen, the noise from the blending machine used by Baba or Ma
while preparing food for Kalika during sessions with Sally and Sofia, the difference in weight
between the big Tobii and the small Tobii, the sturdiness of the dining table used by Kalika and
Baba during sessions with Sally, the pitch of Kalika’s cries when she refused to engage in
literacy activities with Sally and Sofia, and the various music played during her literacy
activities. I contend that such detailed observations are needed to capture relevant assemblages
that are involved in Kalika’s literacy. Assemblages, Bennett (2010) argued, are “ad hoc
groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts” (p. 23). They are both human and

non-human elements that are involved in and shape the formation of an entanglement. These
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include human and non-human objects in an environment, research instruments, disability,

ableism, class, and gender that can play roles in Kalika’s language and literacy development.

Figure 3. Eye-Tracking Recording

In addition to direct observations at Kalika’s house, my observation data also includes
five hours of Kalika’s eye-tracking recordings gathered during her session with Sally. Obtained
from Sally, these data are the screen recordings of Sally’s computer — they capture Kalika’s eye-
tracking AAC device page, Kalika’s face, and Sally’s face (see Figure 3). These data are
employed to specifically observe Kalika’s eye movements and fixations on her AAC device
pagesets and determine her visual engagement during her session with Sally. The green rectangle
in Figure 3, for example, illustrates an area of interest on the pageset that Sally wants Kalika to
specifically see as she reads the sentence. Meanwhile, the pink rectangle indicates a successful
fixation of Kalika’s eyes on the target area of interest. Fixation, Holmqvist et al., (2011) argued,
is a momentary stop that eye makes on an object or area of interest. In reading, fixation signifies
the individual’s visual attention and processing of information in the area of interest. Together
with the hours of in-situ observations, the total observation data in this study is 25 hours.

During my in-situ observation, [ am aware that my presence and the presence of my
research tools (e.g., iPad, tripod, wireless microphone) may discomfort my participants,
especially Kalika who may find my iPad distracting and remind her of her favorite show to

watch (Ma, field note, August 15). As Marshall and Rossman (2016) argued, among the common
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challenges that researchers need to consider during observations include mitigating participants’
discomfort and managing a relatively unobtrusive role of the researcher. To alleviate discomfort
and obtrusion during observations, I decided to maintain distance from my participants, place my
iPad and the tripod in another room or behind an object, and cover them with a piece of cloth
(Figure 4). During Kalika’s session with Sally in the dining room, specifically, I observed their
interaction from the living room and placed my iPad and tripod in the kitchen. Both of these
rooms are connected to the dining room with no door so I could still see and hear their

interactions clearly.

Figure 4. Covered iPad and Tripod During Data Collection

To further alleviate discomfort, my observation schedule was also determined by the
participants’ time availability and convenience. Working with individuals with significant
disabilities like Kalika requires me to be mindful of the dynamic of their health, therapy
schedules, and changes in routine. During the process of data collection, there were times when
the scheduled observations and other data collection activities were rescheduled to another time.
For example, my scheduled visit on November 2 was canceled because Kalika “had a really
rough day lots of crying and being upset” due to her field trip and being away from Baba who

was traveling to another state (Ma, field note, November 2). Therefore, two to seven days before
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the visit, I would text Ma and Sofia to ask if I could come to the house and if they would be
willing to be observed by me. Meanwhile, Sally requested me to inform her about the
observation a few minutes before her session began with Kalika. This practice was done to
preserve my participants’ agency in the research, protect their privacy, and respect their personal
boundaries.

Interview

In addition to a series of direct observations, I employed two 60-minute video-recorded
semi-structured interviews with Sally, Baba, and Sofia and two 30-minute video-recorded story-
reading mediated interviews with Kalika. These interviews are aimed at achieving a deeper
understanding of the phenomena from my human participants’ perspectives beyond mere
observation. I offered two modes of interviews, namely face-to-face and virtual, to accommodate
their schedules and differences in time and location, especially for Sally who lived in a city in a
different state. Table 1 in Appendix A lists the date, mode of interview, venue, participant, and
length of all interviews I conducted with my participants. Protocols and questions for interviews
with Baba, Sally, and Sofia can be found in Appendix B.

Interviews with Sally, Baba, and Sofia. The first round of interviews with Sally, Baba,
and Sofia was intended to get to know them better, share the overall purpose and design of my
study, and have discussions on their relationship with Kalika. While the phrasing of the questions
is different from one participant to the others to better connect and reflect their roles in Kalika’s
literacy, all questions are geared towards exploring their understandings of Kalika and Rett
syndrome, their experiences in engaging with Kalika, their perceptions of Kalika’s
communication, and their opinions on the roles of humans and non-human elements during

Kalika’s literacy activities.
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In addition to having them answer my questions, I also asked them to watch a short clip
of observation from their literacy session with Kalika that I randomly selected from a list of
observation videos I had collected (see Table 2 Appendix F). With Sofia, for example, I asked
her to watch a clip of her session with Kalika, because she had never been involved in Kalika’s
session with Sally and Baba. Likewise, with Sally and Baba, I assigned them to watch a clip of
one of their Saturday sessions with Kalika, because the two of them were never present during
Kalika’s session with Sofia. Following this activity, the participants were invited to narrate the
video they watched using their own words and share their thoughts on the roles of themselves,
other humans, and non-human elements in the video.

The purpose of this activity, also known as visual elicitation (see Freedman &
Siegesmund, 2023), is to stimulate dialogue and obtain more nuanced information on their
entanglements with Kalika. By watching the videos, participants were not only given a specific
context for them to discuss but also allowing them to have a view of the sessions from my
perspective. Following each interview, I transcribed the recordings, printed the transcription,
reviewed, and preliminary coded the transcripts. Lastly, I selected segments from each interview
transcript where the interviewees specifically talked about their entanglements with Kalika, their
roles, and the roles of the non-humans within the entanglements. These segments were then
compiled into three different documents based on the interviewees’ roles. The compilations of
the segments would then be used as a tool in my second interview with them.

The second interviews were organized face-to-face on campus where Baba, Ma, Sofia,
and I work/study and virtually. These interviews were organized to serve two purposes. First, to
ask for clarifications from the initial interview. After reviewing the transcript, I encountered

some points that needed further clarification from my participants. With Baba, for example, I
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specifically asked how and when he and Ma met Sally. Meanwhile, with Sally, I asked further
questions about the applications she used to teach and prepare the materials for Kalika. Second,
to extend conversations on the role of the non-human elements and their entanglements with the
humans during Kalika’s literacy session. Having reviewed and preliminary coded the first
interview, I realized that most of my questions in the first interview focused on the roles of
humans within the entanglements. Therefore, for the second interview, I wanted to have time to
specifically explore their perceptions on the roles of the non-human elements in the
entanglements and the ways the non-human elements matter in the entanglements.

In organizing the second interview, I engaged in guided conversations with my
participants rather than structured queries. Guided conversation is an interview technique where
questions in the interviews are fluid rather than rigid (Yin, 2018). This technique facilitates
researchers to probe more information from the participants using questions they prepared earlier
and questions that organically come out during the conversations to gain more fluid and natural
responses from the participants.

The second interview consists of two activities, namely transcript reading and drawing
activities. For the transcript reading activity, I instructed my participants to read the three select
segments of transcripts from the first interviews, beginning with their own interview transcripts
followed by whichever transcripts they preferred. To provide convenience to my face-to-face
interview participants (Baba and Sofia), I printed the transcripts using three different colored
papers and titled each transcript with the roles of the interviewees. This was done to make it
easier for them to locate specific information on the transcripts. I also printed my prompt on a
piece of paper so that my participants could always refer to it back in case they missed my

instructions. Meanwhile, for Sally who had a virtual interview, I uploaded the transcripts on a
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Google Doc and organized them according to the following order: Directions of activity — Sally’s

transcript — Baba’s transcript — Sofia’s transcript.

8 =
it

Figure 5. Set Up for Face-to-Face 2™ Interview Involving Drawing Activity with Sofia

I provided each of my participants with a maximum of 15 minutes to review all transcript
segments. During their reading, I asked my participants to specifically focus on the roles of the
non-human elements and their entanglement with the humans in the transcripts. They were
specifically instructed to underline or highlight statements that they agreed with, that resonated
with their experiences, or that they found interesting. Additionally, they were asked to mark any
parts where they disagreed or found conflicting with their own opinions. After they finished
reading, I guided the conversations to focus on the roles of the non-humans in the entanglement
and what new insights they learned from other adult participants’ transcripts by sharing with me
what they underlined and marked on the transcripts.

By inviting my participants to review segments of the collected data, I enhanced their
entanglement with the study to talk more about what they and other participants’ said, raised
concerns, and provided corrections of language and clarifications (Mero-Jaffe, 2011). When

reading her own transcript, for example, Sally informed me that I made an error in the name of
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the application she used to prepare learning materials for Kalika. She then corrected the
transcript and also showed me the application she meant at the end of the interview. Importantly,
by reading their own transcripts and reading other participants’ transcripts, the participants were
able to gain perspectives on the entanglement from other participants prior to the focus group
discussions. This opportunity facilitates each participant to establish a foundation for mutual
understanding of the entanglement before the upcoming focus group discussion in the following
week.

Following the transcript reading activity, I invited my participants to draw an illustration
of their entanglement with Kalika and other human and non-human intra-actants in the study. All
participants, except Sally who lived in a different state, were provided with stationery to draw
(Figure 5). These include crayons, markers, pencil colors, watercolor paints, and brushes, as well
as drawing pads. Before they began drawing, I invited them to tell me what they knew about
entanglement followed by reading them the question on the prompt paper to guide their drawing,
i.e. “How does the entanglement between humans and non-humans during Kalika’s literacy
activities look like to you?” The participants took about 5-10 minutes to complete their
illustration of entanglement. After that, [ began the guided conversations using open-ended
questions that focused on their entanglements and the roles of the non-humans, such as “Tell me
about your drawing”, “What did you draw in the entanglement and why?”’; and “What elements
did you draw first and the last and why?”. Additionally, I also invited my participants to reflect
on their drawing experiences and showed them how other adults perceived their entanglements
with Kalika and other humans and non-human elements. These guided conversations mediated in
drawing activity served as a catalyst for me to have in-depth dialogues with my participants

beyond formal questions and answers sessions, and established a stronger rapport with them.
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Drawing activity was especially chosen for it not only facilitates my participants “to convey
contents that words can only approximately represent” (Lapenta, 2011, p. 202), but also because
it helps mediate my participants’ reflexivity on their profound entanglement with other humans
and non-humans in Kalika’s literacy development (Mulvihill & Swaminathan, 2020).

Interview with Kalika. In addition to interviewing the adults, I extended an invitation
for two video-recorded interview sessions to Kalika. Her participation in this study was
particularly crucial, not only because she and her literacy experience constitute the nucleus of the
phenomena under observation but also due to the prolonged exclusions of individuals with
disabilities, especially those with speech difficulties, from research about themselves (see
Feldman et al., 2013; Taylor & Balandin, 2020). This exclusion often stems from societal
stigmas surrounding their intelligence and expressive capabilities (Tager-Flusberg & Kasari,
2013; Clare, 2017), strict human research protocols (Boxall & Ralph, 2011), and a scholarly
inclination to prioritize verbal accounts as the primary data in research. By inviting Kalika to
share her experience of her entanglement with other human and non-human intra-actants, I aim
to provide a model of inclusive research that embraces the multiplicity of participation of
individuals with disabilities in research beyond being an object of observation.

After consultations with Ma on what strategies I could use to interview Kalika, I decided
to incorporate story-reading activities into my interviews with Kalika. There are some
considerations on why I chose to interview Kalika through story reading. First, story reading is
one of Kalika’s favorite activities. From the observations and interviews with Baba, Sally, and
Sofia as well as insights gained from my previous engagement with Kalika in various research
projects with Ma, I learned that Kalika engaged in story-reading activities every day with her

parents, Sofia, Sally, therapists, and teachers at her school. By integrating my interview
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questions through story reading, I provide a familiar activity for Kalika to engage in a question-

and-answer session about the book and her relationality with the characters in the story.

Figure 7. Baba Selecting a Song to Dance with Kalika, Elsie’s Dancing With Her Daddy
Second, story reading facilitates multimodality of communication beyond verbal

communication. The context of the story as well as the incorporation of the visuals, gestures, and
other modalities of communication during story reading activity facilitates understanding of
children, particularly those with literacy and communication challenges as well as individuals
with intellectual disabilities (Anderson & Balandin, 2011). In Kalika’s case, the illustrations in
the book we read helped contextualize my questions on her perceptions of her AAC device,
activity chair, music, as well as other human participants (Baba, Sally, Sofia). By integrating

story reading into the interview with Kalika, the goal is to cultivate a more comfortable
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environment for Kalika to engage in a dialogue with me and provide responses to my interview
questions.

Lasting around 30-45 minutes each, the face-to-face interviews with Kalika were
mediated through story-reading activities involving a children’s book titled ‘Dancing with
Daddy’ by Antira Schulte (2021). The selection of this book was intentional to reflect Kalika’s
profound disabilities and entanglement with the non-human elements. Elsie, the main character
in the book, is a girl with Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome, a rare chromosomal condition resulting
from a missing piece of the short arm of chromosome 4 due to the partial deletion or monosomy
of the chromosome. Elsie is entangled with various accessibility tools in her daily life, including
an activity chair, AAC tools, and a feeding tube. Elsie also loves music and dancing with her

father, which I found similar to what Kalika loves to do with her father (see Figure 7).

Figure 8. Interview with Kalika

My interviews with Kalika took place in the playroom of her house. Accompanied by
Sofia, I posed approximately 10 questions, including questions that are designed to make the
story-reading fluid and engaging, such as “Which dress do you think Elsie will choose? Pink or
Red?”; and “How about you, do you like Pink or Red?” To value Kalika’s multimodal
communication beyond her facial expression, body language, and gestures, I prepared a few

alternative media for Kalika to answer my questions, namely the cutouts of pictures and symbols
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as well as her eye-tracking AAC device. The cutouts of pictures and symbols, specifically, were
prepared to accommodate her preference for answering the questions through touch. I decided to
incorporate this strategy after observing Kalika’s session with Sofia on August 24, 2023, where
she answered Sofia’s questions on addition by touching and approximating her body to the
flashcards.

To create the cutouts, I first reviewed the questions that I would ask Kalika during the
story reading and identified some answer options to the questions. Next, I located pictures and
symbols to represent the answers, namely the pictures of Sally and Sofia as well as the symbols
for “yes”, “no”, “red”, and “pink” (Figure 6). This process included consultation with Ma on
how the symbols were represented on Kalika’s AAC device system to provide familiarity for her.
After that, I arranged the pictures and the symbols on a word document, arranged the layout to
ensure that the size was big enough for Kalika to see, printed them, and cut them out
individually.

In addition to the cutouts, her eye-gaze AAC device was incorporated to accommodate
her preference to answer my questions using her gaze. This method was primarily used in the
second interview with Kalika to facilitate more diverse responses beyond the cutouts of pictures
and symbols. Learning from Sally’s technique in eliciting Kalika’s responses to open-ended
questions, I helped Kalika locate specific pagesets of words/phrases that may answer the
interview questions. For example, to answer my interview questions on what she felt about her
AAC device, I helped her find a specific pageset that listed adjectives of feelings, such as
“fantastic”, “happy”, “good”, and “bad.” My interview prompts and questions to Kalika can be

found in Appendix C.



70

Focus Group Discussion (FGD)

A 60-minute video-recorded focus group discussion was conducted with Baba, Sally, and
Sofia to conclude the series of data-gathering activities in this study. The purpose of the
discussion was to gain collective understanding and insights of the participants on 1) Kalika’s
entanglements and the roles of the humans (Baba, Sally, Sofia) and non-human elements in
shaping her literacy experiences; 2) challenges in helping Kalika with her language and literacy
development and how their entanglements could address those challenges; and 3) inclusive
education. Additionally, this focus group discussion was organized to foster Kalika’s support
network or entanglement among the humans. During my one-on-one interviews with each
participant, I realized that Sofia and Sally did not know each other and how they had been
supporting Kalika. Therefore, this focus group discussion also served as an opportunity for them
to connect, listen to each other’s opinions, and talk about how they could support each other in
developing Kalika’s literacy.

I began the FGD by asking the participants to introduce themselves and their roles in
supporting Kalika’s literacy development. This was then followed by showing them their
drawings of entanglement from the second interview and briefly explaining how the human and
non-human elements in their drawings have been shaping Kalika’s literacy experiences. After
that, I asked the group to provide answers to my questions and listen to each other’s responses.
Additionally, I encouraged the participants to ask each other questions and discuss how they, as a
group, could strengthen the established entanglement to further support Kalika’s literacy
development. The questions and protocol for this focus group discussion session can be found in

Appendix D.
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Field Notes and Memos

Marshall and Rossman (2016) argued that in qualitative studies, the researcher is an
instrument. Therefore, in addition to the observations, interviews, and focus group discussions, |
also employed field notes and memos to record descriptions of events, settings, short dialogues,
and recurring patterns and behaviors observed during the data collection process. These
documents also serve as a growing record of my emotions and self-reflections on what I sense
and wonder about the observed phenomena. They include details as simple as “Ask Baba how
the family knew Sally,” “What is Kalika’s relationship with the cats?”, titles of books that
Kalika reads with Sofia (see Appendix E), or a collage of the dining table layout created from
used magazines (see Appendix G).

Throughout the study, I created 11 field notes that correspond with each of the
observations in Kalika’s house. Initially, I jotted down the notes and created the memos using an
unruled notebook for practical reasons. I carried this notebook every time I visited Kalika’s
house and wrote down my reflections and important observations on it. Following the
completion of each observation, I retyped and uploaded all the notes and memos digitally onto
UGA OneDrive for accessibility and preservation of data. These documents serve as a crucial
source of data that complements information gathered from the observation, interview, and focus
group discussion video/audio recordings. Before beginning a new observation, especially, I
would re-read my entries to see if there were things I needed to specifically observe or ask the
participants for clarifications. This practice helps me ensure that I cover all information needed

for this study as well as deepen my thinking on the observed phenomena.
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Data Analysis
Mode of Thinking: Diagrammatical Thinking

In analyzing my data, I adopted a diagrammatical mode of thinking. Diagrammatical
thinking “seeks to disrupt conventional ways of thinking about human and nonhuman interactive
spaces or networks” (Freeman, 2017, p. 9). It concerns the strategy of seeing humans and non-
human elements in the data as emerging assemblages, moving away from interpreting them
based on pre-established conceptions as separate entities. Unlike categorical thinking which
tends to see things based on preconceived categories, e.g., characteristics, materials, and class,
diagrammatical thinking is interested in understanding how the seemingly separate things
overlap, entangle, and form a dynamic matter. For example, rather than seeing the dining table in
Kalika’s house simply as an isolated table or a piece of furniture in the dining room, researchers
employing diagrammatical thinking would ask: “How is this object related to Kalika and the
family?”; “What makes this object more/less than a table when it is entangled with other
furniture in the room or with the family?”’; “What kind of new object(s) will this object become
as a result of the entanglements?”’; and “What kind of changes will this object bring to other
objects in the entanglements?” To think diagrammatically in research, Freeman (2017) argued,
“require[s] thinking differently about the nature of things, and the relationship between things”
(p.- 99). It encourages researchers to step away from the essentialist categories and speculate how
a thing emerges or changes from its preconceived class when they are entangled with another
thing(s). This strategy of seeing and understanding data offers an avenue for researchers to think
of research as a space of creative and innovative experimentation.

In this dissertation, diagrammatical thinking serves as a cognitive strategy to help me

examine the entanglement that emerges from the interactions among the humans and non-human
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elements in literacy in a significant disability context. Diagrammatical thinking is especially
helpful in providing three principles that guide my thinking in this dissertation:

First, to refrain from the dominant assumption that humans are the only entities with
agency in the data. This was done through iterative readings of posthuman literature throughout
the study and diffractive reading of literature across disciplines. To diffract, Barad (2006) posits,
is to disrupt the linearity in knowledge production that tends to repeat one after another. The
strategy is derived from a quantum physics phenomenon called diffraction that describes the
unique behavior of waves, such as light, sound, or water waves when they encounter an
obstruction or opening (Barad, 2006). An example of diffraction in everyday experience includes
the ripples of water created by a speedboat traveling through a gap in walls or a jetty, which
results in a pattern of new waves. Diffractive reading thus entails reading and re-reading insights
across different theoretical schools to engender new ripples of interpretations and thoughts from
data.

In this study, my diffractive reading entails a careful review of literature from the fields
of critical disability studies, posthumanism, and literacy throughout the process of crafting this
dissertation. In the literature review section (Chapter 2), especially, I explored the phenomena of
disability from multidisciplinary angles to provide not only the theoretical background of this
study but also the historical overview of the disability and its interconnection with the
marginalization of students with disabilities as well as their ways of languaging and becoming
literacy. Similarly, during data analysis, I supported the process by re-reading the posthuman
theories I adopted in this study.

Second, fo think with both the humans (Kalika, Baba, Sally, Sofia) and the non-human

elements in the data. As a scholar who has been trained and worked within the humanist
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paradigm, I found myself easily inclined to focus on what humans do among themselves, what
they do toward non-human elements, and what happens to them afterward in the data.
Meanwhile, as Ulmer (2017) posits, posthuman research “move[s] toward material ways of
thinking and being” (p. 836). It seeks to understand phenomena as more than just human
phenomena. Realizing my anthropocentric inclination in research, I feel the need to have an
explicit commitment in my data analysis to locate the non-humans in the data and think with
them in terms of how they express their agencies or power in the entanglement. As McCoy
(2012) argued, “matter is not a formless blob that is given shape by our imaginings of it. It is not
inert substance waiting to be discovered and described. It acts; matter pushes back... Forces are
produced. Momentum. Counterforces” (p. 764). Therefore, the purpose of this strategy is to have
a moment to shift the focus away from the central figure of human participants as the most
exclusive and independent entity in Kalika’s literacy entanglements and knowledge production.
The exploration of the non-humans and examination of their roles in the data provides a pathway
to understanding how they have always been present and entangled with Kalika, Baba, Sally, and
Sofia in shaping Kalika’s literacy experience.

Third, to attend to the ways the humans and the non-humans are entangled and how the
entanglements are formed. Thinking diagrammatically provides an avenue for researchers to tune
into the interrelation of seemingly different entities and to view them as emerging assemblages
or becomings. By thinking diagrammatically, I set a mental strategy throughout my data analysis
process to perceive everyone (Kalika, Baba, Sofia, Sally) and everything (the non-human
elements) as actors with forces within an open and fluid entanglement. Thus, during my data
analysis process, I endeavor not only to identify who and what the actors are but also to examine

the linkages between them and how their linkages come to matter. Such endeavor prompts me to
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think in creative and innovative ways to help me see the unpredictable or the unthought human
and non-human entanglements during Kalika’s literacy activities.
Data Management and Analysis

As described earlier in this chapter, in posthuman studies, there is no prescribed research
design and method of analysis. Instead, posthuman studies encourage researchers to “think with
theories and matter in the world (i.e. students, schools, teachers, writing, books, art supplies,
plants, digital tools and so forth) in order to create a new (theories, literacies, methodologies,
and...and...and...)” (Kuby & Rowsell, 2017, p. 287). The freedom to experiment and think with
data in posthumanism led me to engage in some eclectic data analysis strategies, such as
constructing narratives (see Holley & Colyar, 2009; Pepper & Wildy, 2009) and collage-making
(see Holbrook & Pourchier, 2014) in addition to inductive coding method (Saldafia, 2021). As
Amanda Coffey and Paul Atkinson (1996) argue: “There is no single right way to analyze
qualitative data; equally, it is essential to find ways of using the data to think with” (p. 2). The
multiplicity of data analysis techniques in my study not only helped me in thinking with the data
and weaving them with posthuman readings but also mediated my process of reflexivity as a
researcher. There are four main procedures for analyzing data in this dissertation.

Data Review and Storage. The process of data analysis began with reviews of data
sources from the observations, interviews, focus group discussions, and field notes to give me a
bird’s-eye view of my data terrain. This was accomplished by re-reading my field notes and
memos, rewatching the videos, reviewing the photos, and writing brief notes about the data. The
insights gained from this process were then transferred to a table containing the information of

the wealth of data I have for this study (see Table 2 Appendix F). This table acts as a ‘table of
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contents’ of my data that helped me navigate and locate specific resources I needed during the
writing process of this dissertation, including the selections of photos and videos.

All data collected from my participants were stored safely in a password-protected UGA
OneDrive folder that can only be accessed by me and my doctoral advisor (Ma). To back up my
data, I also store the data on an external hard drive and my personal password-protected
computer. To ensure confidentiality, I assigned pseudonyms to all participants except Kalika as
per the family’s agreement which is reflected on the approved Institutional Review Board (IRB)
report of this study.

Transcriptions. Transcriptions of videos of observations, interviews, and focus-group
discussions were done after the completion of each data collection process. To expedite the
process of transcription, I used a digital transcription platform called Otter.ai. The platform
utilizes machine learning algorithms to transcribe spoken words from the videos into written text.
To transcribe using the platform, I first uploaded the videos on the system. Then, the system
would convert the videos I uploaded into audio files and generate verbatim transcripts of speech
from the participants from the audio files within 15-30 minutes depending on the length of the
audio. Once the data were preliminarily transcribed by the machine, I reviewed and edited the
transcripts to ensure the accuracy of the words and information based on their corresponding
audio data. Afterward, I downloaded the polished transcripts from the platform and uploaded
them to the aforementioned storage systems and personal devices.

Besides providing time efficiency, working with this machine learning also prompts me
to wonder about my relationality with the non-human elements in the research process. With
Otter.ai., specifically, it intrigues me to reflect on their essence as a non-human element and their

roles as a non-human transcriber or collaborator in my research. As a machine, Otter.ai. does not
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remain static. Instead, it grows and evolves with the data that I uploaded onto their system and
the edits I made to the transcripts. For example, in the first few videos I uploaded to their system,
Otter.ai did not recognize the speakers involved in the interactions — it assigned my participants’
names as ‘Speaker 1,” ‘Speaker 2,” etc. As I trained the machine by editing the transcript and
assigning pseudonyms, Otter.ai processed the alterations and autonomously associated them with
participants’ speeches based on the acoustic features of their voices.

One of the striking aspects during my intra-action with Otter.ai is that the machine did
not recognize Kalika’s AAC voice despite the multiple training I gave to it. It kept lumping her
speech into other participants’ speeches, rendering her verbal communication non-present in the
transcript. Additionally, the machine also did not transcribe Kalika’s gestures, facial expressions,
eye gaze, cries, laughs, and vocalization. The absence of Kalika’s complex communication
repertoires in the transcripts intrigued me to further reflect on Kalika’s presence in my data and
to ponder the notion of speech and communication in the transcription process, especially in
research involving individuals who rely on AAC. It also challenged me to think of alternative
strategies beyond transcriptions to capture Kalika’s complex communication repertoires during
my data analysis process. Further elaboration on the strategies I employed is detailed below.

Planning for Experimentation. Deleuze and Guattari (1994) suggested that “to think is
to experiment” (p. 111), emphasizing that thinking involves innovative and creative working
with the world and encountering the unthought (Kuby & Rowsell, 2017). Thus, once I gained the
holistic landscape of my data, I proceeded to the next stage of data analysis of my posthuman
study, namely the planning for the experimentation. The planning process began with a reflection

on my intersectionality and relationality with data as reflected in the wheel diagram in Figure 9.
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To begin the reflection, I first drew a small circle on a piece of paper where I listed my
identities, preferences, and hobbies. Then, I drew a bigger circle on the outer side of the first

circle and listed my participants’ intersectional identities, such as “individual with significant
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disabilities,” “father,” “female”, “undergraduate student,” “white American,” and “Jewish.”
Following, I drew another bigger circle on the outer side and listed the theoretical factors guiding
my thinking in this dissertation, namely posthuman, critical disability studies, and language and
literacy education, and my wealth of data. Lastly, I reread my writings in the diagram, assigned
different colors to each circle, and reflected on the important patterns in my intersectionality.
This process helped me construct three conditions for data analysis methods that not only comply

with the approved IRB proposal but also provide joy and are responsive to my intersectionality.

The three conditions are:
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Figure 9. My Wheel of Intersectionality
First, the methods should mediate the informed theories and mode of thinking I opted for
in this study, i.e., posthumanism and diagrammatical thinking. As described earlier,
diagrammatical thinking perceives humans and non-human elements as emerging assemblages.

Diagrammatical thinkers seek to understand the inherent interconnection between humans and
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non-human actors. They think with theories, experiment with the resources in hand, speculate
things beyond the pre-determined categories, and are open to the multiplicity of interpretations.
This condition requires me to have methods that can allow me to both sit with my data and think
with the theories. The methods should ideally also provide an avenue for me to see data as
assemblages and how these assemblages inform the intra-action between the human and non-
human elements in my data and their dynamic entanglements.

Second, the methods should allow me to engage with data in creative and innovative
ways. A consequence of engaging in posthuman research is the openness to experimental ways
of doing research beyond the established methods (St. Pierre, 2019). The heavy reliance on
standardized methods, Ulmer (2017) argued, leads to the misconception that knowledge is
unchanging and specific ‘correct’ ways of thinking and doing research. Therefore, the methods I
opted for should provide flexibility for me to explore new ways of data analysis beyond the
“good old-fashioned qualitative inquiry” (Brinkmann, 2015, p. 620), such as coding.

Third, the methods should be responsive to my interests and needs. Having reflected on
my intersectionality made me aware of what I like to do and what I do not like to do with the
data. As a person with a vision disability (I have only one functioning eye), I found the
prolonged and intense engagement with computer screen eye-hurting. It also makes me aware of
my interest in doing work with colors and textures, which stems from my deep appreciation of
visual arts after the temporary loss of my sight when I was in the fifth grade. Therefore, in this
study, I wanted to have methods that can help me engage with data in multimodal ways; ones
that not only facilitate data analysis but also spark joy to me. Together, these considerations led

me to choose a combination of several methods of data analysis, namely coding, narrative
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writing, and collage. Figure 10 and the following explanation describe the process for the data

analysis in this dissertation.

Collage

A process of constructing visual
compositions by assembling a variety
of materials, including previously
Coding made objects and images (Freedman &
Siegesmund, 2023).

A process of summarization of data into
codes (word or phrases) (Saldaiia, 2021) Objective: experiencing data in
multimodal way, experimenting with
data analysis, visualizing the
interconnection of data

Objective: Familiarizing and
categorizing data

Narrative Writing/Construct
Critical Memo ;
A process of recounting events and
detailed experiences in a structured

A process of thinking with theory and
order (plot).

documentation of thoughts during data
analysis

Objective: inviting readers to be
entangled in research, experimenting
with data analysis, capturing Kalika’s
complex communication repertoires
and the more-than-human
entanglements

Objective: generating alternative insights or
diffraction

Figure 10. Data Analysis Process

Coding. Following data familiarization and transcription, the next stage of the data
analysis process is coding the transcripts of interviews and focus group discussions. These
transcripts are polished, meaning that the transcripts have been manually reviewed and checked
by me to ensure the accuracy of words, information, and speakers with their corresponding audio
files. After downloading them from Otter.ai., I decided to print, label, and arrange them based on
the type of data sources (Interview or Focus Group Discussion) and names of the participants
(Baba, Sofia, Sally, or Kalika). My decision to print the transcripts — instead of working on
coding applications, such as NVivo or ATLAS.ti — was mainly guided by my third condition of
data analysis methods, namely the preference to engage less with the computer screen and to

engage more with creative work.
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Figure 11. Color Coding and Wondering

The process of coding began with a quick reading of the transcripts where I circled all
non-human elements mentioned in them. This process was done to help me gain a general idea of
the transcripts and to identify the various kinds of non-human elements involved during Kalika’s
literacy activities with Sofia, Sally, and Baba. Following this process, I proceeded to descriptive
coding, which is a coding technique that aims to capture key ideas in the data using a single word
or phrase (Saldana, 2021). Using different color markers (Figure 11), I reviewed each transcript
and assigned labels to summarize ideas in the data. In total, there were 11 labels generated from
this process, some of them include ecology/environment (orange), roles of non-humans
(turquoise), challenges (pink), and ways to mitigate challenges (brown).

During this first cycle coding process, I also left a few notes on my wonders at the margin
of the document. I define a wonder/wondering as a moment of contemplative reflection where
the information I read on the transcripts connects with my thoughts in some ways and intrigues
me to theorize, criticize, or question the situation. For example, I left a note on Baba’s first
interview transcript “Objects define/construct places” as I read his response to my question about
the dining room and the objects within it, such as the table, Kalika’s activity chair, and the

Google home device. This wonder was relevant to Barad’s (2006) conceptualization of the
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entanglement between space, matter, and time, and the ways their intra-actions define their
existence. On another occasion, such as in my field notes (see Appendix E and G), I wondered
about the relationship of humans with animals as I saw Kalika’s engagement with her cats. All
these wonders supported me in developing narrative texts as an additional later of data analysis
which [ will explain in the next section.

Following the descriptive coding, I engaged in thematic coding to synthesize, “putting
things together into new assemblages of meaning” (Saldana, 2021, p. 5). In this stage, I arranged
all relevant quotes from the transcripts based on the research questions of this study. This process
was done on Word documents on my desktop for convenience in cutting and pasting segments of
transcripts according to the categories. It involves another round of reading all transcripts,
reviewing codes and wonders from the previous coding stage, and mapping the quotes to

separate documents based on the research questions.

AAC Device*

Tobii, fike an iPad, it has all the symbols
to communicate, , look at it,

@ the books, y looks at the books when

I'm reading them.

Figure 12. Screenshots of Obsidian on AAC Device Page
Lastly, I engaged in free coding or initial coding, which is a coding technique that allows
researchers to “reflect deeply on the content and nuances of your data and to begin taking

ownership of them” (Saldafa, 2021, p. 148). I experimented using a personal knowledge
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management software called Obsidian which allows me to see connections between codes and
data (Figure 12). Data on this software, according to their privacy webpage, are “saved locally on
your device and is never sent to our servers” — they (the developer) “do not collect any personal
data” nor “collect any telemetry data.” Therefore, no other party except the user (me) has access
to the data on this platform.

To code on Obsidian, I first ensured that all names of my participants were deidentified
on the transcript using their pseudonyms (child, parent, babysitter, educational consultant). I then
created a page on the platform followed by copying and pasting each segment of transcripts from
the previous stage onto the page. After that, I reviewed the segment carefully and assigned codes
to the segments based on the humans and non-humans mentioned in the segment and their roles
in Kalika’s literacy. These codes act as the linkages that connect the specific segment to other
transcript segments with the same tags. This process was repeated until all segments from the
previous stage were transported to Obsidian. Once all the segments were transported and coded, I
could see graphs that visualize the network of data and their relationships.

As I engaged with the practices of coding, I experienced the feeling of distance not only
from the nuance of my data but also from the theories that guide this study. As I explained
earlier, posthuman studies require researchers to constantly engage or think with the data and the
theories. Meanwhile, coding tends to take the researchers away from the texture, complexity, and
context of the data (MacLure, 2013a). It also “ignores the entanglements of language and matter,
words and things” (MacLure, 2013a, p. 171), which are central in posthuman research.
Therefore, I feel the need to engage with additional practices of data analysis to bring me back to

my data and explore their texture and complexity while thinking with theories or reading
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diffractively. The following explains two additional layers of data analysis that help me mediate
my thinking with data and theories.

Narrative Writing. Following the cycles of coding and identification of major themes, I
decided to create three narratives from my observation experiences that later would be used as an
opening and a context for the discussion on the thematic findings from the earlier analysis stage.
Narrative is “the telling (or retelling) of a story in a specific time sequence” (Holley & Coylar,
2009, p. 681). Narrative analysis highlights the role of constructing a plot as a human strategy to
know and understand the complexity of lived experiences. Plot, as Brooks (1984) argued,
embodies “the principle of interconnectedness and intention” (p. 5) — it binds together the
seemingly discrete aspects of life, characters, and series of events in human life. Narrative
provides researchers with a framework to systematically organize, interpret, and communicate
their experiences and understanding of events in a coherent and meaningful manner
(Polkinghorne, 1995; Freeman, 2017). In this study, narratives are especially useful as a medium
to not only express my experiences in doing the research but also to capture Kalika’s complex
communication repertoires as well the entanglement of humans and non-human elements, which
transcripts and coding cannot effectively capture (MacLure, 2013a).

To create the narratives, I went back to the ‘table of contents’ of my data to identify
photos, segments of videos, and notes that can support my narrative writing. Subsequently, I
closely reviewed the selected data and organized it based on key themes identified during the
coding process. This process was then followed by the development of the narratives and
arrangement of visuals from the photos and screenshots of videos to provide richer narrative
details. During the process of constructing the narratives, I engaged in some readings of research

articles, guiding theories, and memos as a practice of diffractive reading. These three narratives
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were growing narratives, meaning that I often revisited the narratives, made some edits, and
added more details as I wrote the findings and discussions of this dissertation.

Collage. The last layer of thinking with data I engaged with was creating visual arts
through collage. As I mentioned earlier, I would like to engage with data in multimodal ways
beyond coding. This was done not only to provide joy and bring me closer to the data but also to
experiment with data and data analysis, as Deleuze and Guattari (1994) advocated. This
entanglement of data analysis and artmaking practices illustrates the conjoining of research and
creation where “doing is thinking and philosophy is an experimental practice that co-exists with
art and artmaking” (Flint, 2020).

Collage is a process of constructing visual compositions by assembling a variety of
materials, including previously made objects and images (Freedman & Siegesmund, 2023).
Collage provides an avenue for researchers to stimulate visual thinking and articulate ideas that
cannot simply be expressed in words (Holbrook & Pourchier, 2014). In analyzing data through
collage, I think with Bennett’s (2011) notion of assemblages. Assemblages, Bennett (2011)
argued, are “ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts” (p. 23); they
are emerging open-ended confederations with agentic capacity that is derived from the agency of
each member constituting it. For Bennett (2011), everything, including data, is a mosaic of
diverse bodies that work together forming a new phenomenon that “is distinct from the sum of
the vital force of each materiality considered alone” (p. 23).

My collage process began with reviewing the identified sources of data from the narrative
writing stage and re-reading segments of transcripts from the last stage of coding, i.e., the free
coding, on Obsidian. This includes rewatching selected videos and screenshotting some episodes

that could be useful as parts of the collage materials. After that, I started categorizing the data
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followed by juxtaposing and layering them one after another on a Microsoft powerpoint, so it
formed a new composition of different media (i.e., pictures, words, writing, cuts out of
magazines, etc.). This practice not only allowed me to engage with my data in a multimodal
manner, but also helped me visualize their interconnection with each other.
Positionality

I wrote this study as a multilingual Southeast Asian individual with only one functioning
eye. [ was born and raised in a multicultural, multilingual, and multireligious family in a
patriarchal, able-bodied society on the island of Java, Indonesia, where attributes such as
whiteness, heterosexuality, and ability are perceived as social properties (see Boveda &
Annamma, 2023). As a male Javanese Muslim from a middle-class family, I enjoyed the access
and privileges associated with being a member of a dominant ethnic group and growing up on
the most developed island in the nation. These privileges include attending good public and
private schools, the opportunities to learn foreign languages such as English, French, and
German, acquiring dominant local languages (i.e., Javanese and Sundanese) from my family and
the communities, and earning my bachelor’s degree in English Education from a prestigious
private Roman catholic university on the island. My intersectional identities and privileges
collectively played a role in my success in securing jobs abroad and receiving a Fulbright
scholarship to study in the U.S. This eventually led to the path I am currently taking, i.e.,
pursuing a doctoral degree abroad, which by itself is a significant educational privilege that does
not come easily for many Indonesians, including my own family.

Growing up in a country where hierarchy permeates every facet of life, I learned a
disability as a defect, curse, weakness, shame, burden, pity, and bad karma that must be kept

secret or hidden from public eyes. In my own family, I have multiple relatives with disabilities,
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including those with mental illness and profound intellectual disability whom I have only seen a
few times in my life. The last time I can recall seeing my niece Bunga (pseudonym), for
example, was in 2005 during a family gathering at my house. As she grows older and requires
extensive support from her family, Bunga never attends any family gatherings and celebrations
anymore. No one in the family speaks up or talks about this, including me, for it is considered
culturally impolite and insensitive to intervene in other family matters.

In my case, I had only known that humans are supposed to be able to see with their two
eyes when my right eye was injured from contact with a sharp object when I was in 5th grade.
For about a month, I was not able to see, read books, or attend school. I also experienced a
temporary mobility issue following a hit-and-run on the school premises when I was in 7th
grade. I remember the feeling of sadness, shame, and difference for being sick, having to use
crutches in front of my friends, and not being able to access public spaces independently. I was
battling with my own trauma of crossing the road and seeing my left foot railed by a car with no
professional counselor support from the school. I practically lost most access to the school
facilities, including the lab and library that were located on the second floor of the building. I
spent most of my lunch break alone in class while other boys played soccer outside. Let alone
going to the canteen, I could not even go to the restroom due to the lack of accessibility for
people with mobility issues.

During those times, I experienced the paradox of being both seen and unseen by society.
The crutches and eye-patch had somehow drawn people’s attention over me and instigated pity
on me. I realized how the temporary embodiment of the ‘assistive’ non-human elements on my
body shifted people’s perception of my being where I was no longer seen as ‘Wisnu,” but as a

‘sick Wisnu’ who required assistance to walk. On the other hand, I felt unseen because the
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experiences of overcoming the trauma and not being able to read, attend school, and even go to
the restroom on my own suggested that my lived experience, my body with a disability, and my
entanglement with the assistive tools were never imagined by the teachers and the school
community. In other words, I existed beyond their consciousness when they devised instructional
plans, designed for the classrooms, and established school policy.

As I work on this project, these experiences of being highly seen and completely invisible
along with my intersectional identity guide my thinking. This is reflected not only in the choice
of theories that inform this study but also in its orientation, locus of investigation, and selection
of methods. As explained in The Epistemological Shift Toward Entanglements section in Chapter
1, the orientation of this study is on the entanglement of humans and non-human elements in the
context of an individual with significant disability. It aims to turn the gaze toward how the
humans and non-human elements interact, exert agencies, and form a mutual relationality. This is
accomplished by steering away from perceived misconceptions of the hierarchical status between
humans and non-human elements and thinking with the non-human elements that are entangled
with humans in literacy.

My relationships with the participants in this study are complex. I am navigating the roles
of being a researcher who has interacted with the family beyond the scope of this research, a
person of color with an invisible disability, an individual who grew up in a society that upholds
much respect for older people, an L2 speaker of English, and a student whose doctoral advisor
happens to be the mother of the focal participant, among others. Throughout the process of
conducting this study, I am mindful of the complicity of my intersectionality, power dynamics,

and inherent biases that influence my research approach and design as well as my interpretation
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of data. These aspects include understanding how my perceived identity influences the way I see
myself and how my participants see me in the research.

Having to engage with Baba, for example, requires me to be mindful of how his status as
a person who is older than me, the father of Kalika, the husband of my own advisor, and an
assistant professor influence the way I perceive his roles as a participant in the study. Other
challenges include fears of intruding on my participants’ privacy and family time, concerns about
whether my data collection activities burden the participants, especially Kalika, and occasional
struggles in finding appropriate English words to express opinions and questions to the
participants. Lastly, as I work with the only child of my Ph.D. advisor, I also need to be aware of
our complex relationship as an advisor-advisee and parent-researcher.

I am mindful of the complexities that I had to navigate during this study. To preserve my
desire to tell the story of Kalika’s entanglement and to prevent my analysis from being overly
influenced by these complexities, I practiced reflexivity throughout the research process.
Reflexivity, Haynes (2017) explained, is a researcher’s practice of critical thinking, questioning,
and self-awareness on the ongoing and reciprocal influence between themselves and the research
participants throughout the research process. In this study, my reflexivity is facilitated by

creating visual and written memos, as illustrated in Figure 9, Appendix E, and Appendix G.

In this chapter, I have laid out the multiple ways I employed to approach, work with, and
think with data. I have explained the methodological paradigm, the mode of thinking, and the
methods of data collection and analysis used in this dissertation. I have also described the human
participants involved in this study and the ways I intersect with this project. In the following

section, we will explore the findings of my examination of Kalika’s more-than-human literacy
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entanglements. Specifically, we will unpack how humans and non-human actants are entangled
during literacy activities at home in a significant disability context, who and what these humans

are, what roles they play in the entanglements, and why their presences matter.
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CHAPTER 4
THE VITALITIES AND ASSEMBLAGES OF HUMANS AND NON-HUMAN ELEMENTS
IN KALIKA’S LITERACY
‘“ ...our meaning-making and the learning we do is dependent on the material world around us.
The material world acts upon our thinking just as much as our thinking acts upon it.”’
(Lenz Taguchi, 2010, p. 49)
I open this chapter with a powerful quote from Lenz Taguchi on the significance of the
non-human elements in our learning and meaning-making process. Lenz Taguchi’s argument
highlights the intra-active relationship between actants and the inseparability of non-human
elements with the human processes of knowing, doing, and becoming. She called for the
‘material turn’ in research to challenge the longstanding ontological separateness between human
and non-human actants that places humans at the core of knowledge production. Actants, as I
described in Chapter 1, are both human and non-human elements possessing the efficacy to
produce and alter a phenomenon (Latour, 2004). The term actant is adopted in this study to
highlight the entity’s distinctive capacities to “make a difference, produce effects, alter the
course of events” (Bennett, 2011, p. viii). Their capacities, Latour (2004) continued, are not
determined by preconceived notions of hierarchy between human and non-human elements, but
are “deduced from its performance” (p. 237) in influencing and altering each other within a
phenomenon. Thus, the use of the term ‘actant’ in this study aims to destabilize the taken-for-
granted hierarchical relationship between humans and non-human elements that often places

non-human elements subordinate to humans (see Braidotti, 2013; Nayar, 2014). The terms intra-
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active relationship or intra-action, on the other hand, refer to the more-than-human interactions
within a phenomenon where actants exist through their entangled intra-relating. Barad (2007)
employed this term to contrast with ‘interaction’ which underscores the social interactions of
people.

This dissertation responds to Lenz Taguchi’s (2010) call to decenter humans, turn the
gaze into the non-human elements, and delve into the entanglement between humans and non-
human elements in language, literacy, and disability exploration. By taking a posthuman
perspective in exploring the literacy entanglement of Kalika, a 7-year-old individual with
significant disabilities, with other humans and non-human elements, I endeavor to revisit the
established understanding of literacy engagement and communication. In short, this dissertation
is part of a collective effort to cease and desist “the dictatorship of no alternatives” (Unger, 2005,
p. 1) in our ethico-onto-epistemology of language and literacy. I pursued this goal through,
among others, putting language and literacy scholarship in conversations with disability studies,
employing different ways of thinking with and working with data, and adopting a posthuman
lens, which is a relatively new perspective in language and literacy education, applied linguistics,
and disability studies (see Goodley et al., 2014; Pennycook, 2018; Kuby et al., 2019).

As discussed in Chapter 2, posthuman studies highlight the vitality (Bennet, 2011) or
agency (Barad, 2007) of humans and non-human elements in a phenomenon. It recognizes the
roles of non-human elements in everyday social practices, meaning-making processes, and
knowledge production (Barad, 2007). It challenges the taken-for-granted notion of humans as
superior entities in the world. It is important to note that in posthuman studies, the roles of
humans are not eliminated, but they are decentered and perceived to be part of an entanglement

with non-human elements (Kuby, et al., 2019). Posthuman studies seek to understand the
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bonding of humans and other types of beings, as well as how each actant exerts their vitalities in
their interconnections.

This chapter presents the findings to answer my first research question, i.e., “How are
humans and non-human actants entangled during literacy activities at home in a significant
disability context?” Specifically, I unpack a) who and what the actants are part of Kalika’s
language and literacy activities and b) what roles these actants play in language and literacy
activities for Kalika. I employed posthuman methodology and a diagrammatical mode of
thinking as a methodological approach to answer the research questions. The methods I
employed to examine data from my participants included coding, narrative constructions, and
collage-making. These three different methods are employed to help me engage in different
perspectives in analyzing data or diffraction (Barad, 2007) which posthuman scholars are
encouraged to do in their research (Ulmer, 2017). The narrative constructions, especially, play
crucial roles in mediating my “thinking with theory” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2011, p. 717) during
the data analysis process. As Mazzei (2014) articulates, diffractive reading of scholarship and
data “moves qualitative analysis away from habitual normative readings (e.g., coding) toward a
diffractive reading that spreads thought and meaning in unpredictable and productive
emergences” (p. 742).

As you begin reading the sections in this chapter, you will encounter narratives that I
constructed during my data analysis. All narratives in this chapter, as well as the excerpts of
observations, are interconnected with each other as they center on the same focal human
participant, i.e., Kalika. Thus, it is important to read them carefully to gain a holistic view of the
more-than-human entanglements in Kalika’s literacy. These narratives are my invitations to you

to be entangled with me and my dissertation — they retell my first-person point of view of
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observing, interviewing, and discussing the roles of humans and non-human elements during
Kalika’s literacy sessions at her home. By laying them here, I endeavor to contextualize my
discussions on Kalika’s literacy entanglement and better display the types of actants in the
entanglements, the intra-actions among the actants, and the roles of each actant during the
literacy activities of my participants. They serve as a medium for me to present the observed
entanglements of actants in a meaningful way, mobilize “a cultivated, patient, sensory
attentiveness to nonhuman forces” (Bennet, 2011, p. xiv), and turn the gaze to the “matter as
vibrant, vital, energetic, lively, quivering, vibratory, evanescent, and effluescent” (Bennet, 2011,
p. 112).

Additionally, these narratives also serve as a demonstration of my engagement with
theories and data during the course of this study. As (Jackson & Mazzei, 2011) suggested, a
central aspect of posthuman research is the researcher’s continuous engagement with theories to
engender unexpected ripples of insights. I adopted narrative construction as a way to think with
theories during my analysis and to invite my audience (you) to be entangled with me in my
analysis journey. Specifically, I engaged in thinking with the conceptualizations of space, the
vitality or agency of actants, and assemblages in critical posthumanism. Each of these
conceptualizations will serve as a theoretical backdrop for my discussions of entanglements
during Kalika’s literacy activities with Sally, Baba, and Sofia, which will be further discussed in
the next three sections.

This chapter is divided into three parts, namely Part I: Thinking with Space and Its Intra-
Acting Actants, Part II: Thinking with Actants in Complex Communication Repertoires, and Part
111 Thinking with the Assemblages of Humans and Non-Human Elements in Literacy. As |

mentioned earlier, each section/part begins with a distinct reconstructed narrative that I
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developed from my diffractive readings of theories guiding this study, relevant research articles,
and my research data (i.e., observation notes, interview and focus group discussion transcripts,
and reflective memos. I initiate the discussions with an examination of the roles of space in
Kalika’s literacy and how space materializes and becomes matter in supporting Kalika’s literacy
engagement. Following this, the discussions transition to an exploration of the vitality of the
human and non-human elements in Kalika’s communication repertoires during her literacy
activities. This section aims to unravel the entanglement of actants in facilitating Kalika’s
communication with Sally, Baba, and Sofia as she engages with them during storybook reading,
spelling activities, and math homework, among others. Lastly, I delve into the assemblages of

human and non-human actors that support Kalika’s engagement in those activities.
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Part I: Thinking with Space and Its Intra-Acting Actants

The narrative below is a reconstructed narrative that retells my experiences of visiting
Kalika’s house for my last observation of Kalika’s session with Sally on September 30. In
crafting this narrative, I think with the posthuman conceptualization of space from Barad (2007)
to provide more nuance to the narrative and continuously engage with theories as Jackson and
Mazzei (2011) suggested. I also included data from the ones I gathered during the last
observation as well as other data I collected from my earlier visits to the house. These include a
visual memo on my observation on July 8 (see Appendix G), a written memo of Kalika’s house
location from my first visit on July 1, segments of transcripts from the first interview with Baba
on September 19, and reflective memos during my data analysis, among others. The inclusion of
data from various resources is intended to help me see the network of data I have for this specific
theme, i.e., thinking with space and the intra-acting actants within it. An actant, as I described in
Chapter 1, is either a human or non-human element that has the efficacy to produce and alter
phenomena within an entanglement (Latour, 2004; Bennett, 2011). In the literacy context, such
as during a story reading activity of a child with her mother before bed, some actants that are
involved in their intra-action may include the book they are reading, the bed and pillows they lie
their bodies on, the blanket covering their bodies, the reading lamps in their bedroom, as well as
the child and her mother.

As you read this narrative, I invite you to tune in your attention to the space and the
configurations of the non-human elements within it. If you are reading this dissertation in your

workspace, you might begin by thinking about how you are related to the space, what makes
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your workspace a ‘workspace’, what drew you to work and read this dissertation in the space,
and how your body is orientated towards the space and other non-human elements within it, e.g.,
computer, laptop, chairs. etc. With the space I am going to share with you, which is Kalika’s
house, I invite you to observe details in the narrative, including the pictures and the various non-
human elements I mention in the narrative to help you see the various actants within a space
have been continuously playing in the background as ‘humans’ do their activities. I specifically
invite you to see how the space and the non-human elements within Kalika’s house intra-act with
Kalika, Sally, Sofia, and Baba during their literacy activities.

Following this narrative, I provide a discussion of the narrative as a segue to the
elaboration of the entanglement of space and Kalika’s literacy activities with her parents, her
babysitter, and her literacy specialist.

Narrative 1

Space as An Actant: The Assemblages of Kalika’s Family House
September 30, 2023

“Thank you for driving me. I hope you have a great day,” I said to my Uber driver as |
was about to close the rear door of the car. It was my last day coming to Kalika’s house to
observe her session with Sally. As I got out of the car, I took a closer look at Kalika’s house for
the very last time and began inspecting the elements that make up this house; starting from the
pebbles on the driveway, the big tree that stood strong by the main road, the flowerpots and
plants that decorate the house, the black metal handrails leading to the front door, and the brick
facade of the house.

Constructed in the 1940s, Kalika’s house was a classic brick home situated in one of the
county’s historic districts named after the institutional precursor of the college where Ma and
Baba worked. It was strategically located between two nearby major hospitals, multiple
restaurants, and a few elementary schools, including the school where Kalika attended.

My memory traveled back to the first day of my observation. On my notebook, I noted a
few details about this house that were quite distinct to me:

“Frequently heard ambulance sirens.” (Field Note, July 8)




99

The sirens indicates that hospitals were in close proximity to the house. As I reflected on
the profound disabling Rett syndrome symptoms that Kalika experience, I wondered if the
decision to choose this house—out of the many houses in less busy and noisy areas in the city—
was intentional and had something to do with the convenient access to the nearby hospitals. I
questioned myself whether the nearby hospitals did have a specific entanglement with the
family in a way that they provided ease to Baba and Ma in case something urgent happened to
Kalika or if they needed to get medication for her. I extended my curiosity and asked Baba a
question about why the family chose this house in our first interview. He responded that,

“I kind of let Ma pick the house. I think we were just driving by. We were with a friend
who’s a realtor. We went in looked at it, and it was nice.” (Baba, Interview 1)

Figure 13. Kalika’s Wheelchair Parked in Front of The House

Before living in this house, the family resided in another house, approximately a 3-4-
minute drive from their current location. I still remember the old house vividly, especially the
living room where I made an attempt to read Kalika a book after a dinner we had with a few of
my classmates a few years ago. At that time, Rett syndrome had not hit the family, nor did I
know what entity or organization (Foucault, 1963/1994) it was—Kalika was still walking,
running, holding toys with her hands, and babbling a few words from her mouth. It was
interesting to think about how the old house, which I only visited one or two times in the past,
had such power to evoke memories that had been idly sleeping at the back of my mind. Perhaps
this was what Barad (2007) called ‘agency’ or ‘vitality’ in Bennett’s (2011) ‘Vibrant Matter’ of
the non-humans. Space does record memory and history; it is somehow ‘alive’ and plays a
certain role within the complex web of entanglement that I have with the family since 2017.

While Baba’s response to my question clarified that their decision to choose the house
was not solely based on the house’s proximity to the hospitals, he did acknowledge the
convenience of having the hospitals nearby.

“It just came in after. At one point Kalika was having recurring seizures. We had to get
blood drawn several times a month, and we found that at the St. M [hospital], which is
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still a 3-minute drive [from home]. There was a really good phlebotomist, so it was
really convenient then having St. M [around].” (Interview 1)

The front yard of the new house featured an entrance way with small pebbles, a few
square red concrete patio stones, and a big tree that stood right in front of the house for decades.
The front facade of the house showcased red brick walls with three large windows painted in
white and a black staircase leading to the entrance door. Notably, Kalika’s wheelchair was often
parked in front of the stairs, a fixture in the daily tableau of the house that served as a reference
point for me and my Lyft/Uber drivers in locating Kalika’s house from the main street during
my initial visits (Figure 13).

Kalika’s house spanned approximately 1,500 square feet, consisting of a living room, a
modern kitchen, a dining room, three bedrooms, and a flex room that had been repurposed into
Kalika’s playroom. The architecture and design of this dwelling encapsulates a phenomenon
where the past and the present temporalities intra-act, but are never eliminated. The existence of
the classic 1940’s red-brick design at the fagade juxtaposes with its modern-design interior,
especially the kitchen and remodeled bathrooms. Such temporal entanglement in the design of
the house illustrates the house’s iterative becoming across the time; the house carries within
itself the sedimented history of its intra-actions within and as part of the world (Barad, 2007, p.
180).

Contrary to the notion of space as a fixed container, Barad argues that space is not just a
collection of preexisting points in a set geometry, but a dynamic entity shaped by ongoing
human-and-non-human interactions (Barad, 2007). What makes this building a ‘home’ is the
interactions between each space, every piece of furniture within those spaces, and the humans
inhabiting them, which together they form different spatial configurations for cooking, eating,
sleeping, studying, and playing. These configurations stand in contrast to the spatial affordances
found in other nearby buildings, such as schools, restaurants, hospitals, or even the Uber car
that I was riding in today. Every element and their intra-actions within this space, including the
tree, the bricks, the wheelchair parked in front of the entrance stair, the G-tube sets in the
kitchen (Figure 14), and the oxygen tank resting on Kalika’s bookshelves enact specific
identities that distinguish this space from other buildings or dwellings on the street, forming a
specific entanglement called “Kalika’s family house.”

One of the most crucial spaces in Kalika’s family house was the dining room. Positioned
adjacent to the kitchen and living room, the dining room boasted two large windows facing the
street, a spacious wooden table at its center, Kalika’s activity chair, and chairs on either side
where Baba or Ma sit. The windows were equipped with window shades that Baba expressed,
“always play a role in whether she can see a screen or not; we always have to adjust that”
(Baba, Interview 1). Additionally, the family had a Google Home device placed on the window
ledge. This virtual assistant technology was linked to Kalika’s eye-tracking AAC device
(Tobii), so she could request and play her favorite songs through her device.

Another significant room where Kalika often spent her afternoon was the playroom
(Figure 15). Situated at the rear of the house, this space forms an L-shaped space with several
big windows and doors that opened to the side and backyard. In this space, the family housed
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various items, such as art and craft supplies, board games, a small wooden table, an Elmo-
upholstered chair, and an array of children’s’ books in English, French, and Hindi. The walls
were decorated with some decals of Kalika’s favorites, such as the solar system, Elmo, BigBird,
and Cookie Monster from Sesame Street. This was where Kalika and Sofia often spent their
afternoon time together for book reading, play make ups and board games, doing homework,
and watching Sesame Street from her iPad.

Figure 15. Kalika’s Playroom

The last room that held importance to Kalika’s literacy was the living room. It was a
space where Kalika would sometimes sit with Ma as they waited for Sally’s session, danced
with Baba, and read storybooks with Sofia. The living room had two sofas and a coffee table
where the family would lay out books and magazines. These included recipe books featuring
world cuisines from Italy and countries in the African continent, Indian American community
magazines, and children’s books borrowed from the library. Among these children’s books
were ‘Miracle Man: The Story of Jesus’ by Hendrix (2016) and ‘Muhammad’ by Demi (2003),
one of the few books the family borrowed from the city’s library when they visited it with me
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on July 8. Baba mentioned that he was introducing Kalika to world religions and the topic of
refugees. This was done because Kalika came from a religious family with a history of being
refugees and immigrants (Field Notes, July 8).

No one was in the living room as I entered the house today. I heard nothing but the
gurgling water from the cat water fountain in the living room. Usually, I would hear the sound
of a blending machine from the kitchen, indicating that either Ma or Baba was preparing food
for Kalika’s session with Sally. As I set up my recording tools at the kitchen, I observed that the
dining room had been set up for Kalika’s virtual session with Sally. On the table, there were
Kalika’s iPad that was mounted on a portable stand and her eye tracking AAC device (i.e., the
big Tobii) that was propped up using a thick book on its back. I also saw Kalika’s activity chair
parked in its usual space (Figure 16).

Figure 16. Typical Set-Up of Kalika’s Session with Sally

“Hi Wisnu,” Ma greeted me from the back while carrying Kalika from the bedroom.
After a brief exchange on how our days were, she then put Kalika on her activity chair, put on
the harness on Kalika’s body, covered Kalika’s body with a kapor (blanket), and turned on
Kalika’s big Tobii (eye-tracking device) and the iPad on the table for Kalika’s virtual session
with Sally. Not long after, Sally logged in to the session and had a quick chat with Kalika about
her session at school yesterday.

“Bad, bad,” said Kalika through her big Tobii as Sally, Kalika, and Ma talked about how
the session at the school went (Figure 17).

“No, not bad, it was really really good,” Sally responded while pressing the words
‘really’ and ‘good’ on the Tobii to model Kalika where the words were located on the system.
She then reminded Kalika that she spelled the words ‘sad’, ‘and’, and ‘sand’ at school
yesterday.

Following this brief exchange, Sally explained the agenda of the day to Kalika. Kalika
vocalized and began to express her discomfort. Ma responded to the signals by holding Kalika’s
right hand to help reduce her repetitive hand movement. As Sally noticed that Kalika whined
and was about to cry, Sally said,
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“So, here’s what I want you to remember. I want you to remember how calm you kept
your body at school. You kept it so calm and relaxed so that we could get so much work done.”

After ensuring that Kalika was calm, Sally began the session by reviewing the lesson
Kalika had at school. She wrote the word “as” on her device and projected it on Kalika’s iPad
so Kalika could see the writing. While writing, she elongated the ‘a’ sound so Kalika could hear
the vocal sound in the word.

“A”, said Kalika on her big Tobii.

“Uh uh, there is an ‘a’ there,” Sally responded. She then wrote the word “an” for Kalika
to see. Noticing that Kalika had hard time seeing the words on her iPad, Sally said,
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Figure 18. Ma Adjusting Kalika’s Activity Chair

“I would have her face the iPad, so that she is looking straight at the letters.” Ma then
stood up and slightly changed Kalika’s activity chair position so she could see straight to the
iPad screen (Figure 18). Baba soon came from the bathroom and joined the session. He helped
Ma adjust the position of the iPad and turned it 180 degrees so that the camera was facing a
certain angle.
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“There we go”, said Sally. She then continued the lesson with the words “ban”, “bad”,
“and”, “sad”, “sand”, and “band” and elongated the sound ‘a’ in each word for Kalika to notice.

During the activity, Kalika had difficulties in maintaining her head up straight; she was
observed looking down a few times when Sally explained the words to her. To help Kalika see
Sally’s instruction on the iPad, Ma and Baba occasionally held Kalika’s head up. They were
also observed holding Kalika’s hands from each side to help reduce her repetitive hand
movement.

The lesson progressed to the book reading activity, which required Kalika to look at the
words and illustrations of a story on her big Tobii. After uploading the book onto Kalika’s big
Tobii, Sally reviewed each word in the book they read last time. Kalika looked at the words on
her Tobii as Sally reviewed them.

Figure 19. Sally Tracking Kalika’s Eyes

“Oh, now we can put her in position to be in front of her device since we are reading. |
forgot we need to move her back,” said Sally to Baba. Earlier, she noticed that Kalika had been
turning her head to the right to see the words on the screen of her Tobii.

Baba then adjusted Kalika’s activity chair position so that it aligned straight in front of
Kalika’s big Tobii. After that, Sally navigated Kalika’s Tobii from distance and opened an
application to track Kalika’s eyes position on the Tobii (Figure 19).

“She is a little close and the device needs to go to the right a little,” Sally said. Baba
raised from his chair and adjusted Kalika’s big Tobii position based on Sally’s direction. He
moved the device a little to the right while observing the eye-tracker status on Kalika’s Tobii.

“I would still move the device a little to the right,” said Sally as she noticed that Kalika’s
eyes were still not in the ideal position. Baba followed by slightly moving the device to the
right.

“There we go. Super. Super,” said Sally before closing the application and continue the
reading activity. To show her engagement during this activity, Kalika needed to fixate the
presented words on her Tobii for a certain period (less than one second) until a pink border
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appeared around the words (Figure 20). Fixation, as Mat Zain et al, (2011) expressed, indicates
an individual’s mental process of information; it requires the individual to look at a specific
area of interest (e.g., words) for a certain period of time to show their attention. Thus, Kalika
needed an ideal position so she could see the words easily and show her engagement.

Sally presented single words from the story on Kalika’s Tobii for Kalika to fixate. As
they came to the word “friends”, Sally said:

“I think this (word) makes you very happy. These are all the kids in your class,” Kalika
looked at her Tobii while listening to Sally’s description of the word. As a pink border had not
appeared yet, Sally provided more time for Kalika to read the word by extending the
conversation.

“Your friends make you really happy. That word starts with an ‘f°”, said Sally. Kalika
turned her head to Sally and smiled at her. Soon after, Kalika looked at her Tobii and fixated
the word “friend” until the pink border appeared.

Figure 21. Kalika Looking at the “Yes” Symbol in Response to Sally’s Question

When they reached the middle of the book where Kalika had to identify if the word
“bubbles” begin with the letter “b”, Sally held up a communication board with the letters “a”,
“b”, “c”, and “d” as well as the “yes” and “no” symbols on it.
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“Do I need a ‘b’ [to begin the word ‘bubbles’]? Yes or No?” asked Sally while pointing
to the “yes” and “no” symbols on the board.

Kalika slowly raised her head, looking up at the ceiling, turned her head to the iPad
where Sally was holding the board, and looked at the “yes” symbol on the board (Figure 21). To
confirm her answer, Sally provided more time for Kalika to think and express her response for
the second time. Kalika then looked up at the ceiling again, turned her head to the iPad, looked
at the “yes” symbol on the board, and vocalized.

“Yes,” said Sally and Baba. Kalika smiled as she heard Sally and Baba’s response to her
answer.

The narrative above captures curated moments where space is entangled with Kalika,
Sally, Baba, and Ma in one of her Saturday afternoon literacy sessions. I began the narrative with
a discussion of the house to provide an overview of the space or place where all of Kalika’s
literacy entanglement in this study occurs as well as a theoretical backdrop of how posthuman
scholars conceive space. | specifically think with Barad’s (2006) conceptualization of space to
illustrate the ways in which space, which in this case is Kalika’s house, is not simply a static and
void non-living entity. I argued and elaborated how the house itself is not simply a ‘thing’, but it
is an assemblage of human and non-human actants that continuously intra-act with each other.
The specific tree, the bricks, the stairway, and the wheelchair are some of the actants that intra-
act and form a specific entanglement called ‘Kalika’s house’. I also described the iterative
becoming of the house throughout time in a way the classic design of the house facade somehow
juxtaposes with the interior. Such juxtaposition, I contend, signifies the house as an entity that
grows and changes alongside time and the humans inhabiting it.

Following the broader context of the space, I continued the narrative with the discussion
of the three spaces where most of Kalika’s literacy sessions with Sally and Sofia took place in

this study, namely the dining room, the playroom, and the living room. In this part of the



107

narrative, I laid out key non-human elements that make up the spaces as a ‘dining room’,
‘playroom’, and ‘living room’ of Kalika’s house. For the dining room, for example, I specified
the dining table, the windows, and the various non-human elements that are closely tied to
Kalika’s literacy experiences, such as the activity chair, the iPad, and eye tracking AAC device
(i.e., the big Tobii). This part of the narrative provides a ‘zoom-in’ perspective of the significant
spaces where all Kalika’s literacy activities with Baba, Sally, and Sofia were conducted during
the course of this study. I then continued the narrative by narrating events where the humans
worked with the non-human elements within the dining room during Kalika’s literacy session
with Sally. For example, I described how Ma, Baba, Sally, and Kalika intra-act with Kalika’s
activity chair, eye-tracking AAC device (the big Tobii), and iPad by modifying their positions to
different spaces on and around the dining table. I also described how Kalika engaged in literacy
activities with Sally through her use of AAC device, gaze, body movements, and facial
expressions (e.g., smiles).

In the following section, we dive deeper into how the spaces or rooms in the house and
the materials within them play roles in shaping Kalika’s literacy experience and how Baba, Sally,
Sofia, Ma, and Kalika intra-act and are entangled with the non-human elements in those spaces.

Space and Its Agency in Supporting Kalika’s Engagement in Literacy Activities

Space plays roles in shaping Kalika’s literacy experience with Sofia, Sally, and Baba. In
this study, Kalika’s literacy activities took place in different parts of the house, namely the
dining room, the playroom, and the living room. Specifically, two out of the eleven literacy
sessions I observed occurred in the playroom, one took place in both the living room and the
playroom, and seven sessions were held in the dining room, making it the most frequently

utilized space for Kalika’s literacy sessions. Additionally, there is also one session conducted in
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a city in the midwestern region of the country where Sally lived. However, this session only
lasted for about 10 minutes of brief exchanges between Kalika and Sally; Kalika slept for the rest
of the session due to fatigue from the long travel, time difference, and medication.

As Sofia, Sally, and Baba discussed the roles of the space in Kalika’s literacy, they
shared two main aspects that make the spaces or rooms in the house matter, namely 1) the
significance of the spaces and the non-human elements within them; and 2) the vitality or agency
of the spaces in influencing Kalika’s behavior during literacy activities.

The Significance of Space and Intra-Acting Actants
Table and Seating Instruments in the Dining Room, Living Room, and Playroom

Spaces and the intra-acting actants (the humans and non-human elements) within them
matter in shaping Kalika’s literacy experience. When I asked Baba and Sofia to explain their
considerations for choosing a specific room for Kalika to have literacy sessions with them, they
described key non-human elements within the room that they perceived as crucial in ensuring
Kalika’s effective engagement during literacy activities with them. Baba, for example,
specifically mentioned the dining table and the activity chair as crucial elements that underlay his
decision to choose the dining room as a space for having Kalika’s session with Sally. In
responding to my question, ‘‘from all the rooms in your house, why did you choose the dining
room?”, he explained that:

“Basically, because we have the dining table so that’s where we have Kalika’s activity

chair, [which] provides stability for her to be able to be attentive and on task. The table

has a wide surface where we can set up both iPad and the Tobii.” (Baba, Interview 1)

In the text above, Baba particularly highlighted the dining table as a non-human element

that offers spatial affordances for laying out other non-human elements that also play significant
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roles in mediating Kalika’s interaction with Sally, namely the iPad and AAC device. For Baba,
the big Tobii serves as “a chalkboard” (Baba, Interview 1) for Sally’s interaction with Kalika,
“except that she (Kalika) is also writing on the chalkboard” (Baba, Interview 1). In Narrative 1
above, for example, the device serves as a means for Sally to present instructional materials for
Kalika, such as a storybook where Kalika needs to look at the words and illustrations of the book
during their reading activity. At the same time, the device also provides a medium for Kalika to
show her engagement in the activity by fixating on the target words and illustrations as well as
communicating her opinion about the book.

Meanwhile for the iPad, Baba perceived the role of the device as a medium “where the
literacy really takes place” (Baba, Interview 1) and “where the learning happens” (Baba,
Interview 1). He explained that the device mediated Kalika’s interaction with Sally because their
communication is mainly done “through partner-assisted scanning” (Baba, Interview 1). Partner-
assisted scanning is a communication technique where a communication partner presents options
or choices to an individual with complex communication repertoires, who then indicates their
choice using signals such as eye movements, head movements, or finger movements (Bayldon et
al., 2023). In Narrative 1 above, specifically, partner-assisted scanning occurred when Kalika
responded to Sally’s yes or no question on whether the word “bubbles” begins with the letter
“b”. During the interaction, Sally not only used a communication board for Kalika to signal her
“yes” or “no” answer, but also continuously observed Kalika’s gaze, gestures, and body language
as part of her complex communication repertoire.

The importance of the dining table and its spatial aspects in accommodating other
significant non-human elements in Kalika’s literacy activity with Sally are also reflected in

Baba’s drawing of his entanglement with other humans and non-human elements (see Figure 22).



110

In responding to the prompt of drawing I gave to him, i.e., “What does the entanglement between
humans and non-humans during Kalika’s literacy activities look like to you? ”, Baba drew all
actants he considered important in the entanglement of Kalika’s literacy activities in the dining
room, namely the table, the iPad, the big Tobii/AAC device, the food for Kalika, Baba, Kalika in
her activity chair, and the stuff under the table, such as the cords and chargers of Kalika’s

devices.

AAC DEVICE

FEET STRAPS ON
ACTIVITY CHAIR

STUFF UNDER THE TABLE
E.G., FOOD DEBRIS, CORDS, ETC

Figure 22. Baba’s Drawing Illustrating His Entanglements

In the drawing, the table was set as the central space within the dining room where
Kalika’s literacy activities with Sally were organized. This table is a significant non-human
element where Baba and Kalika are physically oriented throughout the session with Sally. It is
also where Baba arranged all the things that matter to Kalika during her virtual literacy sessions
with Sally, namely the iPad, the big Tobii, and the food. As Baba argued in our first interview,
“the dining table as a place is obviously important because that’s where a lot of times we lay out
books and that’s where a lot of our discussions take place” (Baba Interview 1). His drawing is
reflective of the typical scene I observed during Kalika’s session with Sally throughout the data

collection process. Figure 16 in Narrative 1 above, for example, portrays Kalika’s literacy
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session with Sally where the table plays a significant role as a space where the entanglement of
humans and non-human elements is established during Kalika’s literacy activities with Sally.
The table provides spatial affordances to connect not only Kalika and Baba with the crucial non-
human elements but also with Sally, who resides in a different state.

Beyond being the space for Kalika’s sessions with Sally and Sofia, the dining table also
played a role as the heart of the family where literacy as a social practice took place on a daily
basis. Around the dining table, Kalika engaged in various literacy activities with the adults.
These activities encompassed reading newspapers with Baba and books with Sofia, playing
board games, watching Sesame Street, having extended conversations with Ma and Baba after
school, and video calling with her maternal grandparents in India (Field Note 4). These roles of
the dining table align with numerous studies on home literacy that are centered around
conversations in the dining room to support children’s literacy and language development. Takei
& Burdelski (2018), for instance, argued that conversations at the dining table facilitate the
socialization of norms, identities, and politeness, which are beneficial for the children or novices
as members of the larger culture. For bilingual families, mealtime conversation offers a crucial
time for parents to reinforce the home language and culture of their children (Quay, 2008),
fostering both L1 and L2 development and connecting the children to their family’s cultural
roots. These dining table conversations illustrate the intricate nature of literacy as a cultural and
social practice that is entwined with materiality and space (see Rogoff, 2003).

As for the second non-human element that underlay Baba’s decision in choosing the
dining room for Kalika’s literacy session with Sally, namely the activity chair, Baba argued that
the chair was a “mechanism of support to calm parts of her body” (Baba, Interview 1), such as

her upper body, hands, and feet. As explained in Chapter 1, among the many symptoms of Rett
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syndrome are repetitive hand movements and difficulties in maintaining an upright sitting
position or muscle weakness (Kaufmann et al., 2017; Stallworth et al., 2019). Some features on
Kalika’s activity chair, such as the feet strap and the upper body harness, are designed to help
minimize the intensity of the movements and maintain her body posture. Therefore, by sitting on
her activity chair, Baba believed that Kalika could be “alert and focused [rather] than being
distracted by too many of her movements” (Baba Interview 1) during her session with Sally.
Baba’s perception of the role of the activity chair in helping Kalika calm her body resonated with
his daughter’s opinion. When asked if she liked sitting on her activity chair during her literacy
sessions with Sally, Kalika moved her body toward the “yes” symbol (Kalika, Interview 1) and

further described the chair as a “comfortable” space to sit on (Kalika, Interview 2) (Figure, 23).

Figure 23. Kalika Expressing Her Opinion about Her Activity Chair

Further, Baba also mentioned that the activity chair plays a role in supporting Kalika’s
body to access the iPad and her big Tobii on the dining table. In Narrative 1 above, for example,
Baba and Ma intra-acted with the activity chair by moving it to a slightly different space around
the table to ensure that Kalika could see Sally on the iPad and engage in the reading activity on
her big Tobii at a particular angle. It supported Kalika to engage with Sally through her iPad and

the big Tobii, so she could fixate on the illustrations of the book and the target words that Sally
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presented, such as “me,” “make”, “happy”, and “friends”, as well as to look at Sally for partner-

assisted scanning.
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Figure 24. Sofia’s Drawing Illustrating Her Entanglements

Similar to Baba, Sofia also emphasized the significance of the non-human elements in the
rooms when she had literacy activities with Kalika, such as “the chair and table” (Sofia,
Interview 1). In her drawing (Figure 24), Sofia specifically included elements that she perceived
to be entangled with herself and Kalika during their literacy sessions. Among the various human
and non-human elements depicted, she highlighted the table and the activity chair as pivotal
actants with which she and Kalika intra-acted. Moreover, Sofia drew the activity chair and the
table in close proximity to Kalika’s AAC device, along with black lines connecting these
elements. Through her drawings of objects and connecting lines, as well as their proximity, Sofia
not only conveyed her perception of the importance of these elements in Kalika’s literacy
activities but also demonstrated the interconnectedness among the activity chair, the table, and
the Tobii device during Kalika’s literacy activities with her.

In discussing more about the role of the chair or seating instruments during Kalika’s

literacy sessions with her, Sofia underscored the importance of the design of the seating
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instruments in influencing Kalika’s engagement and alertness. For instance, she argued that
sitting on the couch in the living room could “make her a little bit sleepy” (Sofia, Interview 1).
Sofia believed that the design of the long couch, which allowed her to be fully “laid back and
relaxed” (Sofia, Interview 1), along with the ambiance and the design of the room could make
her less alert to the task at hand. Importantly, the couch also made it difficult for Kalika to
maintain her posture to access her AAC device and the book she read with Sofia. This was
particularly observed in Observation 5 on August 1 where Kalika had difficulties maintaining her
upright sitting position to see the book Sofia was reading and access her AAC device on the
living room table (see Excerpt 2).

Excerpt 2

“Oops, you okay? You good?”: Intra-Actions in The Living Room

Sofia and Kalika were sitting on the long red velvety couch in the room in the living
room while reading ‘Miracle Man: The Story of Jesus’ by Hendrix (2016), one of the books
that Baba picked up from the county’s library. Laying her back on the cushions, Kalika was
listening to Sofia reading the story.

“Finally one of the disciples said, “We can never feed all these people. You should send
them away so they could find something to eat’”, Sofia reading part of the book.

Suddenly, Kalika raised her back and moved her body forward as if she was about to
fall.

“Oops, you okay? You good?”, asked Sofia. She then held Kalika’s left hand while
checking if Kalika needed help. “You are not comfy?”, Sofia probed further. She then lifted
Kalika’s up and fixed Kalika’s seating position on the couch. “Is that better?”, she asked
Kalika before continuing the reading.

“The man saw a girl with a small basket of bread,” Sofia continued reading.

Kalika raised her back and moved her body forward again.

“Oops. You need help there?”, asked Sofia while checking Kalika’s seating position.
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As they continued reading, similar events occurred a few times until they finished
reading and decided to move to the playroom.

Figure 25. Sofia’s Intra-Action with Kalika and Cushions

Note for Figure 25: Sofia Noticing Kalika’s Difficulties in Sitting (left); Sofia Helping Kalika to Sit (middle); and
Sofia Adjusting Her Seating Position so Kalika Could See the Book (right)

Figure 26. Kalika’s Engagement with Sofia in The Living Room

Note for Figure 26: Kalika Looking at Sofia; Kalika Looking at The Book; Kalika Gestured Forward toward the
Book

Unlike Kalika’s engagement in Narrative 1 where she engaged with Sally through
gestures, gazes, vocalizations, and an AAC device, Kalika’s interaction with Sofia in the living
room in Narrative 1 primarily involved her gaze and upper body movements towards the book
(Figure 26). This was caused by the difference in height between the tea table and the sofa where
Kalika was sitting, which prevented her from accessing her AAC device during the reading.
Additionally, the design of the sofa that did not support her posture also made Kalika it difficult
for Kalika to gaze toward the device and the book that Sofia read.

Throughout the reading, Kalika was seen continuously moving her body and vocalizing

her discomfort with the seating and reading position. Sofia noticed these expressions of
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discomfort, so she had to stop reading a few times, fix Kalika’s eyeglasses that were dislocated
due to her frequent body movement, and help Kalika with the seating position so she could have
visual access to the book they were reading. To help mitigate these challenges further, Sofia
propped up Kalika on her back with cushions, changed her seating position so Kalika could see
and read the book with her, as well brought the book closer to Kalika (see Figure 25).

Room Brightness

Another significant non-human element that Sofia and Baba intra-act during their literacy
sessions with Kalika is room brightness. As discussed earlier, in addition to the type of
instruments where Kalika was sitting on during her literacy sessions, Sofia argued the amount of
light in the room could also influence Kalika’s engagement in the literacy activities. In dimmer
settings, such as the living room, Sofia expressed that Kalika tended to “get more sleepy and less
focused” (Sofia, Interview 1). This was particularly observed in Observation 5 on August 1. As
Sofia read a book on ‘Jesus and His Miracles’ to Kalika, Kalika was seen laying her back on the
cushions of the couch, occasionally closing her eyes, and yawning while listening to Sofia.

For Baba, room brightness affects Kalika’s access to her AAC device. Baba argued that
the abundance of light in the space created glares on the screen of Kalika’s AAC device, which
prevented her from viewing the pagesets on the device. Pagesets are linked communication pages
on AAC device systems consisting of words, phrases, and symbols for a variety of
communication purposes. The symbols and words on these pagesets are the elements that Kalika
needs to fixate on her AAC device if she wants to speak to her communication partner.
Consequently, Baba expressed that “the window shade always plays a role in whether she can

see a screen or not, like we always have to adjust that” (Baba, Interview 1).
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The importance of regulating the amount of light in the room was evident in all Kalika’s
sessions with Sally. To start, both Baba and Ma always ensured that the lights in the dining room
were turned on before beginning Kalika’s afternoon sessions with Sally. This can be seen from
all video observations of Kalika’s session with Sally where the lights in the dining room were
turned on throughout the session. Second, Baba occasionally adjusted the window blinds in the
dining room by opening and closing them depending on the amount of brightness of the room.
For example, at the beginning of the session of Observation 6 on August 5 (see Excerpt 3), one
of the window shades in the dining room was wide open. Ma, who was helping Baba brace one
of Kalika’s feet noticed that there were glares on Kalika’s AAC device that made it difficult for
Kalika to see the pagesets on her AAC device. She then asked Baba to adjust the window shades
behind him to reduce the glares. Furthermore, it is important to also note that during Kalika’s
sessions with Sally, Baba always positioned himself by the window. This positioning not only
enabled him to communicate with Kalika through partner-assisted scanning but also allowed him
to regulate the room’s brightness by adjusting his body position.

Excerpt 3

“There is a bit of glare”: Room Brightness and Engagement

It was August 5, the day was partly sunny with a temperature of 77°F (25°C). Kalika
was crying as she began the lesson with Sally. Ma and Baba were busy preparing Kalika to get
ready for Sally session; beginning from harnessing her body to the activity chair, giving her a
kapor (blanket) inside her mouth, adjusting her activity chair so Kalika could have a better
view of Sally on the iPad, putting on Kalika’s shoes, and bracing her feet to the activity chair.

“Maybe ((inaudible)) the window? Glare,” said Ma as she finished bracing Kalika’s
right feet.

Baba, who was in the middle of bracing Kalika’s left foot, then looked at Kalika’s big
Tobii to check if Kalika could see her AAC device’s screen.

“Oh, okay,” he said.
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“There is a bit of glare,” Ma repeated so Sally could also hear their conversation.

Baba then quickly finished bracing Kalika’s foot, turned his body around, and reached
the cord of the window shade behind him to minimize glares on Kalika’s AAC device’s screen
(Figure 27).

Figure 27. Baba Adjusting the Window Blinds

The importance of regulating the brightness of the room was also observed during
Kalika’s session with Sofia in the playroom. Figure 28 depicts two literacy sessions with Sofia:
the left figure was from Observation 8 on August 18 while the right figure was from Observation
10 on August 24. Similar to what Baba and Ma did before Kalika’s session with Sally, Sofia
always began the sessions by working with the non-human materials in the space to support
Kalika’s engagement with her. This includes turning on the lights in the playroom, setting the
little table to place Kalika’s AAC device, arranging the Sesame Street-themed upholster chair for

Kalika to sit on, and adjusting the window shades to control the brightness.

Figure 28. Window Shades Configuration during Kalika’s Session with Sofia in the Playroom
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In Observation 8, Kalika was sitting with her back to the window (Figure 28 left). As she
was enjoying one of her favorite Sesame Street episodes on healthy foods, the window blinds
were kept closed throughout the session to ensure that Kalika could view her AAC device screen
and iPad screen without any glares. Meanwhile, in Observation 10 (Figure 28 right), Kalika was
sitting with the windows and Sofia on her left side. The window shades were seen half open as
the light from the sun would not create glares on her AAC device screen.

Baba’s and Sofia’s strategies in regulating the room brightness underscore the important
role of lights in ensuring Kalika’s access to her devices. During Kalika’s session with Sally,
specifically, Kalika’s access to her big Tobii is crucial as it not only serves as a tool that
facilitates Kalika’s ocular (eye-gaze) and verbal engagements during the literacy activities but
also as a medium for Sally to project her teaching materials for Kalika. In Narrative 1, for
example, Sally projected a digital storybook onto Kalika’s big Tobii and asked her to fixate on
the illustrations and words in the story, such as “friends”, “make”, and “happy”’. Having glares
on her AAC device screen during this activity would make it hard for Kalika to accomplish this
task as the glares prevent her from viewing the screen clearly.

Further, Baba’s and Sofia’s actions of working with the lights and window shades during
Kalika’s literacy sessions in the dining room and the playroom also illuminate an important
aspect regarding the entanglement between space, actants (which in this case is brightness), and
communication accessibility. Ensuring communication accessibility for individuals with
complex communication repertoires, such as Kalika, goes beyond simply providing an AAC
device or communication tool. It involves working with a network of intra-acting elements
within the same space to ensure that individuals can access and effectively communicate through

the device. In this case, this encompasses working with the window shades and lights to maintain
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the appropriate brightness of the room to avoid glares on the screens that could impede Kalika’s
access to the pagesets.
The Arrangements of Actants in The Space to Support Engagement and Communication

In addition to the space and its intra-acting actants, the arrangements of humans and non-
human elements within a space also matter in ensuring Kalika’s effective engagement during
literacy activities. Narrative 1 illustrates some events where Kalika, Ma, Baba, and Sally intra-
acted with the non-humans in the dining room, specifically around the dining table, to achieve
certain positioning and angles. Ma, for example, moved Kalika who was sitting on her activity
chair slightly to the left so that Kalika could see straight to Sally on the iPad. Baba was also
noted turning the iPad around, so its camera was on a specific side of the dining table. They both
were also seen holding Kalika’s head, so she faced a certain angle toward the iPad and her big
Tobii. Meanwhile, Sally worked with an eye-tracker embedded in Kalika’s big Tobii to see
where Kalika was positioned and asked Baba to adjust Kalika’s and her device’s positions based
on the tracker. Lastly, they also made use of a thick book to prop Kalika’s big Tobii and mounted
her iPad with a stand, so the devices held still and were directed to Kalika at specific angles.

These scenes are not exclusive to Observation 11 from which I constructed Narrative 1.
In all observations I conducted on Kalika’s sessions with Sally and Sofia for this study, there
were always moments where the humans had to intra-act with the non-human elements and their
specific arrangements within a space. During my observation of Kalika’s sessions with Sofia in
the playroom on August 15 (Observation 8), for example, Sofia adjusted the angle of Kalika’s
AAC device (TD Pilot) by altering the position of the mounting plate on the back of Kalika’s
AAC device while saying, “Maybe this is too low.” She did this action after not hearing Kalika’s

response to her question (see Excerpt 4). Meanwhile, in another observation on August 24
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(Observation 10), Sofia used a thick storybook to prop Kalika’s AAC device so that it aligned
well with Kalika’s eyes.

Excerpt 4

“Maybe this is too low”: Device Angle and Communication Access

Kalika and Sofia were in the playroom doing the make-up play. Kalika’s favorite songs
‘Mammy Blue’ was playing in the background as Sofia put a blue lipstick on Kalika’s lips.

“Okay, look at yourself in the mirror. How do you look?”, said Sofia.
Kalika looked at the mirror and smiled.
“Do you look pretty? You look so pretty,” added Sofia.

Kalika then looked at her AAC device for a few seconds, yet it was not saying any
words for her.

Noticing that the AAC device did not trigger words for Kalika, Sofia adjusted the
mount plate on the back of Kalika’s AAC device.

“Maybe this is too low,” said Sofia.

She then took a quick look at the position of the device once more and readjusted the
mount plate to better align the device with Kalika’s eyes (Figure 29).

“Pretty,” said Kalika after Sofia adjusted her AAC device position.

Figure 29. Sofia Adjusting The Angle of AAC Device
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Baba and Sally expressed that there were specific angles and positionings of humans and
non-human elements that they believed would provide a more effective teaching and learning
environment for Sally and Kalika. For the position of the iPad on the dining table, for example,
Baba noted that it “has to obviously right next to the Tobii” (Baba, Interview 1). He argued that
placing the device next to Kalika’s big Tobii would make it easier for Kalika to “turn her
attention from one to the other, talk to Sally, then communicate with Sally using her eyes”
(Baba, Interview 1).

Further, he explained that the camera of the iPad also had to be on a certain side of the
big Tobii. He noted that “usually when we have it set up, the camera of the iPad is facing the
outer edge of the table. That way we had to flip it” (Baba, Interview 1). Baba expressed that this
specific alignment of the camera position of the iPad was purposefully made to facilitate
communication through partner-assisted scanning between Sally and Kalika. As Baba argued,
the camera angle “allows Sally a better sense of whether Kalika’s saying yes or no” (Baba,
Interview 1) in response to her questions, such as answering whether the word “bubble” began
with the letter “b” in Narrative 1.

The significance of these specific arrangements of the non-human elements during
Kalika’s literacy activities is also depicted in Baba’s drawing. Figure 22 visualizes not only how
Baba perceives his entanglement with other humans and non-human elements during Kalika’s
session with Sally but also depicts the positions of Kalika, her activity chair, Baba, the table, the
iPad, and the big Tobii on and around the dining table in the dining room. The fact that his
drawing mirrors the arrangements of the actants during my observations of Kalika’s sessions
with Sally (see Figure 16) suggests that there is a consistency in the position of every actant on

and around the table. It also shows how the positions of these actants play a crucial role in
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Kalika’s literacy. Therefore, for Baba, ensuring Kalika’s effective engagement during literacy
activities does not only involve interacting with the non-human elements per se but also working

with their positions and angles in the space.

Activity Chair

Figure 30. Sally and Baba on the Left Side of Kalika

AAC Device

Kalika

RY

Figure 31. Sally Sitting on the Left Side of Kalika
Baba’s statement on the importance of the arrangement of actants resonates with Sally’s
remarks on the communication characteristics of individuals with Rett syndrome. She articulated
that, “there’s a natural tendency for the girls (individuals with Rett syndrome) to look at you in
agreement. It’s the first ‘yes’ they ever give you is to look in agreement” (Sally, Interview 1).
Harnessing the individuals’ “natural tendency” of looking at their communication partner to say

“yes” and express agreement, Sally believed that there should be consistency in where their
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communication partner and the devices are positioned in the space during literacy activities as
most of the communication is done through partner-assisted scanning. Sally argued that such
consistency would help individuals with complex communication repertoires communicate their
responses to yes or no questions quickly without using their eye-tracking AAC device.
Therefore, for Sally, “positioning of where you are in space is really important” (Sally, Interview
1).

During her literacy sessions with Kalika and other individuals with Rett syndrome she
worked with, Sally specifically designated the left side of the individuals as the space where she
assigned the meanings of “yes” or “agree”, while assigning the right side to signify “no” or
“disagree”. Therefore, during her virtual weekend sessions with Kalika, she requested Baba to
place the iPad on the left side of Kalika so Kalika could respond to her yes or no questions
simply by looking at her or looking away at other sides of the room (Figure 30). She expressed
that, “I always want the face-to-face [view with Kalika]. It can be on a computer, can be on an
iPad, and I want it (computer/iPad) on the left side [of Kalika]” (Sally, Interview 1).

When they met in person for the first time in Sally’s house (Observation 4), Sally was
also observed sitting on the left side of Kalika to ensure consistency of the connection between
the left space and the meanings she had built with Kalika so far (Figure 31). This consistency is
further demonstrated in the placement of the yes and no symbols on her communication board.
Figure 21 in Narrative 1 illustrates the ways in which she purposefully placed the yes symbol on
the left side and the no symbol on the right side of the board. For Sally, this strategy helped
Kalika and other individuals with Rett syndrome to communicate effectively by harnessing their

strongest communication modality, i.e., eye gaze (see Wandin et al., 2023).
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The established connection between space and meanings, Sally further argued, could
become a reliable communication strategy for Kalika and her interlocutor when the AAC device
or the communication board is nonexistent due to some reasons, such as being outdoors or the
device being broken. She expressed that in such situations, communication with Kalika could
always be carried out because by being “on the ‘yes’ side, she’s going to look to me for yes, and
look away for no. I travel with it. They travel with it” (Sally, Interview 1). It is a practical
communication strategy that could be implemented anywhere without necessarily having AAC
tools in hand, because the individuals had developed a “motor plan” (Sally, Interview 1) or skill
to associate the space with certain meanings.

In Narrative 1, for example, the success of Kalika’s and Sally’s communication through
partner-assisted scanning was partly facilitated by the established mutual understanding between
Kalika, Sally, and Baba on the interconnection between space, meaning, and the materialities on
the communication board (e.g., the symbols). As Sally showed her communication board with
the yes and no symbols on each side, she directed Kalika’s attention to the symbols by pointing
to them one after another using her index finger and asked Kalika to respond to her question
using her gaze or body movements.

Kalika understood Sally’s prompt and multimodally responded to Sally’s question on
whether the word “bubble” began with the letter “b” by slowly moving her head upward, turning
her head to the left, and looking at the left side of the communication board to say “yes” to Sally.
She responded to Sally’s question twice, each by using the same pattern of head movement and
gaze. Her responses to the questions were acknowledged by both Sally and Baba as they both
said “yes” in agreement with Kalika’s response. The entanglement of space with humans and

non-human elements in this case is so specific and powerful that a slight alteration in the
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alignment and composition of the entanglement could impact the entire interaction between
Kalika and Sally during their literacy activities.
Space and Its Vitality in Influencing Kalika’s Engagement

Baba, Sally, and Sofia argued that intra-acting with the spaces/rooms in the house and
their non-human elements also helps establish expectations of behavior and influences Kalika’s
engagement during literacy activities. Both Sofia and Baba argued that Kalika understood that
specific spaces required particular behaviors from her. The playroom, for example, Sofia
believed that Kalika recognized it as “a place where she’s going to be active” (Sofia, Interview
1) and would participate in the activities. This was influenced by the intra-action between the
room and the non-human elements within it, such as books, board games, chairs, tables, and
decals of planets and Sesame Street characters on the walls, which together form an ecological
assemblage that supported their interactions in the literacy activities. For Sofia, the assemblage
that is constructed by the intra-acting non-human elements (e.g., the books, the table) in the
playroom has significant roles in supporting Kalika’s engagement during literacy activities with
her. In relation to these non-human elements and their intra-action in supporting Kalika’s
engagement, she further argued that “there’s not necessarily one thing that you can account to
her success... Everything’s important, everything plays a different role” (Sofia, Interview 2).
Sofia’s statement indicates that there is not only one independent material that matters in
Kalika’s literacy — they, in fact, become matter as they are entangled with each other.

Sofia also argued that another factor influencing Kalika’s understanding of the playroom
as a space for her to be “active” (Sofia, Interview 1) was the routine activities carried out in the
room. Sofia and Baba noted that Kalika typically spent most of her physical therapy sessions

with her therapists and her literacy sessions with Sofia in this room. These established routines
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along with the non-human elements in the playroom made Kalika aware that the room was a
space where she would be involved in activities requiring her participation (Sofia, Interview 1).

The roles of the space and the intra-acting human and non-human elements in influencing
Kalika’s engagement were also noted by Sally. Having been teaching Kalika both in school and
at home, Sally expressed that there was a difference in Kalika’s engagement in both spaces. In
school, Sally noted that while Kalika might get a little whiny during her literacy sessions, Sally
had “never had a session where she’s (Kalika) totally melted down” (Sally, Interview 2). She
further stated that “the hardest place to work with Kalika was [she was] at home™ (Sally,
Interview 2). At school, Sally continued, “she (Kalika) can be so much calmer” (Sally, Interview
2). It is important to note that in most of the sessions with Sally, Kalika cried at some points
during the session, typically either at the beginning or in the middle of the session.

The difference in Kalika’s engagement in school and at home was also highlighted in
Narrative 1 above: as Kalika whined and began to cry before they began the session with Ma at
home, Sally asked Kalika to “remember how calm you kept your body at school. You kept it so
calm and relaxed so that we could get so much work done.” By asking Kalika to remember her
behaviors in school, Sally not only underscores the difference between Kalika’s behaviors in
school and at home but also sets the school as a space of referent or spatial orientation for Kalika
to recall what kinds of behaviors she expects from Kalika during the session with her, i.e., to be
calm and relax.

Sally believed that part of the difference in Kalika’s literacy engagement in school and at
home was influenced by her access to certain non-human elements in the spaces. In school,
specifically, Sally mentioned that Kalika “doesn’t get a video (Sesame Street programs on iPad)

there, she doesn’t get access to music there. So, all of that whining for them is not going to
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happen” (Sally, Interview 2). Meanwhile, at home, Kalika had more access to her iPad and other
devices where she could watch her favorite Sesame Street programs and listen to music.

For Sally, these two elements that she could get at home from her parents could
potentially become “an addiction” (Sally, Interview 1) that might impact her engagement. She
emphasized that while she acknowledged the benefits of using songs and videos to facilitate
Kalika’s learning to read — she did sing songs and occasionally incorporate videos in her
instruction for Kalika, such as in Observation 1 and Observation 6 (see also Narrative 3 in the
next section) — she opposed their use as a means to calm her down and soothe her cries. She
argued that relying on music and on-demand videos to regulate Kalika’s emotions and motivate
her to learn would make her dependent on them; they would lead Kalika to think that “the only
way I could soothe myself is if [ have music or a video” (Sally, Interview 1) instead of self-

soothing through practices like controlled breathing and emotional control.

In this section, I have explored the entanglement of Kalika’s literacy with space. By
examining the intra-action of Sofia, Sally, Baba, and Kalika with non-human elements in the
dining room, playroom, and living room of the house, I have demonstrated the roles of the non-
human elements in Kalika’s literacy, the ways spatial aspects matter, and how the humans work
with the spaces and the non-human elements within them to support Kalika’s engagement in
literacy activities. In the subsequent section, we delve into the entanglement of human and non-

human elements in Kalika’s complex communication repertoires.
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Part II: Thinking with Actants in Complex Communication Repertoires

The narrative below is curated from my experience of observing Kalika on August 24,
2023. In this narrative, I invite you to think with the vitality of actants in complex
communication repertoires. Vitality, as Bennett (2011) conceptualized, is “the capacity of
things—edibles, commodities, storms, metals—not only to impede or block the will and designs
of humans but also to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of
their own” (p. viii).

As you read this narrative, I invite you to ponder how communication, especially in the
contemporary digital age, is entangled with non-human materials. For example, when you give a
comment on your friend’s status and pictures on a social media platform, what roles do the
phone or the computer you are using, the internet it is connected to, the algorithm of the social
media platform that leads you to see the status, and the pictures play in the interaction? Or when
you teach your students a specific concept using a powerpoint and a projector in a classroom, is
it simply a human-to-human interaction or a more-than-human interaction? What will you do
when, out of a sudden, the electricity in your classroom goes off and you lose access to the
projected powerpoint? How does the absence of electricity, the powerpoint, the projector, and the
lights alter your interactions with the students? The fact that their absences influence how you
engage with your students demonstrates their vitality in the interactions and the entanglement
you have built with the non-human elements.

In the following narrative, I will discuss how humans and non-human elements are

entangled in this research and in Kalika’s complex communication repertoires. I specifically
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invite you to observe how a piece of paper containing math questions, flashcards, make-up
products, and an eye-tracking AAC device are entangled with Kalika and Sofia as they were
discussing math homework from school.

Narrative 2

“Three! You pointed right at it. It is three!”: The Vitality of Non-Human Elements
August 24, 2023

It was a sunny Thursday afternoon in ABfjvay, the city where Kalika and her family
lived. The city bears one of the world’s oldest city names, which is named after the Greek
goddess of wisdom. This was the space where I spent the last seven years pursuing both my
master’s and doctoral degrees; the space where I spent most of my time in the country where
people often call “the land of the free”; and the space where my entanglement with Kalika and
her family occurred.

The time was 3:50 PM when I arrived in Kalika’s house. Upon entering the house, I
found the lights in the living room, dining room, and kitchen off, with no one in sight.

“Hello,” I said while peeking into the kitchen to see if Ma or Baba was there.

The house was quiet. I saw Gin, one of the family’s cats, was sleeping on her tree
tower by the window of the living room. Tap, the other family’s cat, was nowhere to be found.

“Tap must be with other humans in the house,” I said to myself.

Cats exhibit distinct attachment styles towards humans (Pongracz & Szapu, 2018).
Similar to dogs, Vitale et al. (2019) argued, cats display profound social adaptability with
humans. They suggested that the more cats intra-act socially with humans, the more they
develop connections and entanglements with humans. This was true in my case with Gin and
Tap who had been accompanying me since Day 1 of data collection in this house. Gin,
especially, had been following me wherever I sat observing Kalika’s inter-action with other
humans and non-human elements in this study (Figure 32).

Almost all visual data I collected during my observations in Kalika’s house feature Gin
and Tap. I also noted some instances where Kalika interacted with the cats through her gaze
during her session with Sally and Sofia. At one point during Observation 2 on July 8, for
example, Kalika looked at Tap who was walking around the dining room while Sally was
briefing her the agenda of the session. In other observations, such as Observation 6 on August
5 and Observation 11 on September 30, Sally and Kalika read a book on her big Tobii about
things that make the characters happy. During this reading activity, Kalika was not only asked
to read strings of words on each page of the book the book but also look at its illustrations
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before moving on to another page. Among the things that Kalika had to fixate on during the
reading activity were the word “cats” and the illustration of a little girl carrying a ginger and
black cat on her chest (Figure 33).

Figure 32. Gin with Me Observing Kalika and Baba from the Living Room

Figure 33. Kalika Reading about Things That Make Children Happy with Sally

It was interesting to think how Gin and Tap, non-human participants that were not part
of my IRB, involved and exerted their vitality in this study. Vitality, as Bennett (2011) argued,
is “the capacity of things—edibles, commodities, storms, metals—not only to impede or block
the will and designs of humans but also to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories,
propensities, or tendencies of their own” (p. viii). Their presence was not only a source of
comfort for me, reminiscent of Inul and Otto, my late cats in Indonesia, but was also part of
the material-discursive apparatuses (Barad, 2007) that continually intrigued me to think about
their entanglement in my research. On my Observation 11 field note, for example, I noted my
curiosity on how Kalika built relationship with her cats and the ways in which she developed a
mental correlation between the cats she was seeing in the book that Sally presented with Gin
and Tap.

Soon after I put my bag on the sofa in the living room, I heard Ma, Sofia, and Kalika
talking in the playroom. I then approached the room while carrying my researcher’s notebook,
a camera tripod, a wireless microphone, and a mini-iPad that I used to record my observations.
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As I made an entrance to the playroom, I saw Tap was lying down on the floor while
Ma, Sofia, and Kalika were engaged in a discussion on what to do in the next hour. After a
brief greeting with everyone in the room, I set up my recording devices and hide myself
behind a wall to observe them unobtrusively.

“Maybe like 10 or 15 minutes of this,” said Ma to Sofia while showing a math
worksheet from school that Kalika had to work on. A Punjabi hip-hop song was playing subtly
from Kalika’s phone as the three of them engaged in the conversation about the agenda of
today’s session.

Figure 34. Kalika’s Playroom and the Elmo’s Upholstered Chair

Kalika was sitting in a red upholstered chair with Elmo’s face on it, surrounded by
three soft toys of Sesame Street characters: Abby and Bigbird on her right side and Cookie
Monster on her left side (Figure 34). In front of her was a small table with her TD Pilot AAC
device that was propped up on it. Later in my interview with Sofia, I showed her a short clip of
this observation and asked why she put soft toys around Kalika’s body. Her response was that
she used them to “...prop her up in while she is in the chair, since she doesn’t have a lot of
control over her movement, she’ll fall over. So, I put those over so she can be like propped up
and alert” (Sofia, Interview 1).

Before Ma left the room to work, Ma modelled some strategies for Sofia to work with
Kalika in answering math questions in the worksheet: she slowly read one question on the
worksheet to Kalika, held up two flashcards of possible answers to the question for Kalika to
choose, asked Kalika to either look or touch one flashcard that she thought was the answer to
the question, provided ample time for Kalika to express her answer, and repeated the question
if necessary. Once Ma left the room, Sofia and Kalika began working on the math problem in
the worksheet.
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Figure 36. Kalika Looking at the Flashcards on the Table

“Okay, so here are your options. This one is ‘four,” and this one is ‘three,”” Sofia said
while holding up two flashcards and showed them to Kalika: One flashcard with ‘3’ in her left
hand and another with ‘4’ in her right hand (Figure 35).

Kalika, who was looking at the bag of soft toy under the table, straightened up her
upper body and looked at the flashcards before Sofia put them on the table in front of Kalika.
She then gazed to her AAC device and said,

“Gross.”

“Gross? Don’t say math is gross. It’s fun,” Sofia answered while giggling. She then
proceeded to read a question that Kalika had to answer while holding up the worksheet for
Kalika to see.

“Okay look, so here’s the question. Five plus what number equals eight?”, said Sofia.

Kalika looked at Sofia as Sofia read the question to her. When Sofia finished reading,
Kalika turned her head to the table and looked at the two flashcards that Sofia put earlier
(Figure 36). Soon after, she looked at the window on her left side followed by a brief look to
the right.
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“Five plus what number equals eight?” Sofia repeated the question while grabbing the
flashcards on the table and held them up for Kalika to see. She then provided a few seconds
for Kalika to process and answer the question.

“Either three or four,” Sofia said to Kalika as she held the flashcards up.

Kalika looked at Sofia and the flashcards, her hands were clapping as she looked at the
options and her body slowly leaned forward.

“Here, let’s put this right here,” Sofia said as she grabbed a ziplock bag of soft toys
onto Kalika’s feet. She noticed that Kalika might need some weight on her feet to help her
focus better. This bag acts as ‘straps’ for Kalika’s feet to reduce uncontrollable movements
that might distract her attention (Sofia, Interview 1). Immediately after Sofia put the bag on
Kalika’s feet, Kalika raised her body to its initial position and gazed at the flashcards on
Sofia’s hand. Here, again, I witnessed how a non-human element, a simple as a ziplock bag of
soft toys, expressed their vitality in supporting Kalika’s focus during a literacy activity.
Kalika’s entanglement with the non-human elements did resonate with Bennett (2011)
argument on the more-than-human entanglement:

“Humanity and nonhumanity have always performed an intricate dance with each
other. There was never a time when human agency was anything other than an
interfolding network of humanity and nonhumanity; today this mingling has become
harder to ignore” (Bennett, 2011, p. 31).

Figure 37. Kalika Looking at Flashcards with a Weighted Ziplock Bag on Her Feet

“So, five plus what number equals eight,” Sofia repeated the question while presenting
the worksheet on the table. She then held up the flashcards again for Kalika to choose.

Kalika looked the flashcards that Sofia held up then looked away to the window on her
left (Figure 37).
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Figure 38. Kalika Saying “Gross! Gross!” and Grinning

“If you don’t wanna look, I can do it where you touch it. Do you wanna do that?”
offered Sofia as she thought Kalika might prefer another modality to answer the question.

“Alright, you touch which one,” prompted Sofia while repeating the question for
Kalika.

Kalika looked at Sofia’s face as Sofia read the question again to her. She briefly
touched the flashcard “3” using her left hand yet Sofia did not see it. Kalika then looked at her
Tobii and said,

“Gross, gross.” She grinned after saying it (Figure 38).
“You can’t say it’s ‘gross’,” Sofia said as she giggled upon hearing Kalika’s opinion
and reaction on the activity.

It was the second time Kalika expressed “gross” during the activity, which indicated
her desire to do something other than math homework. Before that, Kalika suggested some
activities to Sofia, such as asking, “what time?”—a cue familiar to the family and Sofia which
signified her interest in watching her favorite show, Sesame Street — and proposing Sofia and

Kalika to “dance to music.”

Figure 39. Kalika Touching the Flashcard and Looking at Sofia

“Let’s just try this one, you touch which one you think it is,” Sofia persuaded.
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Kalika looked away to the right briefly, she then leaned her body forward, broke her
uncontrollable repetitive hand movement, and touched the ‘3’ flashcard with her left hand
(Figure 39).

“Three! You pointed right at it. It is three! That was so good! Good job!” Exclaimed
Sofia, excited to see that Kalika touched the right option.

Kalika looked at Sofia and smiled to her as Sofia complemented her great work.

Figure 40. Kalika Looking at the Make-up Products as Sofia Counting Them

Following this activity, they did another math problem. Kalika again answered the
question by touching a flashcard, yet it was not the flashcard with the correct answer to the
question. Then, Sofia explained the answer to the math problem to Kalika. She grabbed some
make-up products that they used for their make-up play and presented them one by one on the
little table in front of Kalika.

“One, two, make up products. And then I have one, two, three, four, five [make up
product],” Sofia said to Kalika. After that, Sofia repeated the counting from one to seven while
pointing at the make-up products on the table.

Kalika looked at the make-up products as Sofia counted them for her (Figure 40).
“I am sorry,” said Kalika on her AAC device.

“No that’s okay. You are learning, that’s what happens when you learn. Don’t
apologize [for the mistake you made]”, Sofia said.

After this activity, Kalika and Sofia were engaged in other activities as directed by Ma
earlier. One of the activities they did was a storybook reading of a book entitled ‘A Cat’s
Guide to the Night Sky’ by Stuart Atkinson. Tap was present as they read the book about a cat
and the star constellation. She was sitting on the window ledge quietly, gazing at the backyard
of the house.
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The narrative above captures moments where the non-human elements are entangled with
Sofia and Kalika as they interact to finish math homework from school. I began the narrative
with my reflection on the presence and involvement of Tap and Gin in my research as well as the
entanglement that I have built with the cats over the course of data collection. As I reflect, I
specifically think with Bennett’s (2011) argument on the vitality of non-human elements and the
roles of the family’s cats in providing comfort for me, as well as serving as a discursive object
for Kalika as she talked about the animal with Sally and Sofia during their literacy activities.

I then continued the narrative with a discussion of events where Kalika and Sofia intra-
act with flashcards, a worksheet, an eye-tracking AAC device propped up on a book, make-up
products, and a bag of soft toys during their literacy session. I highlighted the ways in which
Kalika communicated and engaged in the activity by gazing, touching, and approximating her
body to the non-human elements. I also described how Kalika expressed her opinion on the
activity she was doing with Sofia and negotiated alternative activities through her AAC device.
By directing her eyes toward the symbols and words on the AAC pagesets, she articulated her
preferences for watching Sesame Street and dancing to a song instead of doing the homework.

In the following section, I am inviting you to explore Kalika’s complex communication
repertoires and their entanglement with actants that are involved during their literacy activities at
home. The section will specifically discuss how Kalika communicates through her eye gaze,
body movement, gesture, and eye-tracking AAC device during her literacy activities with Sofia,
Sally, and Baba as well as the roles of the non-human elements in mediating their dyadic and
multiparty interactions. In short, Kalika’s communication is not only multimodal, but also

multiactant.
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The Entanglement of Complex Communication Repertoires with Actants

Narrative 2 portrays the entanglements of Kalika’s complex communication repertoires
with other human and non-human elements during a literacy activity with Sofia. Repertoires, as
Kusters et al., 2017 argued, are “all the ‘means of speaking’ that users of a language know, know
how to use, and use with specific reasoning in mind while engaged in a communicative
encounter” (p. 222). In the narrative, Kalika orchestrated her complex repertoires of
communication through her gazes, hand movements, and body movements that she directed
toward Sofia and arrays of the non-human elements that were present within the space (i.e. the
playroom). For instance, as Kalika looked at Sofia and the flashcards that Sofia held up for her,
Kalika communicated her engagement to her communication partner by purposefully directing
her gaze toward the human and the non-human elements one after another. Similarly, when
Kalika turned her head and looked away from Sofia and the flashcards as well as saying things
through her AAC device, such as “gross”, Sofia responded to these cues of disinterest in the
activity by persuading Kalika to answer just one question, providing more time for Kalika to
think, repeating the question to Kalika, and offering an alternative way to answer the question —
from looking at the flashcards to touching them. Such complex communication exchange
between Kalika and Sofia illustrated the ways in which human bodies intra-act with humans and
non-human elements in complex communication repertoires.

Baba, Sally, and Sofia argued that Kalika’s body is her primary communication system.
Kalika’s eye gaze, specifically, was highlighted by Baba, Sofia, and Sally as one of Kalika’s
prominent communication modalities during her literacy session. For example, during her
partner-assisted scanning communication with Sally (see Narrative 1 and earlier discussion on

space), Kalika’s gaze is an instrumental communication modality that helps Sally understand
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Kalika’s response to her yes or no question. Similarly, Kalika’s eye fixation on the words and
illustrations of the book during her reading activity on her big Tobii also played a crucial role for
Sally in determining whether Kalika processed the presented texts.

Baba expressed that there is “so much going in her eyes” (Baba, Interview 1). The crucial
role of Kalika’s eyes in her communication was, in fact, one of the primary reasons that made
him spend “a lot of time, just making, holding eye contact with Kalika” (Baba, Interview 1). For
Baba, Kalika’s eyes were “actually expressing something” (Baba, Interview 2); they provided a
window for him to know if she engaged in the activity or if “she needs something” (Baba,
Interview 1) during the session. For example, her prolonged eye gaze toward her cup or food on
the dining table suggested her interest in drinking or eating. Meanwhile, Kalika’s sustained eye
contact with him could indicate her “needs to use the bathroom” (Baba, Interview 1). At one
point during a reading session with Sally on Observation 9 on August 19 (see Excerpt 5), for
example, Kalika took a long pause between reading and made a prolonged eye gaze toward the
side where Baba sat. Baba responded to this complex communication repertoire by asking if she
needed to go to the bathroom, which Kalika confirmed by making extended eye contact with
him. Sally also validated Kalika’s complex communication repertoire by saying to Baba that
Kalika made “a very direct look” toward him, indicating that Kalika indeed responded “yes” to
his question and needed assistance.

Excerpt S

“That look was a very direct look, Dad”: The Eyes That Communicate

Kalika was reading a book on her eye-tracking AAC device with Sally. She was
fixating on an illustration of a girl on a swing followed by some strings of words from the
book, namely “swings” and “make me”, one after another. However, as she reached the next
word to fixate, which was the word “happy”, she took a long pause by looking down to the
table and taking a deep breath.
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“H-a-p-p-y. H-a-p-p-y. Spells?”, Sally sang each letter of the word that Kalika had to
fixate as she waited for Kalika’s response.

Kalika looked at her big Tobii then slowly moved her head down toward the side where
Baba sit.

“Do you need to use the bathroom, Kalika?”” asked Baba.

Kalika quickly raised her head and made a long eye contact (about 3-4 seconds) with
Baba (Figure 41).

“Ooh,” Sally said.
“Yeah? Okay,” Baba said while giggling.
“That look was a very direct look, Dad,” said Sally.

Baba then stood up and unbraced Kalika’s feet straps and upper body harness on her
activity chair before carrying her to the bathroom.

Figure 41. Kalika Making a Long Eye Contact with Baba

Baba’s opinion on the significant role of Kalika’s eyes in her complex communication
repertoires is also evident in his drawing. In illustrating Kalika (see Figure 22), Baba drew
Kalika’s “trademark smile” (Baba, Interview 2) and wide eyes in front of “two massive screens
[of iPad and her big Tobii]” (Baba, Interview 2). He described Kalika’s wide eyes as elements
that were “really important” (Baba, Interview 2) to access books and other literacy materials that

Sally presented to her, express her mind, and “make the Tobii work” (Baba, Interview 2). For
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Baba, Kalika’s eye-tracking AAC device was a “second level” (Baba, Focus Group Discussion)
communication that comes in after Kalika’s complex communication repertoires. He argued that,

“It’s a great thing for her to be able to access what we call speech [through AAC device],

but it’s (AAC device) not the ideal instrument for communication, because it doesn’t

allow her to make so many of the meanings that I know are going on inside her head.”

(Baba, Interview 1)

Baba further emphasized that while Kalika’s big Tobii’s helpful, the device was
“imperfect” (Baba, Interview 1). He argued that there were “a lot of important things going on
with Kalika that just happened through eyes and other modalities” (Baba, Interview 1).

Similar to Baba, Sofia and Sally also expressed that Kalika’s eye gaze communicates
messages that are not necessarily expressed through her AAC device. During her literacy session
with Kalika, Sofia noted that one of the signals that Kalika often used to express her disinterest
in doing the activity was “staring into the space” (Sofia, Interview 1) and looking away from her.
On the other hand, she argued that Kalika would “look and make eye contact” (Sofia, Interview
1) with her, smiled, and said something on her device when she was engaged in and liked the
activity. In Narrative 2 above, for example, Kalika demonstrated her engagement by looking at
Sofia when Sofia read the math problem, looking at the flashcards of answer options to the
problem, and touching the flashcard that represented her answer to the problem. At the same
time, Kalika also expressed her preference for doing another activity by occasionally looking
away from the flashcards and making a comment on the activity (i.e., “gross”) as well as
proposing other activities (i.e., watching Sesame Street) through her eye-tracking AAC device.

Sally also highlighted that Kalika’s eyes were “really expressive” (Sally, Interview 1) and

provided more practical and quicker responses than her device. She argued that “you can learn a
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lot [about what Kalika communicates], even without a device” (Sally, Interview 1). For instance,
Kalika’s “bright and very focused” (Sally, Interview 1) gaze towards Sally on the iPad or her eye
fixation on a specific target area on the big Tobii’s screen suggests Kalika’s interest and
engagement in the activities.

In Kalika’s reading sessions with Sally, especially, Kalika’s eye fixation on designated
words and illustrations of the book serves as a fundamental indicator of her engagement in the
activities. Figure 42 illustrates an instance of Kalika’s eye fixation during a spelling activity
involving the word “cats” with Sally. In the left picture, Kalika is observed looking at Sally on
the iPad, with no fixation on the word “cats” on her big Tobii. Meanwhile, the right picture
shows Kalika facing the big Tobii, fixating on the word “cats,” as highlighted by the pink border
around the word. In this activity, Kalika’s eye fixation on the target words is a crucial literacy
behavior that provides Sally with insights not only into Kalika’s engagement in the activity but
also her attention on the target word that Sally presented.

The importance of Kalika’s ocular engagement during literacy activities is also reflected
in the way Sally designed her instructional materials. The use of black colors as a background
and the yellow border on the communication board, for example (see Figure 43), is “for a
reason” (Sally, Interview 1). She argued that the use of different colors on the communication
board would help “the vision [of Kalika] to be pulled in” (Sally, Interview 1) because they “snug
in the visual field” (Sally, Interview 1). For instance, Sally considered the use of a light green
background for the vowels and a pink background for the consonants “really important” (Sally,
Interview 1), because they help Kalika visually discern the vowels and the consonants in a word.

Further, as explained in the previous section on Actants and Their Arrangements in a

Space, Kalika’s eye gaze is instrumental in Kalika’s dyadic communication with Sally, which is
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mainly done through partner-assisted scanning. To recall what Sally expressed regarding the
importance of Kalika’s eye contact with her: “there is a natural tendency for the girls to look at
you in agreement” (Sally, Interview 1). This was one of the primary reasons why Sally insisted
on being on Kalika’s left side during their literacy sessions. By consistently being on the left
side, Sally could harness the “natural tendency” (Sally, Interview 1) of Kalika to look at her to
express an agreement or provide a “yes” response to her yes or no questions without using

Kalika’s eye-tracking AAC device.

Figure 43. Sally’s Yes/No Communication Board & Kalika’s Yes/No Pageset on AAC Device
For Sally, Kalika’s eye gaze, gestures, body movements, and facial expression are
primary communication modalities that she “travel[s] with” (Sally, Interview 1) wherever she
goes. Similar to Baba, while Sally acknowledged the usefulness of her AAC device, she
considered the tool as an “add in” (Sally, Interview 1) modality that helped Kalika communicate

through speech. Together, these complex communication repertoires of the human body and the
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materiality of the AAC device form an assemblage that acts as a “lifeline” (Sally, Interview 1)
for Kalika to communicate things in her mind to her interlocutors.

While Kalika’s eye gaze, eye contact, and eye fixation have been underscored as key
complex communication repertoires, it is important to note that Kalika’s communication during
her literacy sessions with Sofia, Sally, and Baba is multimodal and entangled with other humans
and non-human elements. In other words, while Kalika’s ocular engagement during her literacy
activities has been highlighted as her crucial complex communication repertoire by Sofia, Sally,
and Baba, this communication modality works in concert with other repertoires of
communication (e.g., body movements, facial expressions, touches) and the actants (e.g., Sofia,
flashcards) around her.

For example, following Sofia’s reading of a math problem in Narrative 2, i.e., “Okay
look, so here’s the question. Five plus what number equals eight?”, Kalika was observed not
only looking at Sofia to express her attention to Sofia during their dyadic interaction but also
moving her head down and looking at the flashcards of answer options on the little table in front
of her (Figure 44 and Figure 45). This multimodal engagement did not happen once. When Sofia
repeated the question and the options of answers to Kalika, i.e., “Five plus what number equals
eight? Either three or four,” Kalika looked at Sofia once more followed by moving her head and
looking at the flashcards that Sofia held up for her.

Kalika’s multimodal complex communication repertoires and their entanglement with
actants were also observed when she expressed her opinion regarding the activity. As Sofia re-
read the question for the third time, Kalika moved her head from Sofia on her left side to her eye-
tracking AAC device in front of her. She then fixated on one of the cells in a pageset on the

screen of her eye-tracking AAC device to say “gross”. She grinned as she said the word through
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her AAC device while Sofia giggled after hearing the speech and said, “you can’t say it’s gross”
(Figure 38). Moreover, when Sofia presented an alternative method for answering the question
and instructed Kalika to touch one flashcard she believed was the answer, Kalika looked at the

answer options once more followed by leaning her upper body forward and using her left hand to

touch the flashcard on her left.

Figure 45. Kalika Looking at and Touching the Flashcard
The interactions above illustrate how Kalika engages in a literacy session with Sofia
beyond using her ocular complex communication repertoires. By moving her head toward Sofia
and the flashcards, expressing an opinion on the activity and grinning at her own speech, leaning
her upper body forward toward the flashcards, and touching one of the flashcards she regarded as
the answer to the question, Kalika demonstrated the multimodality of her engagement in literacy
activities more than just making an eye gaze, eye contact, and fixation on the actants around her,

namely Sofia, the flashcards, and AAC device.



147

Baba, Sally, and Sofia also noted other instances of Kalika’s multimodal complex
communication repertoires during their literacy sessions. For example, when Kalika disengaged
in the activity, Kalika would often whine, howl, scream, and cry (Sofia, Interview 1; Baba,
Interview 1; Sally, Interview 1), “stare off into space” (Sofia, Interview 1), “look like she is
about to fall asleep” (Sofia, Interview 1), and “look away” (Sofia, Interview 1) from the
communication partner and the book she was reading. Meanwhile, when she preferred to stop
and do another activity, Kalika would often shake her legs and make eye contact (Baba,
Interview 1) and say things on her AAC device, such as “Can we do something else?” or asking
time to signal her preference to watch her favorite show, i.e., Sesame Street (Sofia, Interview1).

Baba, Sally, and Sofia agreed that there was not one specific communication modality
that Kalika would always depend on to communicate. Sally, specifically, highlighted the
“elasticity” (Sally, Focus Group Discussion) or flexibility of Kalika’s communication repertoires
based on the situations. During our focus group discussion, Sally shared her observation of
Kalika’s ability to orchestrate her multimodal communication repertoires during their literacy
activities.

“I can’t put the Tobii above the smiles in the interaction, but I also can’t put it below that,

because it (the Tobii) really gives you sometimes to this really precise [message]. She

nails you I mean, she just kind of get you with what she says. And I think that she knows
so well how to do that. (Sally, Focus Group Discussion)

Sally’s statement above highlights Kalika’s effective communication strategies in getting
the message across to her using various communication repertoires. In her observation, Sally did
acknowledge the usefulness of Kalika’s speech through her big Tobii, because it gave her a

“really precise [message]” (Sally, Focus Group Discussion). For example, when she said, “’1
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don’t want to do this.” There’s no doubt in your mind that they don’t want to do it right now”
(Sally, Interview 1).

Similarly, Sofia shared the same opinion regarding the important role of Kalika’s AAC
device as “her voice” (Sofia, Interview 1) and likened the act of taking away Kalika’s device
from her with “put[ting] hands over their mouth” (Sofia, Interview 1) to silence her. For Sofia,
Kalika’s AAC device was a crucial non-human element that must be present when she had a
literacy session with Kalika. Sofia expressed that the device was “the first thing I carry” (Sofia,
Interview 1) when she and Kalika had to move to a different room for doing the literacy
activities, such as from the living room to the playroom in Observation 5 on August 1.

Their perspectives regarding the usefulness of Kalika’s eye-tracking AAC device are in
line with Kalika’s viewpoint on the device. When asked whether she liked her device, Kalika
moved her body and gazed toward the “yes” symbols I presented in front of her (Kalika,
Interview 1) (see Figure 46, left side). Additionally, during our second interview, she expressed
that the device was “fantastic” when I inquired about her opinion on her AAC device (Kalika,
Interview 2) (see Figure 46, right side).

Despite the usefulness of the AAC device in mediating their dyadic interactions with
Kalika, Sally, Baba, and Sofia said that the device was just one of many modalities that Kalika
employed to communicate with them. Sally likened Kalika’s effective use of complex
communication repertoires with an entanglement of different communication modalities: “when
you look at the entanglement, some things are entangled kind of loosely and some are entangled
a little bit more tightly” (Sally, Focus Group Discussion). For Sally, Baba, and Sofia, Kalika’s
orchestration of complex communication repertoires relies on the situation and the needs of

communication. For example, during the reading session with Sally in the dining room, Kalika
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might gaze at her cup in front of her to “signal if she’s thirsty” (Baba, Interview 1) instead of
saying “thirsty” on her device, which would require her to navigate different pagesets to find the
word “thirsty” on her AAC device system. Another example is when Kalika smiled instead of
looking at Sally to express her agreement or “yes” response to Sally’s yes or no question. As
Sally described, “the whole thing [Kalika’s body movement, eye gaze, cup, AAC device,
communication board, interlocutor] kind of just [working] together” — all elements play roles in

mediating and enriching Kalika’s complex communication repertoires.

Figure 46. Kalika Responding “Yes” and “Fantastic” to My Interview Questions

An important aspect of Kalika’s multimodal communication repertoires is their
entanglement with the non-human elements around her. In Narrative 2, for example, the
flashcards play at least three vital roles in supporting Kalika’s communication and interaction
with Sally.

First, the flashcards provide a joint-attention avenue for Kalika and Sofia to be materially
entangled in the literacy activity. Joint attention, as Bakeman and Adamson (1984) argued, is
one’s ability to coordinate attention toward a social partner and a shared object of interest (see
also Perra & Gatis, 2012). By holding up the flashcards in front of Kalika and saying “okay, here
are your options”, Sofia directed Kalika’s attention toward the flashcards and defined a specific
behavior for Kalika to engage — to look at the flashcards. Kalika, who was looking at the bag of

soft toys under the little table in front of her, responded to Sofia’s prompt by sitting up straight
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and looking at the flashcards in front of her. Kalika’s ability to follow the directions showcases
both her understanding of the prompt as well as her ability to regulate attention between different
objects of interests, i.e., the bag of soft toys and the flashcards.

Second, the flashcards provide Sofia with an instructional tool to reinforce Kalika’s
mastery of numbers. By presenting the flashcards one by one, prompting Kalika to observe them,
and emphasizing their differences by saying, “This one is ‘four,” and this one is ‘three,”” Sofia
helped Kalika associate each card and its corresponding number based on its auditory
representation, i.e., “four” and “three”. The repetition of these actions by Sofia, combined with
the consistent placement of the flashcards (i.e., “3” on the left and “4” on the right hand of
Sofia), further helped Kalika differentiate between the flashcards representing “three” and
“four”.

Lastly, the flashcards serve as aided AAC materials that render Kalika’s body movement,
which in this case is her hand gestures, meaningful and representative of her answer to Sofia’s
math problem. As Sofia presented the two flashcards in front of Kalika and assigned meanings to
them by saying “three” and “four”, Kalika’s hand gestures toward the flashcards held specific
meanings associated with the flashcards. When Kalika touched the flashcard “three” using her
left hand, for example, her hand gesture was communicative due to its contact or intra-action
(Barad, 2007) with the non-human material (the flashcard “3”). The significance of this gesture
as a communication modality is further affirmed by Sofia’s exclamation following Kalika’s
touch to the flashcard, i.e., “Three! You pointed right at it.” Sofia’s exclamation signifies that
the intra-action of Kalika’s hand with the flashcard is meaningful and communicative to Sofia.

A similar principle of the entanglement between Kalika’s complex communication

repertories with actants also applies in Kalika’s use of eye gaze toward her cup to “signal if she’s



151

thirsty” (Baba, Interview 1) to Baba and her eye gaze toward the symbols and letters on Sally’s
yes/no communication board to Sally. Excerpt 6 describes the entanglement of Kalika’s eye gaze
with the non-human elements on Sally’s communication board during their spelling activity in
Observation 2 on July 8.

During the spelling activity in Except 5 Kalika multimodally responded to Sally’s yes or
no question by moving her head and looking away from Sally on the iPad. Through these
complex communication repertoires, Kalika communicated her disagreement or “no” response to
Sally’s question on whether the letter ‘d” came right after the letter ‘a’ in the word ‘an’. In this
case, Kalika’s head movement and eye gaze are communicative not because they hold meanings
by themselves, but because they are entangled with the actants, namely the communication board
(and all the non-human elements on it, such as the symbols), the space, and Sally as her
interlocutor.

Excerpt 6

“It’s such an obvious ‘no’”: Communicative Body Movements

Kalika and Sally were doing a spelling activity of the word “an”. Using her yes or no
communication board, Sally asked Kalika to determine whether the letter ‘d’ came after the
letter ‘a’ in the word “an”. On the communication board, Sally had a yes symbol with the
green color on the left and the no symbol with the red color on the right side of the board.
Between these yes and no symbols, Sally put two letters: ‘a’ and ‘d’ — the letter ‘a’ was written
on a light green color paper while the letter ‘d’ was on a pink color paper. She also put a strip
of orange paper below each letter to help Kalika identify the numbers of letters needed to
make the word “an”.

“Does this say ‘an’?”, asked Sally to Kalika while pointing to the letters ‘a’ and ‘d’ on
the communication board. Sally elongated the sound ‘n’ as she said the word “an” so Kalika
noticed that she needed the letter ‘n’ instead of ‘d’ to make the target word.

Kalika quickly moved her head to the right and looked away from the iPad to signal a
“no” response to Sally’s question (Figure 47).

“Oh, you don’t want the letter either, huh? You looked at it off and fast,” Sally said.




152

Kalika moved her head up and looked at the iPad where Sally presented the
communication board.

“So take a look at it (the letter) again. That (the previous response) might have been a
[head] drop. So, let’s make sure,” prompted Sally. She wanted to make sure if Kalika’s
previous head movement and gaze to the right was indeed her answer to the question, not a
head drop that individuals with Rett syndrome often experience.

Kalika then moved her head to the right and looked away from Sally.
“‘No.” Thank you,” Sally thanked Kalika for confirming her previous answer. “That

helped me Kalika, because you looked at it and then you looked away, so it’s such an obvious
‘no’” Sally continued.

Figure 47. Kalika Saying “No” to Sally by Moving Her Head and Looking to The Right

As I explained in the previous section on Actants and Their Arrangements in a Space,
earlier in the program, Sally assigned meanings to the left and the right side of Kalika to help
Kalika communicate her “yes” or “no” statement by looking or moving her body toward the
sides. Sally’s strategy to designate meanings to the space — namely the left side for a “yes”
response and the right side for a “no” response — is reflected in the way she consistently
positioned herself relative to Kalika and the “yes” symbol on the communication board, both of

which are located on Kalika’s left side. As a consequence, Kalika’s eye gaze and body
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movement toward the left or right sides hold specific meanings of “yes” or “no” when they are
done following Sally’s yes or no question.

In Except 5, for example, following her question whether the letter ‘d” came after the
letter ‘a’ in the word ‘an’, Sally registered Kalika’s head movement and eye gaze toward the
right side as a “no” response from Kalika. In other words, Kalika’s head movement and eye gaze
acquire meanings for Sally due to their intra-action with the non-human elements, i.e., the space
on the right side of Kalika as well as the “no” symbol on the communication board. The
communicative aspect of Kalika’s head movement and eye gaze and the mutual understanding
between Kalika and Sally in this regard is further reflected as Sally asked Kalika to repeat her
response to confirm her answer. By moving her head and gazing to the right for the second time,
Kalika reaffirmed her “no” response to Sally’s question “Does this say ‘an’?”. Kalika’s response
was further acknowledged by Sally as she thanked Kalika for Sally for confirming her previous

12

answer and said, “it’s such an obvious no’”.

In this section, I have explored the entanglement of complex communication repertoires
with humans and not-human elements during Kalika’s literacy activities with Baba, Sally, and
Sofia. I have elucidated how the non-human elements, such as the flashcard, the communication
board, the make-products, and the eye-tracking AAC device intra-act with Kalika’s eye gaze,
fixation, body movement, and gesture to demonstrate her literacy engagement. In the following
section, we will illuminate more non-human elements and their roles in the more-than-human

literacy entanglement of Kalika with Baba, Sally, and Ma.
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Part III: Thinking with the Assemblages of Humans and Non-Human Elements in Literacy

Have you ever wondered what happens after a tree is cut down in a forest? Researchers
argue that as soon as a tree is cut down, its neighboring trees, regardless of their species, form
alliances and send nutrients to the stump of the injured tree through their root tips via the
underground fungal network or mycelium (see Wohlleben, 2016). This invisible intra-action
within the assemblages of different trees can allow the stump of the tree to live for decades or
even centuries. How do you think this kind of supportive intra-action would look like in literacy?
What kind of more-than-human assemblages or alliances are formed to develop the literacy of a
child with significant disabilities?

In this section, we explore the assemblages of humans and non-human elements that are
intra-acting during Kalika’s literacy activities. Assemblages, as Bennett (2011) conceptualized,
are the “ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts” (p. 23). They are
“living, throbbing confederations” (Bennett, 2011, p. 23) of humans and non-human elements
whose vitality is unique — it is not the same as the sum of the vitality of each actant considered
alone (Bennett, 2011). Just like the assemblages of diverse trees providing much-needed
nourishment to the injured tree, each actant is vital and their groupings play multiple roles during
Kalika’s literacy activities with Sally, Sofia, and Baba. Narrative 3 provides an illustration of
how these assemblages are formed, what constitutes the assemblages, and what roles they play
within Kalika’s literacy entanglement at home. As you read this narrative, I invite you to observe
how the humans work with each other and with the non-human elements, how they play their

roles, and how their assemblages support Kalika to engage in literacy activities. Following this
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narrative, we will discuss key points in the narrative and discuss the more-than-human
assemblages in Kalika’s literacy.

Narrative 3

“Why don’t you give Kalika her brace?”: More-Than-Human Assemblages
August 5, 2023

It was a sunny Saturday in A6fjvai, with the temperature outside reaching 88 degrees
Fahrenheit and a humidity level of 70%. Seated on a red sofa with Ma in the family living
room, Kalika was enjoying her lunch from her feeding tube before her next session with Sally,
while Baba was in the shower. Gin and Tap, the family cats, kept us company—Tap rested by
my feet on the floor, while Gin perched on her cat tree by the window. After exchanging a few
conversations about my research with Ma, I went to the kitchen and set up my recording gear
to observe today’s session. Meanwhile Ma carried Kalika in her arms to the dining room.

“Hi, Sally,” Ma greeted Sally on the iPad. She then placed Kalika in her activity chair
that was parked in the family dining room.

Kalika began to fuss as she sat in her activity chair, showing her displeasure in
beginning the session that afternoon.

“Look at you in your cute little summer dress!” exclaimed Sally over the iPad, excited
to see Kalika again after the summer break.

Kalika looked at Sally on the iPad and continued crying.

Figure 48. Ma and Baba Putting Kalika’s Shoes and Fastening the Feet Strap

Ma proceeded by adjusting Kalika’s eyeglasses and fastening the chest harness on the
activity chair around Kalika’s body. Baba then joined them and helped Ma set up the big Tobii
and put it on charging. After that, they put Kalika’s shoes on and secure her feet with straps on
the activity chair (Figure 48). Kalika was still crying as Ma and Baba worked with this
assemblage of the non-human elements that support Kalika’s posture and feet. Assemblages,
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as Bennett (2011) argued, are the “ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials
of all sorts” (p. 23). In this particular moment, the harness, the feet straps, and other elements
in the activity chair is an assemblage that supports Kalika’s body as she is sitting in the chair.
Each element in the activity chair “has a certain vital force, but there is also an effectivity
proper to the grouping as such: an agency of the assemblage” (Bennett, 2011, p. 23).

Figure 50. Baba Kissing Kalika’s Hand to Sooth Her Cries

Baba then moved the activity chair closer to the dining table and adjusted the window
shades to reduce sun glare on Kalika’s eye-tracking AAC device. As the lesson began, Ma left
the room to work in her office located next to the dining room. Baba was observed holding
Kalika’s left arm and fixing her kapor (a muslin cloth) that had been placed by Ma around
Kalika’s shoulder earlier (Figure 49).

“I know I can tell, it’s just downright terrible for you. It is,” said Sally to Kalika as
Kalika did not stop crying after 15 minutes into the lesson. She pressed the word “terrible” on
Kalika’s device to model for her where the word was located and how it sounded.

Kalika continued crying. She then looked at Sally on the iPad.

“Kalika,” Baba called his only child’s name. He then looked at Kalika, kissed her hand,
and moved his head closer to Kalika to soothe her cries (Figure 50).

“I am trying really hard because I can, because I am so smart. I can calm my body
[and] I can relax because I am pretty awesome. I have had a hard time before, and I have been
able to calm my body. Then I felt really proud about it,” said Sally, modeling for Kalika on
how to talk to herself and calm her body. As she spoke, she pressed some words on Kalika’s

device, namely “try”, “calm”, “relaxed”, “awesome”, and “proud”, while modulating her voice
to be low (Figure 51).
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Figure 51. Sally Modeling for Kalika How to Calm Her Body

Kalika and Sally then continued the session by reading a book on the big Tobii. Kalika
was still crying. Not long after, Ma returned to the dining room as she heard Kalika’s
prolonged cries. She then put Kalika’s kapor inside her mouth and stroke her hair. Following
this action, Kalika stopped crying for a while and continued crying when the kapor dropped
out of her mouth.

“Baba, why don’t you put her brace on?” asked Ma to Baba. “It’s much easier for
Kalika to focus when she has her brace on,” she continued.

“No, that’s okay,” Baba declined softly while gesturing to Ma that he was holding
Kalika’s hand to help mitigate the repetitive hand movements.

“We’ll put your brace on,” said Sally agreeing to Ma’s idea while navigating her
desktop computer to put the digital book onto Kalika’s big Tobii.

Baba then grabbed the pink arm brace from the table, secured it around Kalika’s left
arm, and continued holding her hand. Ma lifted Kalika’s head, adjusted the brace on her body,
and placed the kapor in Kalika’s mouth for her to chew before leaving the room to resume her
work.

Figure 52. Kalika Smiling as She Saw the Illustration with Her Arm Braced
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Figure 53. Sally Stopped Crying as Sally Sang the Letters

“Yeah, that kind of help, doesn’t it? It gets your body calm down”, said Sally after
noticing Kalika’s pink arm brace on wrapped around Kalika’s left arm.

As Sally successfully uploaded the book on Kalika’s big Tobii system, she prompted
Kalika to look at her big Tobii to fixate on illustrations of the book that they would read.

Kalika stopped crying for a moment and smiled as she saw the book illustrations
(Figure 52). She then began to fuss again.

“em, ee, em, ee, em ee says me me me,” Sally sang the letters of the word ‘me’ that
Kalika had to fixate on her big Tobii.

Kalika stopped crying and fixated on the word ‘me’ on her Tobii (Figure 53).
“There you go, you got it,” Sally said. She then sang another song for the next word
Kalika had to fixate, i.e., the word ‘make: “em, ei, kay, ee make make make me happy please,

make make make me happy please.”

Kalika looked at her Tobii, looked at Sally on the iPad, and smiled briefly to her.

Narrative 3 lays out instances where the humans collaborate with the assemblages of non-
human elements to support Kalika’s body and soothe her cries during Kalika’s session with
Sally. These instances are not exclusive to my Observation 6 on August 5, 2023, from which I
created this narrative. Almost all afternoon sessions with Sally involved Kalika crying for the
first quarter to half of the sessions.

The more-than-human assemblages in this narrative unfold as Ma positions Kalika on her

adaptable activity chair in the dining room followed by putting on the harness on Kalika’s chest
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and the straps around Kalika’s feet with Baba’s help. As the session progressed, Baba, Ma, and
Sally intra-acted with Kalika and other actants to support Kalika’s engagement in the reading
activities. Ma, for example, prompted Baba to put on Kalika’s arm brace. She specifically
expressed that “it’s much easier for Kalika to focus when she has her brace on,” to which Sally
agreed. Baba then followed by bracing Kalika’s left arm and holding her arm. Further, Baba and
Ma were observed working with Kalika’s kapor: they attached it to Kalika’s activity chair, put it
inside Kalika’s mouth, and covered it around her neck as Kalika did not stop crying. Baba was
also seen looking at Kalika in the eyes, approaching his body to hers, calling her name, and
kissing her arm to calm Kalika. On the other hand, Sally worked with Kalika and modeled for
her how to calm her body. She accomplished this by lowering her voice and pressing some
words on Kalika’s AAC device to accompany her speech. She also made up some songs from the
letters of the words that Kalika had to fixate on her AAC device and sang them a few times to
attract Kalika’s attention and pique her interest in doing the activities. The intra-actions of
actants within these more-than-human assemblages supported Kalika in calming her body,
soothing her cries, and engaging in the activities, as shown by her successful fixation on the
target words and illustrations on her big Tobii.

Each actant involved in this narrative, namely the feet straps and harness of Kalika’s
activity chair, the pink arm brace, kapor, AAC device, Baba, Ma, and Sally, is vital — they play
significant roles by themselves, yet when they are entangled with each other, they form a distinct
vitality that is not necessarily the same as the sum of the vitality of each of them considered
alone (Bennett, 2011). In the following two sections, we will unravel the kinds of assemblages
that emerged during Kalika’s literacy activities at home and what roles they play in supporting

Kalika’s literacy engagement.
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More-Than-Human Assemblages in Kalika’s Literacy Entanglement
The Assemblage of Kalika, Baba, Sofia, Sally, Arm Brace, Activity Chair, Soft Toys, and
Weighted Ziplock Bag

Narrative 3 portrays the assemblages of humans and non-human elements that support
Kalika during her literacy activities by alleviating several Rett syndrome symptoms. Baba, Sofia,
and Sally argued that these symptoms, namely repetitive hand movements and muscle weakness,
contribute to Kalika’s ability to “focus” (Baba, Interview 1) and be “alert” (Sofia, Interview 1)
during her literacy activities. Baba, especially, highlighted the significant role of the activity
chair and its non-human elements as a “mechanism of support” (Baba, Interview 1) that
mitigates the symptoms. He argued that each non-human element in the activity chair, such as
the chest harness, the lateral support, and the foot straps (see Figure 54), helped Kalika to “calm
parts of her body” (Baba, Interview 1) so she could “be alert and focused rather than being
distracted by too many of her movements or having to work on her posture” (Baba, Interview 1).
In other words, for Baba, mitigating these symptoms during Kalika’s literacy activities is crucial
to ensure her engagement with Sally.

The significance of working with the non-human elements to support Kalika’s seating
posture and mitigate her repetitive movements is observed in all observations I had conducted in
Kalika’s house. Narrative 3, for example, depicts a typical view of each beginning of Kalika’s
session with Sally where Baba or Ma intra-act with the foot straps, the chest harness, and the
lateral support on Kalika’s activity chair right before the session starts, and as soon as Kalika sits
on the chair. The same intra-action is also seen in Kalika’s sessions with Sofia that occurred in
the dining room where the activity chair is mainly parked, i.e., Observation 3 on July 19 and

Observation 7 on August 8. This phenomenon shows the entanglement of the humans with non-
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human elements as well as the humans’ mutual understanding of the roles of the non-human
elements in supporting Kalika during her literacy activities. The armbrace and its function to
mitigate the repetitive hand movements, for example, was highlighted by Ma, Sally, and Baba in
Narrative 3 as an element that made it “much easier for Kalika to focus” on the activities. Their
understanding of the importance of alleviating the movements aligns with the studies from Fabio
et al. (2011) who argued that minimizing repetitive movements led to an improvement in the
accurate selection of symbols and enhanced attention to choice-making tasks among the
individuals with Rett syndrome. Similarly, Stasolla et al. (2014) also found that a decrease in

repetitive hand movements in Rett syndrome is correlated with better communication.
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Figure 54. Kalika’s Activity Chair and Its Elements
The crucial roles of these non-human elements and the importance of supporting her
posture and as well as reducing the movements are also reflected in Baba’s drawings of his
entanglement with other humans and non-human elements during Kalika’s literacy activities (see
Figure 22). In responding to my question “what objects did you draw first?”’, Baba expressed
that “the first thing I drew is her feet” (Baba, Interview 2) that were “always strapped in some

ways” (Baba, Interview 2). These straps along with the chest harness were in fact among the
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most noticeable non-human elements that Baba included in his drawing and were part of his
portrayal of Kalika. Further, when drawing Kalika, he conveyed that he “was thinking about her
posture” (Baba, Interview 2) and how Kalika “curves and hunches forward” (Baba, Interview 2)
due to her muscle weakness. His statement highlights Kalika’s muscle weakness as a particular
symptom that hinders her ability to maintain an upright sitting position for extended periods.
This ability is crucial for Kalika to be able to access her big Tobii and the iPad on the dining
table. To speak through her big Tobii, especially required Kalika to maintain a certain head angle
and seating position, as we discussed in the earlier sections. Therefore, the chest harness helped
Kalika “hold her shoulder blades so she could straighten up” her body and engage in the
activities (Baba, Interview 2).

The significance of supporting Kalika’s body and working with the non-human elements
is also reflected in Baba’s perception of his role during Kalika’s literacy activities with Sally. He
expressed that he saw his role as “kind of the same as [the role of] the activity chair” (Baba,
Interview 1) during the session. He stated that, in the entanglement of humans and non-human
elements in Kalika’s literacy, he was also “an object” or a “primary thing that supports her body”
(Baba, Interview 1). He further explained that a lot of time he would be “holding her arms and
giving her support... and was doing the same kind of work” (Baba, Interview 1) as the non-
human elements involved during her literacy activities with Sally, such as the activity chair and
the arm brace. For example, in Narrative 3, Baba was observed continuously holding Kalika’s
arms throughout the session to alleviate Kalika’s repetitive hand movements which he believed
would help Kalika’s engagement in the activities (Baba, Interview 1). When Ma suggested he
wrap Kalika’s arm with the arm brace instead of holding her hands, he initially refused the idea

until Sally expressed her agreement with Ma’s suggestions. His preference to ‘brace’ Kalika’s
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arms with his own hands was also observed in Observation 11 on September 30 where he
declined Ma’s suggestion to use an arm brace to mitigate Kalika’s repetitive hand movements.
His preference and persistence in holding Kalika’s arms during her session with Sally
demonstrate his understanding of the importance of alleviating the movements to help Kalika
engage in the activities. Additionally, it shows his perception of the similar roles between his
grip over Kalika’s arms and the arm brace.

The importance of reducing repetitive hand movements to support Kalika’s focus and
engagement in literacy activities is also seen in other Kalika’s sessions with Sally and Sofia.
During Observation 2 on July 8, for example, Kalika’s arms were both braced and held as they
were moving intensely during Kalika’s session with Sally (see Excerpt 7). Kalika, who was
doing a comprehension check of a book they read last week with Sally, cried during the activity.
Her left arm was continuously held by Baba since the start of the session while her right was
moving repetitively. She took a longer time to respond to Sally’s questions and had been making
mistakes in her answers. Noticing that the intense arm movement might distract Kalika’s
engagement, Sally asked Baba to brace Kalika’s right arm and expressed that the movements
were “interfering” with her engagement. She also told Kalika that bracing the arm “helps us
think a little better”. Sally’s initiative to ask Baba to brace Kalika’s arm and her statement on
how it helps the thinking process resonate with Baba’s argument on the importance of mitigating
Kalika’s repetitive hand movements to help Kalika focus during the activity. After the bracing,
while Kalika was still crying, the intense hand movements were reduced significantly, and she
was able to provide Sally with a correct answer to the question.

The same case was also observed in Narrative 3. When Baba wrapped Kalika’s arm with

the arm brace and held her arm, Kalika’s cries soothed for a while. Sally then expressed “Yeah,
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that kind of help, doesn’t it? It gets your body calm down” after seeing Kalika stop crying.
Following these actions, Kalika was able to engage in the activity by looking at the book
illustration on her big Tobii and smiling.

Excerpt 7

“There’s just a lot of interfering movements”: The Practice of Bracing

Kalika was crying while doing a comprehension check with Sally on the book they
read last week about baking a cake. Sitting on her activity chair, Kalika left arm was held by
Baba. She had made a few mistakes for the same questions that Sally asked.

“Does it mostly take place in the kitchen?”” Sally repeated the question. She held up her
yes or no communication board for Kalika to facilitate Kalika’s complex communication
repertoires.

Kalika looked at the iPad briefly while crying. She then moved her head down while
crying. Her right arm was moving up and down intensely to her face.

“Yeah, what do you think?”, Sally asked while waiting for Kalika’s answer and
observing Kalika’s behaviors.

Kalika continued crying. She moved her head toward the kitchen and then moving it

down again. Her right arm moved uncontrollably to different directions, including over her
head (Figure 55).

“So, Baba, do you think it would help her if we brace her other arm?”, asked Sally. She
noticed that Kalika’ right arm movement was getting more intense as Kalika cried.

“I’ll try. Yes, sure,” said Baba. He then stood up and grabbed Kalika’s arm brace on
the shelf nearby.

“There’s just a lot of movements that’s interfering with a lot of things,” said Sally to
Baba while he was wrapping Kalika’s right arm with the arm brace.

Kalika continued crying.
“Hey Kalika, we are just gonna try to brace your other arm and see if that helps you to

calm your body, because there’s just a lot of movement going on. Sometimes that (bracing the
arm) helps us think a little better,” said Sally to Kalika.
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Kalika was still crying. However, the repetitive movements on her right hand were
reduced significantly after the application of the brace. Not long after, Kalika looked up and
gazed at the “yes” symbol on Sally’s yes or no board.
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Figure 55. Kalika’s Left Arm Being Held by Baba While Her Right Arm Moving Over Head

Baba’s and Sally’s statements demonstrate their mutual understanding of the significant
roles of the non-human elements and their entanglement with Kalika in alleviating her repetitive
hand movements. Further, Baba’s perception of his role as “an object”, a “primary thing”, and
“kind of the same as [the role of] the activity chair” illustrates his way of thinking with the non-
human elements. The association of his role with the non-human elements shows his posthuman
thinking as well as his understanding of the inherent entanglement of actants (humans and non-
human elements) in Kalika’s literacy experience. By holding Kalika’s hand, Baba provided a
biological form of support that functions similarly to the straps on Kalika’s activity chair and the
pink arm brace that Ma recommended for Baba to use around Kalika’s arm during her session
with Sally.

A similar understanding of the importance of collaborating with the non-human elements
to support Kalika’s body was also observed in Kalika’s sessions with Sofia in the dining room,
the playroom, and the living room where Kalika would sit on three different seating instruments,
namely the activity chair, the ElImo-upholstered chair, and the sofa respectively. Sitting in the

living room, for example, necessitated Sofia and Kalika to work with the cushions on the sofa to



167

help Kalika with her sitting posture during their storybook reading activities in the living room.
By using the cushions, Sofia creatively made temporary torso supports whose functions reflect
an element of Kalika’s activity chair, namely the lateral supports (see Table and Seating
Instruments in the Rooms in the earlier section for further discussion on this). Meanwhile, sitting
on the upholstered chair in the playroom necessitated Kalika and Sofia to work with the soft toys

to support Kalika’s posture.

Figure 56. Soft Toys and a Ziplock Bag of Toys as Postural Support

Figure 56 and Narrative 2 (see earlier section, Thinking with Actants in Complex
Communication Repertoires) illustrate the intra-action of Kalika and Sofia with some soft toys
around Kalika’s body and a ziplock back of stuffed animals on Kalika’s feet during their math
homework session in the playroom room. When prompted to explain why she employed the non-
human elements and their roles in supporting Kalika’s engagement during literacy activities with
her, Sofia conveyed that the setup of the soft toys around Kalika’s body was meant to support
Kalika’s body because she did not “have a lot of control over her movement. She’ll like fall
over” (Sofia, Interview 1). Sofia argued that working with the soft toys around Kalika’s body
would help “prop [Kalika] up and [made her] alert” (Sofia, Interview 1) during the activities.
Meanwhile, the use of the ziplock bag and its placement on Kalika’s feet would “help her focus”

(Sofia, Interview 1) during the activities. Sofia’s perception of the importance of supporting
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Kalika’s body and working with the non-human elements resonates with Baba’s highlight on the
role of the activity chair during Kalika’s session with Sally. In Sofia’s context, the functions of
the soft toys around Kalika’s body and the weighted ziplock bag on the feet resemble the
functions of the lateral support and the foot straps on Kalika’s activity chair (see Figure 54).
The Assemblage of Baba, Sally, Sofia, Kapor, Music/Songs, and AAC Device

In addition to mitigating repetitive movements and supporting sitting postures for Kalika
to be able to focus and engage during literacy activities, the assemblages of human and non-
human elements help Kalika with making her body calm and giving her comfort. As seen in
Narrative 3 and Excerpt 7, Kalika cried in most of the session with Sally and Sofia. Specifically,
7 of the 11 observations I conducted involved Kalika’s moments of crying for various reasons,
including wanting to watch Sesame Street or feeling tired. During her sessions with Sally, for
example, Kalika usually cried at the beginning and toward the end of the sessions. This resonates
with what I discussed in the section Space and Its Vitality in Influencing Kalika’s Engagement
where Sally compared Kalika’s literacy engagement at school versus at home. Sally expressed
that at home, Kalika could get “whiny” (Sally, Interview 2) and “totally melted down” (Sally,
Interview 2) in comparison to being at school. As explored earlier, Baba, Sally, and Sofia
identified Kalika’s “whining” (Sofia, Interview 1), “howling” (Baba, Interview 1), “screaming”
(Sofia, Interview 1), and crying as some complex communication repertoires that Kalika
orchestrated to express her disengagement or disinterest in doing the literacy activities with
them. During Kalika’s meltdown moments, Baba, Sally, Sofia, and Ma work with each other and
with the non-human elements to calm her body and soothe her cries, so that Kalika can engage in

literacy activities with them.
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Among the many non-human elements that always intra-act with Kalika, Baba, Sally,
Sofia, and Ma during Kalika’s meltdown moments is her kapor. Kalika’s kapor is a muslin cloth
that is always entangled with her wherever she is. During the family’s visit to the city’s library
on July 8, for example, Kalika was wrapped in her kapor as she and Baba sat on a long sofa
before exploring the aisles of books to select which ones they would read the following weeks.
The importance of the kapor for Kalika was highlighted by Baba, Sofia, and Sally during our
interviews and is reflected in the drawings they made. Baba expressed that having Kalika’s kapor
around during Kalika’s session was “important” (Baba, Interview 1), because Kalika “need[ed]
them to comfort herself through chewing” (Baba, Interview 1). He further argued that the kapor
was a “transitional object that allows her to move back and forth between moods” (Baba,
Interview 1) — an argument that Sally agreed with (Sally, Interview 2). A transitional object or a
comfort object is an item used to provide a psychological sense of security and comfort for
children (Arthern & Madill, 2002). It is a “defense against anxiety and must appear to the child
to have its own vitality such as giving warmth or having texture” (Arthern & Madill, 2002, p.
369, emphasis added to highlight the vitality of the non-human element). Children, regardless of
their abilities and cultural background, grow some kind of attachment to non-human elements to
develop a sense of self and ease their anxiety of separation from their first external object, i.e.,
their mothers (Litt, 1983; Custodero et al., 2016). In Kalika’s case, the non-human object that
Baba and Sofia believed would provide comfort was her kapor.

Being Kalika’s transitional object, the kapor was present in all observations I made
during Kalika’s sessions with Sally, Baba, and Sofia across different spaces, namely the dining
room, the living room, the playroom, and Sally’s house. During Kalika’s session with Sofia in

the playroom, for example, the kapor was usually laid on Kalika’s lap as they were reading a
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storybook, playing a board game, or watching Sesame Street (Figure 57). Sofia expressed that
having a kapor around during her session with Kalika was useful. She argued that when Kalika

“was upset, the blanket (the kapor) kind of helped soothe her” (Sofia, Interview 2).
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Figure 57. Kapor during Kalika’s Session with Sofia

During Kalika’s sessions with Sally, Baba or Ma usually tucked the kapor in the activity
chair to cover the upper part of Kalika’s body as soon as the session started. In Narrative 3, for
example, Kalika’s kapor was placed around the handles of the activity chair by Ma so it could
cover Kalika’s shoulder and arms during her session with Sally. The placement of this kapor
before the session started indicated the importance of this object as a non-human element that
accompanied Kalika during her literacy activities. When Kalika began to fuss and cry, both Baba
and Ma intra-acted with the kapor by covering Kalika’s upper body with it and putting it inside
Kalika’s mouth so she could chew it. Kalika was seen to be calmer and stopped her cries for a
while until the kapor fell out of her mouth. The collaboration among Baba, Ma, and the kapor to
help Kalika calm her body was appreciated by Sally. She found such more-than-human intra-
action “really important” (Sally, Interview 2) in supporting Kalika’s engagement in her literacy
activities. The intra-action of Kalika, Baba, Ma, and kapor in Narrative 3 highlights the vitality
of the more-than-human assemblage in helping Kalika calm her body during her literacy

routines. The kapor, especially, served as a comfort-inducing non-human element for Kalika; it
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calmed her body, helped soothe her cries (Sofia, Interview 2), and influenced her moods (Baba,

Interview 1).

Figure 58. Kalika Saying “Yes” to My Question and Mentioning Her Favorite Songs

In addition to the kapor, music or songs were highlighted as a crucial non-human element
that accompanied Kalika during her literacy activities at home. Sofia, for example, argued that
music was “an important part of her (Kalika) life” (Sofia, Interview 1). She expressed that Kalika
had “music playing like 24 hours a day. If the music stopped playing for a second, she’ll start
getting fussy” (Sofia, Interview 1). Sofia believed that music helped Kalika “with the mood and
anxiety” (Sofia, Interview 1) that she might have during their literacy activities. Similarly, Baba
highlighted music as a non-human element that “we use to appease Kalika during the day”
(Baba, Interview 1). He argued that some music, such as Cuban music, could “really really get
her happy” (Baba, Interview 1) and was useful to get her excited about the activities. His
argument on the importance of music and its role to “appease” (Baba, Interview 1) Kalika or
calm her body resonated with Sofia’s understanding of Kalika’s repertoires of music. She
expressed that Kalika had

“one that’s for calming to help her go to sleep, and it’s slower music. She does have one

that’s a little bit more upbeat, where it kind of helps her like wake up and have more

energy. And that definitely helps like set her mood.” (Sofia, Interview 1).
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For example, during Observation 8 on August 15 (see Excerpt 8), Kalika was whining
during her make-up play activity with Sofia even though her favorite song, ‘Mamy Blue’ was
playing in the background. Sofia, who had no idea why Kalika was whining, asked her why she
was whining. She tried to console Kalika’s cries by holding Kalika’s left hand and playing
Kalika’s favorite songs on Kalika’s phone. Only after the song ‘Oh, Marie’ by Louis Prima,
which Kalika requested herself through her AAC device, played in the background Kalika
stopped whining and continued to engage in the activity. The important role of music while
engaging in literacy activities was also expressed by Kalika. When asked whether she liked
listening to music during story-reading activities, she gazed at the “yes” symbol I presented in
front of her (Kalika, Interview 1) and mentioned some of her favorite songs, such as ‘Mamy
Blue’, ‘Sunanda Sharma’, and ‘Umm Rit Maan’ (Kalika, Interview 2) (Figure 58).

Excerpt 8

“Play ‘The Wildest’ by Louis Prima”: Music and Mood

Kalika was fussing as she was doing a makeup play with Sofia in the playroom. Tap,
the black and white cat, joined their activity. She was sitting behind Kalika’s eye tracking
AAC device and the make-up accessories. Kalika’s one of favorite songs, i.e., ‘Mamy Blue’,
played in the background.

“You look so pretty. Don’t cry. Hey,” Sofia said to Kalika while holding Kalika’s left
arm to calm her repetitive hand movements.

Kalika stopped fussing, smiled, and laughed as she made an eye contact with Sofia.

“Why are you laughing? Make up your mind. Are you gonna be sad or are you happy
or are you just going to tease me?” Sofia asked to Kalika while giggling.

Not long after, Kalika’s favorite song ended. Another song played and Kalika
whinnied.

“Okay, I know you don’t like this song. I am sorry,” said Sofia. She then replayed
‘Mamy Blue’.
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Kalika looked at Sofia, smiled, and stopped crying. A few seconds later she said, “Play
Elmo song by Snuffy” through her AAC device (Figure 59).

“Okay, let’s see. It looks like I don’t have that song downloaded. I am sorry. Is there a
different song you want me to play?” asked Sofia to Kalika.

Kalika then gazed to her Tobii and said, “Play ‘The Wildest’ by Louis Prima.”

“Okay, I will. Hold on,” Sofia responded. Soon after, the song ‘Oh, Marie’ by Louis
Prima played. “Is this better? This is getting you hyped up now,” said Sally.

Kalika looked at Sofia and smiled. She then continued doing the make-up play with
Sofia with no whining at all.

Figure 59. Kalika Requesting Songs and Smiled to Sofia

As for Sally, while she opposed the use of music to soothe Kalika “because it then
becomes an addiction” (Sally, Interview 1 - see Space and Its Vitality in Influencing Kalika’s
Engagement for discussion of this), she did mention that she occasionally sang and “made up a
goofy song” (Sally, Interview 1) to help Kalika learn the topics they discussed in the session. In
Narrative 3, for example, Sally sang made-up songs from the letters of the words that Kalika had
to fixate on her big Tobii, i.e., the letters ‘me’ and ‘make’. By spelling each letter in tune, Sally
tried to gain Kalika’s attention and teach the letters to Kalika. The effectiveness of the songs as a
medium of instruction was observed as Kalika stopped crying and fixated on the words following

Sally’s made-up spelling songs.
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In addition to the kapor and music, the humans were also observed intra-acting with
Kalika to comfort her body and soothe her cries. As described in Narrative 3, Baba, Ma, and
Sally used various strategies to comfort Kalika, such as employing body contact, eye contact,
and verbal encouragement to Kalika. Baba, for example, provided verbal and tactile comfort to
Kalika by calling her name, moving his body closer, stroking her head, and kissing her hand to
calm Kalika’s cries (Figure 48 and Figure 49). Similarly, Ma also intra-acted with Kalika
physically by approaching Kalika from her office to the dining room, stroking her hair, and
putting her kapor inside her mouth. Meanwhile, Sally used verbal modeling through Kalika’s
AAC to help Kalika soothe her cry and calm her body. By first and foremost saying “/ know I
can tell, it’s just downright terrible for you. It is.” to Kalika, Sally acknowledged Kalika’s
feelings and validated her cries as part of her complex communication repertoires to express her
disengagement and disinterest in doing the activities with Sally. Kalika responded to Sally’s
validation of her feelings by looking at Sally on the iPad while crying, which signified Kalika’s
understanding of Sally’s acknowledgment and validation of her feelings and complex
communication repertoires.

Additionally, by “slow[ing] down” (Sally, Interview 1) her voice and saying “I am trying
really hard because I can, because I am so smart. I can calm my body [and] I can relax because
I am pretty awesome. I have had a hard time before, and I have been able to calm my body. Then
1 felt really proud about it,” while pressing the words, such as “try”, “calm”, “relaxed”,
“awesome”, and “proud”, on Kalika’s big Tobii, Sally provided a “soothing... almost like a
hypnotizing effect” (Sally, Interview 1) for Kalika to calm her body. Importantly, Sally modeled
for Kalika how to access words on her eye-tracking AAC device to express her feelings to

others. The collaboration between Ma, Baba, and Sally as well as their intra-action with the non-



175

human elements (the kapor and AAC device) in Narrative 3 illustrate a lively more-than-human
assemblage that supports Kalika by providing comfort, time to process her feelings, and
validation of the feelings.

In further discussing her strategy, Sally argued that an important aspect of teaching
literacy to Kalika and other students with profound disabilities was emotional reciprocity. She
conveyed that,

“I think we loan kids our egos while we’re working with them. We loan them our

strength, we loan them our confidence, we loan them our structure, we loan them our

regulation. (Sally, Interview 2)

Sally further explained that when she was faced with circumstances where her students
were “totally dysregulated” (Sally, Interview 2), i.e., whining, screaming, crying as reflected in
Narrative 3, she had to “come under them. We’re like, ‘Oh, yeah, I know, this is hard.” You
know, we don’t get ratcheted up with them” (Sally, Interview 2). In other words, for Sally, the
best intra-action with the meltdown or “dysregulated” moments of a student like Kalika is
through acknowledgment and validation of their feeling as well as dialogues with them about
their feelings.

Baba, Sally, and Sofia expressed that their roles during Kalika’s literacy activities were to
support Kalika and to work with her when she was disengaged in activities. In responding to my
question “what is your role in Kalika's literacy entanglement?”, Sofia expressed that she played
a “middleman between her and what she wants” (Sofia, Interview 2). She argued that Kalika was
“her own person, and she is capable of producing her own thoughts and having her own ideas”
(Sofia, Interview 2). However, Sofia continued, Kalika “just needs someone to get there” (Sofia,

Interview 2), especially when she was “wanting certain things and not wanting certain things”
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(Sofia, Interview 2). From her response, Sofia highlighted the gap between what Kalika wanted
and what she could get by herself. She perceived Kalika as someone who needed a material
actant (human and non-human element) that could bridge her to what she desired. Thus, Sofia
saw herself as a supportive material or a “middleman” between Kalika and the world around her.

Correspondingly, Baba, also expressed that “most of my work is sort of custodial, like
keeping the place ideal for their (Kalika and Sally) business” (Baba, Interview 1). This included
giving Kalika food and drink, going to the bathroom, assisting with technology and devices from
Kalika’s end, and “help(ing) with Kalika’s mood” (Baba, Interview 1). Specifically, Baba
described that

“my primary role, obviously is knowing how to get through to Kalika and how to figure

out whether we can talk her out of what [made her] her funk, or whether this is just a

place where there are no options, and she just needs rest.” (Baba, Interview 1)

From his statements above, Baba perceived his role as a custodial provider that helped
ensure an ideal environment for the interactions between Kalika and Sally during their literacy
activities. He explained that he endeavored “not to be as obtrusive as possible, because I know
Sally really privileges the conversations between her and Kalika, so I do not wanna insert myself
in there” (Baba, Interview 1). This echoes his choice of a metaphor for his role being “kind of the
same as the activity chair” (Baba, Interview 1) which he considered to be a “mechanism of
support” (Baba, Interview 1) that was significant and obtrusively supporting Kalika to engage
with Sally during their “business” (Baba, Interview 1). In other words, in the literacy
entanglement of Kalika and Sally, Baba saw himself as “an object” (Baba, Interview 1) or a

material that played behind-the-scenes roles that supported Kalika’s interaction with Sally.
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An important aspect of his role that Baba highlighted was to work with Kalika’s “mood”,
especially when she was in a “funk”, i.e., the state of being unhappy, sad, or depressed. His
statement resonates with his argument on the role of kapor as a transitional object for her to
“move back and forth between moods” (Baba, Interview 1). Both of these statements highlight
Kalika’s range of moods during her literacy activities with Sally. This is reflected in Narrative 3
and Excerpt 7 where we can see moments of Kalika crying, smiling, and laughing during a
session with Sally and Sofia that show her rich communication repertoires in expressing her
engagement/interest and disengagement/interest in the activities. When Kalika cried or was in a
“funk”, Baba saw himself as someone who needed to “talk her out” (Baba, Interview 1) and
figure out what she needed, so Kalika and Sally could have an “ideal place” (Baba, Interview 1)
to work with.

Regarding Baba’s roles, Sally argued that Baba was “an integral part of this weaving of
everything together” (Sally, Interview 2) or Kalika’s literacy entanglement. She expressed that
there were “things that he does, I can’t do” (Sally, Interview 2), such as giving her the “blanket
to kind of chew or help[ing] her arm stay still” (Sally, Interview 2). He considered Baba’s
presence and what he did during her sessions with Kalika “really important” (Sally, Interview 2),
especially when Kalika was “starting to fall apart” (Sally, Focus Group Discussion).

In a similar vein, Sally likened her work with Kalika to “being a juggler” (Sally,
Interview, 2) who engaged in a delicate “dance on the head of a pin” (Sally, Interview 1). This is
particularly reflected in the drawing that she made to illustrate her entanglement with Kalika
(Figure 60). At the bottom of the humans and non-human elements she included in her drawing,
such as Baba, iPad, big Tobii, activity chair, and yes or no board, she drew a board on a pointy

surface and wrote “balance” to support her perception of being a juggler who was “holding up
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everything while they were working, holding up different plates” (Sally, Interview 2). Losing the
balance, she further explained, “everything is gonna fall over... it’s all gonna collapse” (Sally,

Interview 2).
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Figure 60. Sally’s Drawing Illustrating Her Entanglement with Kalika

Beyond providing instructions for Kalika, she expressed that there were “moment-to-
moment decisions” (Sally, Interview 2; Figure 60) that she had to make as she worked with
Kalika whom she considered to be “a regulation kid” (Sally, Interview 1). Therefore, for Sally,
among the most significant roles she played during her literacy session was to work with
Kalika’s “affects” (Sally, Interview 2) or “funk” or “moods” in Baba’s and Sofia’s terms. She
expressed that,

“I have to always be conscious of where she is on the regulation scale. If she comes in

really upset, then my job [is], forget the literacy, forget the whatever. My job is to

communicate and see if I can get some kind of reciprocity going about using words to

complain with, instead of yelling and screaming.” (Sally, Interview 1)

She further highlighted that “usually, in every session, you can find a period of time
where she’s really with me, even though it might be short” (Sally, Interview 2). Her statements

indicate a range of moments when Kalika was ‘with her’ and ‘not with her’ during their literacy
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activities. When Kalika was ‘not with her’ or having her “meltdown” (Sally, Interview 1), or
“dysregulated” (Sally, Interview 2), or “fall apart” (Sally, FGD) moments, Sally argued that her
role or “job is to communicate” with Kalika to gain “some kind of reciprocity” (Sally, Interview
1) with her. Her approach to dialogue with Kalika was reflected in Narrative 3 where she delayed
her reading activity with Kalika to talk to her slowly, validate her feelings, and model for her
how to express her feelings through her AAC device “instead of yelling and screaming” (Sally,
Interview 1). These moments of pausing, Sally argued, “let her have a chance to breathe before
she goes to the next” (Sally, Interview 2) activity. In further explaining her strategy, Sally
expressed that her relationship with Kalika includes a profound emotional entanglement where
Kalika could “pick up on”, “borrow”, or “loan” (Sally, Interview 1) strength, confidence,

regulation, calmness, and assurance (Sally, Interview 1 & 2) from her.

In this section, I have presented and explained the assemblages of human and non-human
elements and the inherent more-than-human entanglement in Kalika’s literacy. Specifically, I
have elucidated the ways in which the intra-actions among Baba, Sally, Sofia, Ma, kapor,
music/songs, AAC device, arm brace, activity chair, soft toys, and weighted ziplock bag form
coalitions that support Kalika’s engagement during her literacy activities. Such phenomena
highlight not only a dynamic intra-action between the actants, where their mutual
interdependencies shape and influence Kalika’s literacy experience but also the vitality of each
actant in being entangled with each other and co-creating a supportive literacy environment for
Kalika. They show the entanglement between materiality and literacy engagement in a

significant disability context.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, FUTURE RESEARCH CONSIDERATIONS, AND
CONCLUSION
“Humanity and nonhumanity have always performed an intricate dance with each other. There
was never a time when human agency was anything other than an interfolding network of
humanity and nonhumanity; today this mingling has become harder to ignore.” (Bennett, 2010,
p-31)
This case study aims to explore the more-than-human literacy entanglements of Kalika, a
seven-year-old individual with Rett syndrome, with Baba (her parent), Sally (her literacy
specialist/teacher), Sofia (her babysitter), and non-human elements at home. By employing the
posthuman lens, I analyzed data from 25-hour video-recorded observations, 7-hour video-
recorded interviews, and 1-hour focus group discussion to answer two interrelated research
questions, namely: “How is a child with Rett syndrome entangled with other human and non-
human interactants during literacy activities at home?”” and “What are the larger implications of
these entanglements for inclusive language and literacy education practices?” The explorations
of this study also include the examinations of who and what kinds of actants are part of the
child’s language and literacy activities and what roles these intra-actants play in navigating
language and literacy activities for the child.
To analyze the data, I adopted a diagrammatical mode of thinking (Freeman, 2017) using
three layers of analysis methods, namely coding, narrative writing, and collage-making. The

coding was done through descriptive coding, thematic coding, and free coding (Saldana, 2021).
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MacLure (2013a) argued coding in research tends to take the researchers away from the
complexity and context of the data (MacLure, 2013a). It also “ignores the entanglements of
language and matter, words and things” (MacLure, 2013a, p. 171). Therefore, I employed
narrative writing and collage-making as additional layers of analysis and a medium for me to re-
engage with my data, explore their textures, and mediate my thinking with theories, which is a
central aspect of posthuman research (Jackson & Mazzei, 2011). Collectively, my approach to
engaging with the data in this research facilitates what Maclure (2013b) called “the wonder of
data” (p. 228), which is a relational “cognitive passion” (p. 228), a desire of a researcher to
connect with the non-human elements (the data) in/as an assemblage.

In the previous chapter, which is primarily aimed to answer the first research question, I
discussed how humans and non-human elements intra-acted and were entangled during Kalika’s
literacy activities with Sofia, Baba, and Sally at home. I explained how actants (humans and non-
human elements) exerted their vitality (Bennett, 2011) or agency (Barad, 2007) and formed
more-than-human assemblages during story reading, math homework, and learning to read
(spelling) sessions. I divided my explorations into three parts, namely Part I: Thinking with
Space and Its Intra-Acting Actants, Part I1: Thinking with Actants in Complex Communication
Repertoires, and Part IlI: Thinking with the Assemblages of Humans and Non-Human Elements
in Literacy.

In Part I, I explored how space, actants, and the positioning of actants in space
materialize or come to matter (Naraian, 2021) in Kalika’s literacy activities. They play roles in
providing accessibility for Kalika to engage with some crucial non-human elements in her
literacy journey (i.e., eye-tracking AAC device, iPad, books), communicating expectations and

conditioning behaviors, influencing focus/alertness, and facilitating partner-assisted-scanning
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and communication between Kalika and her interlocutors, among others. In Part II, I examined
how humans and non-human elements are entangled in complex communication repertoires,
especially in facilitating Kalika’s expressions of interest, disinterest, wants, needs, preferences,
and responses to questions posed by Sofia, Sally, and Baba. In this section, I argued how
Kalika’s communication is not only multimodal but also multiactant due to its entanglement with
humans and non-human elements. Lastly, in Part III, I discussed how humans and non-human
elements form relational networks or assemblages (Bennett, 2011) to calm and comfort Kalika’s
body and mitigate some Rett syndrome symptoms, namely repetitive hand movement and muscle
weakness, so she can better focus during her engagement with Sofia, Sally, and Baba.

This last chapter of my dissertation aims to revisit the findings of my exploration, discuss
how they are situated within previously published research and theory on posthumanism and
literacy, as well as answer the second research question. In the following sections, I lay out two
key points from my findings and analysis of Kalika’s literacy entanglements with other humans
and non-human elements. I then present the implications of these takeaways for inclusive
language and literacy education practices. I conclude the chapter with discussions on the
limitations of this study, future research directions, and overall conclusions of the study.
More-Than-Human Literacy Entanglements

My exploration of Kalika’s literacy entanglement sheds light on the inseparability of
humans and non-human elements in literacy. The dynamic intra-actions between humans
(Kalika, Sofia, Baba, Sally) and non-human elements (e.g., table, seating instruments, room
brightness, flashcards, books, handout, eye-tracking AAC device, symbols on communication
board, colors, arm brace, activity chair, soft toys, and weighted ziplock bag) in this study

demonstrate that literacy is more-than-human entanglements. It is an entangled, distributed, and
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multiactant phenomenon that goes beyond individual thought/internal processes and exclusive
human-to-human interactions. This understanding of literacy as a more-than-human
entanglement process challenges us to value and account for the significant roles of non-human
elements and their intrinsic connection with literacy. In the following sections, I laid out two key
points gained from my exploration of Kalika’s literacy entanglement and its relationality with
posthuman thinking, namely Literacy as a Collaborative Endeavor and Literacy as an Emergent
More-Than-Human Phenomenon.
Literacy as a Collaborative Endeavor

The turn toward the entanglement or “performative” turn (Barad, 2007, p. 135) in this
study shifts the focus of literacy exploration into the vitality of human and non-human actants
and the interconnectedness between them. This shift in perspective, Hultman and Taguchi (2010)
argued, challenges the “anthropocentric gaze, a gaze that puts humans above other matter in
reality, that is, a kind of human supremacy or humanocentrism” (p. 526, emphasis in original).
From the exploration of Kalika’s literacy entanglement with other humans and non-human
elements in the previous chapter, we have seen the collaborations across bodies of actants during
Kalika’s literacy activities, and the ways the intra-action between actants shapes Kalika’s literacy
experiences. Actants, as I explain in Chapter 1, are either humans or nonhuman elements
possessing agency or vitality to alter phenomena (Latour, 2004). In this study, the term actants
may include, among others: Kalika, Sally, Sofia, Baba, Ma, a dining table, an eye-tracking AAC
device, soft toys, flashcards, an arm brace, and other possible humans and non-human elements
involved in Kalika’s literacy activities at home.

The entanglements among actants during Kalika’s literacy activities are porous, meaning

that they are open to various bodies of actants beyond humans. Within such entanglements, all
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actants involved in literacy are significant and performative (Barad, 2007); each of them has
causal gravity to influence one another during literacy activities and is “equally at play and work
as constitutive factors in children’s learning and becomings” (Hultman & Taguchi, 2010, p. 527).
Therefore, a slight change in their composition will affect their intra-actions in the entanglement.

As an example, in Kalika’s literacy, this could be observed from the way Baba, Sally, and
Kalika consistently positioned themselves around the dining table, arranged the big Tobii and the
iPad on it, and maintained the angles of the devices in every meeting. Baba and Sally expressed
that a slight alteration in this entanglement composition, such as the change in the angle of the
iPad’s camera and the big Tobii, would influence Kalika’s ways of engagement with Sally
during the activities. Among the primary reasons why those non-human elements were arranged
in such a configuration on the dining table was because of the strategy of communication
between Kalika and Sally which was mainly done through partner-assisted scanning. Another
example could be seen from Kalika’s assemblage with her kapor that always accompanied her
during her literacy activities with Baba, Sally, and Sofia. As Baba argued, the muslin cloth was
an important transitional object that helped Kalika calm her body during her literacy activities
with Sally. Therefore, its presence during Kalika’s sessions with Sally was significant to “allow
her to move back and forth between moods” (Baba, Interview 1), which was an argument that
Sally and Sofia agreed with.

The nature of Kalika’s literacy as a porous and collaborative endeavor can be observed in
all her literacy sessions with Sally, Baba, and Sofia. For example, in the second part of Chapter 4
(i.e., Thinking with Actants in Complex Communication Repertoires), | explained the intra-
actions among Kalika, Sofia, Sally, Baba, eye-tracking AAC device, flashcards, communication

board, cup, space, colors, and iPad. Their collaboration serves specific missions: to develop
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Kalika’s literacy skills through reading, spelling, and counting activities as well as to ensure
Kalika’s effective multimodal engagement and communication during her literacy activities. In
Narrative 2, specifically, we see how Sofia intra-acted with the non-human elements, such as the
flashcards, the eye-tracking AAC device, the little table, and the soft toys to facilitate Kalika’s
engagement during their math homework session. By presenting the flashcards in front of
Kalika, prompting Kalika to observe the cards clearly and touch one she believed was the answer
to the question, arranging some soft toys around Kalika’s seating position to support her body
posture, loading Kalika’s feet with a bag full of soft toys to support her focus, placing Kalika’s
eye-tracking AAC device at the right angle so she could also engage in the activity verbally, and
moderating the amount of light in the room to avoid glares on her AAC device, Sofia ensured a
supportive ecology for Kalika to engage in literacy activities with her.

At the same time, we can also see how Kalika responded to this arrangement and intra-
acted with the non-human elements around her. By smiling and establishing eye contact with
Sofia, looking at and moving her body toward the flashcards, saying “gross” through her AAC
device, and following Sofia’s prompt to observe the flashcards and touch only one flashcard that
represented her answer, Kalika’s intra-action with other actants showed us how a purposeful
arrangement of humans and non-human elements in a specific space could facilitate effective
literacy engagement for a child with significant disabilities. Additionally, it also shows the
entanglement between Kalika’s complex communication repertoires with humans and non-
human elements, which is often rendered invisible in anthropocentric literacy investigation (see
Hultman & Taguchi, 2010).

The more-than-human intra-actions in Kalika’s literacy demonstrate how diverse actants

collaborate and form an assemblage during her literacy activities with Sofia. An assemblage, as



186

we have discussed earlier in the previous chapter, is an open-ended system of diverse actants that
interrelates and collaborates to form a new lifeworld (Bennett, 2010). Within such a collapsing of
humans and non-humans, each participating actant involved in the entanglement is “agentive and
intra-active” (Barad, 2007, p. 170). They play their own significant roles in shaping Kalika’s
engagement and complex communication repertoires during literacy activities.

The role of the flashcards during Kalika’s math homework session with Sofia in
Narrative 2, for example, can not necessarily be substituted with other non-human elements,
including her eye-tracking AAC device, as they would alter the ways Kalika intra-acts with the
non-human element to express her engagement and response to the math question posed by
Sofia. In Narrative 2, the flashcards presented by Sofia in front of Kalika provided affordances
for Kalika to engage with them through specific ways, namely her gaze, body movement, and
touch. I argue that the same intra-action could not necessarily be replicated if Sofia chose another
non-human element for Kalika to intra-act or if Sofia decided not to collaborate with the non-
human elements at all. For example, only presenting Kalika with her eye-tracking AAC device in
front of her would limit her engagement specifically through her eye gaze and the speech Kalika
produced through the device. The case would also be different if Sofia collaborated with Sally’s
yes-or-no communication board which would afford Kalika to engage with it primarily through
her body movements and eye gaze. As it is a yes-or-no communication board, the question for
Sofia would also be different: instead of asking “Five plus what number equals eight” as in
Narrative 2, she would say “Is five plus three equals eight? Yes or no?” In other words, the non-
human element in this example, namely the flashcards, plays roles in Kalika’s literacy and her
interaction with Sofia. They influence what kinds of activities that Sofia can do with Kalika (e.g.,

asking “what” questions instead of “yes/no questions”) and provide unique affordances for
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Kalika to engage in specific manners. The interrelatedness between actants in this phenomenon
resonates with Barad’s (2006) argument on the very nature of entanglement, i.e., the
inseparability of intra-acting actants whereby the manipulation of one actant affects the state of
the actant(s) in the other end of the entanglement.

From this example, we observe how non-human materials matter and are entangled with
literacy, and how important it is to think with the materials in literacy instructions, especially in
the context of significant disabilities for creating a more inclusive literacy environment. This turn
toward the entanglement stands in contrast with the existing human-centric paradigm in literacy.
From the humanist standpoint, literacy “focuses on developing one’s ability to articulate
decisions through increasing an individual’s agency (I-subject”) (Wargo, 2018, p. 504). This
anthropocentric perspective regards literacy as a cognitive activity exclusive to the human body
and perceives agency or vitality to reside exclusively in the human. It views humans as “the only
possible constructors of language and discourse” (Hultman & Taguchi, 2010, p. 526), the
epicenter and origin of all-knowing, and the most determinant elements for success in language
and literacy instructions. It privileges independence, i.e., what one can do independently with
their own body, and separation of mind from the world in the process of being and becoming
literacy (Toohey et al., 2020). In contrast, posthuman literacy endeavors to shift such orientation
of “I-subject” toward a collective “We-subject” (Wargo, 2018). It views literacy as an ongoing,
porous, collaborative, and relational phenomenon involving more than just human bodies (see
Kuby & Rowsell, 2017).

The “withness” (Micciche, 2014, p. 495) in Kalika’s literacy with other humans and non-
human elements in this study renders her process of knowing, doing, and becoming literacy

codependent with other humans and non-human elements that coexist in the world. Specifically,
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we observe how arrays of actants, from Baba, Sofia, Sally, and Ma to flashcards, books, soft
toys, and her eye-tracking AAC device collaborate to create a supportive literacy ecology that
embraces and values Kalika’s complex communication repertoires, engagement, and disabilities.
Their intra-actions demonstrate literacy as a co-creative endeavor with the world and to be part
of the world. Literacy, thus, is a collaborative more-than-human endeavor, a conduit where
humans and non-humans are enmeshed, entangled, and exerting agencies; it is an open-ended
system of network beyond humans, porous of diverse modalities and representations of actants.
Literacy as an Emergent More-Than-Human Phenomenon

The interconnectedness of diverse actants in Kalika’s literacy challenges us to expand our
understanding of what it means to being, doing, and becoming literacy. On the surface, one
might perceive Kalika’s smiles, gazes, body movements, or touch toward other humans and the
non-human elements during literacy activities as something other than literacy engagement.
Multiple studies on the literacy of individuals with significant disabilities found that such
dismissal of multimodal literacy engagements is common among students with complex
communication repertoires (see Flewitt et al., 2014; Bhattacharya & Pradana, 2022).
Bhattacharya and Pradana (2022) argued this dismissal is predominantly caused by the limited
conception of what it means to engage in literacy, which fundamentally disorders the
populations’ diverse ways of engagement with literacy texts (e.g., books and pictures).

Further, many would also regard the collaborations between Kalika’s parents with the
non-human elements, such as the intra-actions between Baba with the angle of the iPad and the
eye-tracking AAC device or Ma with Kalika’s kapor and the positioning of Kalika’s activity
chair, as non-literacy endeavors not worth exploring in literacy studies. However, as we zoom

into how these human and non-human actants intra-act with each other and form a network of
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assemblages during Kalika’s literacy activities, it becomes evident that their intra-actions are
emergent, unexpected, and ever-changing; they represent a phenomenon known as pedagogical
border crossing (Giroux, 1992).

Pedagogical border crossing refers to the practice of education that crosses boundaries or
moves beyond the traditional conceptions and boundaries in teaching and learning (Giroux,
1992). In literacy studies, pedagogical border crossing includes the examination of space,
movements, sounds, and play in various literacy activities (see Van Viegen, 2020; Braund,
2023). It emphasizes the importance of embracing diversity, promoting inclusivity, and fostering
cultural awareness and understanding in educational contexts. In this paradigm, conceptions of
teaching and learning are interrogated. This involves the reexamination of what literacy means,
which has historically been defined in “monolithic terms, from the center, within a linear logic
that erases uncertainty” (Giroux, 1992, p. 244), including its limited understanding that
historically privileges human-to-human interactions and obscures the crucial roles of non-
humans in enacting and shaping literacy experiences (Kuby et al., 2019).

For example, in anthropocentric literacy investigations, the roles of the dining table, the
positioning of non-human elements on and around the dining table, Sally’s placement of yes or
no symbols and her choice of colors on the communication board, as well as Sofia’s use of soft
toys around Kalika’s body might be deemed peripheral or even disregarded completely, as the
researcher tends to tune their gaze (Foucault, 1980) toward the humans’ experiences during
literacy events. This includes how the humans interact with each other, how they manipulate — as
opposed to work with — the non-human elements to benefit humans, and how their interactions
advance Kalika’s reading and writing skills. Further, Kalika’s entanglements with other humans

and non-human elements during her literacy sessions would also be perceived as limitations,
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atypical, or “misfit” (Garland-Thompson, 2011, p. 594). This is due to the tendency of
anthropocentrism to champion individualism and autonomy as opposed to interdependency and
collaboration — it conceived humans as a “sovereign, coherent, and autonomous” (Nayar, 2014,
p. 2) entity in the world. Such explorations place humans at the center of their investigations and
disconnect the process of knowing from being (Taguchi, 2010). In this perspective, learning is
conceived as an isolated human-to-human process that endeavors to advance humanity and
renders the roles of the non-human elements invisible. It reinforces the binaries of culture-nature,
fundamentally ignores the inherent interconnectedness of humans with non-human elements in
the world, and separates knowing, doing, and becoming literacy. It is this separation or agential
cut (Barad, 2007) that continuously overtones the hierarchy and disconnection of humans and the
non-human elements in our literacy education and research.

I argue that the ongoing omission of withness between humans and non-human elements
in literacy leads to its monolithic conception as a universal practice and the disordering/disabling
of diverse ways of literacy engagement of individuals with significant disabilities. By enacting
the perimeters or boundaries of literacy and literacy engagement, anthropocentric literacy creates
specific agential cuts and a standard universal form of literacy that privileges and legitimizes
certain forms of literacy and ways of literacy engagement, while undermining other forms and
ways of engagement that fall outside the boundaries. A boundary, Handerek (2021) posited,
“simultaneously unites and divides what lies beyond it, thus creating a liminal space, a space of
what lies between, and a space of ritual passage, change, and entrance into the sphere of the
other” (p. 17). It possesses significant political and cultural effects that designate a certain

phenomenon as marked and unmarked (Handerek, 2021).
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In Kalika’s literacy context, the boundaries and universalism in anthropocentrism mark
Kalika’s more-than-human literacy entanglement and literacy engagement. They work as an
insidious system of discrimination designed to rationalize the practices of marginalization and
othering, rendering Kalika’s literacy entanglement and engagement illegitimate, atypical, and
secondary forms of literacy. This includes devaluing her complex communication repertoires and
their interconnectedness with the non-human elements. For example, Kalika’s gaze and body
movements toward the left side of the room to express “yes” during her literacy sessions with
Sally may be perceived as non-communicative or non-intentional behaviors, because
anthropocentrism conceives language as a phenomenon limited to verbal systems that favors
order and homogeneity (Canagarajah, 2018). Such a limiting paradigm of language and
communication establishes a hierarchy between verbal and non-verbal communication, ignores
the multimodality of communication, and denies the interconnectedness between language and
the world (see Kendon, 2000; Pennycook, 2018).

The exploration of Kalika’s literacy entanglement in this study demonstrates that literacy
is a collective emergent hybrid phenomenon of multiactants. It cuts across bodies and involves
more-than-human entities that continuously intra-act with each other. Kalika’s entanglements
with other humans and non-human elements challenge the longstanding anthropocentric concepts
of literacy. They confront the preconceived, unquestioned boundaries of literacy and literacy
engagement as merely human-to-human social interactions, inviting us to explore literacy as
unbounded dynamic more-than-human relational endeavors.

Implications for Inclusive Language and Literacy Education
Building on the understanding of interconnectedness across diverse bodies in Kalika’s

literacy sessions with Sally, Baba, and Sofia, I propose three suggestions for language and
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literacy teachers, teacher educators, and researchers to create a more inclusive and responsive

language and literacy education:

1.

To turn the gaze into the entanglement of humans and non-human elements in language
and literacy. Kalika’s literacy entanglements bring together people, materials, and space
in literacy and enable us to see how these actants intra-act in providing inclusive
language and literacy instructions. They enlarge the cuts (Barad, 2007) to be more
inclusive toward diverse representations of actants in literacy and how their intra-actions
support and shape one’s literacy. This includes an invitation for us to value the
relationality between students and non-human elements in their environment as well as to
think and work with material elements beyond texts (e.g., books) to create a more
responsive literacy environment for all students regardless of their abilities.

From the intra-actions between Kalika, Sally, Baba, Sofia, Ma and the non-human
elements during her literacy sessions in the dining room, playroom, and living room, we
observe how the relationality between humans and non-human elements creates
possibilities for an inclusive literacy space that appreciates Kalika’s bodily
representations and abilities; these actants collaborate with each other to embrace and
value Kalika’s complex communication repertoires and her diverse ways of engagement
in literacy activities. For example, by thinking and working with the space, as well as
Kalika’s disabilities and symptoms of Rett syndrome, Kalika, Sally, and Baba establish
an effective communication repertoire through eye gaze, body movements, and gestures
to express agreement and disagreement over a yes/no question (i.e., left side for “yes”
and right side for “no”) during their literacy sessions (see Chapter 4 section Thinking with

Actants in Complex Communication Repertories). This is especially seen in the ways they
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place the non-human elements on the dining table, where they sit around it, and which
side they (Sally) put the yes or no symbols on the communication board and the eye-
tracking AAC device. Similarly, by collaborating with Kalika’s preserved ocular
communication modality and the benefits of color contrasts in drawing people’s attention,
Sally helps channel Kalika’s attention on the morphology of words and areas of interest
that Kalika has to observe on her eye-tracking AAC device and communication board.

The more-than-human interconnectedness in this study demonstrates language
and literacy education as collaborative processes — as opposed to individual human
endeavors and masteries — of different kinds of actants that continuously engage with one
another. It challenges us to reconceptualize inclusivity in language and literacy
instructions beyond the humanist sense that privileges individualism and autonomy,
portrays disability as a burden/disease to eradicate/cure to be able to integrate into
society, and perceives accessibility as a privilege that one must ask. In many of our
classrooms, inclusivity is a price too high; students with disabilities and their families are
constantly pushed to earn their humanness by proving their children’s abilities to be
independent in many ways, including their ability to think, perform, and self-regulate,
because the mainstream classrooms require human bodies that are autonomous.

Further, their relationality invites us to observe, think, and work with diverse
actants, value their agency and roles in influencing and shaping one another, explore their
interconnections, and examine how their relational activities can create newness in
language and literacy instructions. In the contemporary era, embracing the vitality of non-
human elements, such as digital technology, assistive technology, nature, and animals,

and intra-acting with them in the classrooms are inevitable. Students nowadays are
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becoming more entangled with non-human elements than ever. Shifting our gaze to the
vitality of actants and their entanglements provides ways for us to ponder alternatives of
learning environment that values the crossovers of students with other life forms (e.g.,
technology, assistive devices, ecology), reimagine new personhood of students,
especially those with disabilities as a dynamic, messy, and complex assemblage of
humans and non-human elements (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), and speculate the futures
of language and literacy classrooms that are inclusive to all bodily representations and
abilities.
To interrogate and go beyond the assumed perimeters of language and literacy. The
interconnectedness of Kalika with other humans and the non-human elements in this
study opens up what Deleuze and Guattari called haeccities. St. Pierre (2017) described
haeccities as becomings or the potentialities to become otherwise, an infinite series of
possibilities, formation, and transformation. In this context, Kalika’s more than-human
entanglement offers segues to create haeccities in language and literacy education, ways
for us to travel the field beyond its anthropocentric perimeters that conceive them as sets
of isolated fixtures and properties apart from the world (see Canagarajah, 2018; Toohey
et al., 2020). They help create diffractions or plurality in our ethico-onto-epistemological
orientations (Barad, 2007) of language and literacy. Ethico-onto-epistemology, as Barad
(2007) argued, is the unity of ethics, ontology, and epistemology which historically have
been conceived as separate entities in humanism.

An example of haeccities from Kalika’s literacy exploration is her complex
communication repertoires and their entanglements with the non-human elements. As

what Baba, Sally, and Sofia described during our interviews, among Kalika’s most
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frequently orchestrated complex communication repertories to express her engagement
during literacy activities is her ocular communication (i.e., her eye contact with
interlocutors, eye gaze towards a page of a book being read, as well as eye-fixation on the
eye-tracking AAC device). Both Baba and Sally even specifically conceived her
communication via the eye-tracking AAC device as a secondary level of communication
that comes in after her ocular communication, gestures, and body movements.

During Kalika’s sessions with Sally and Baba, the importance of Kalika’s eyes to
engage in literacy activities and access literacy texts is reflected in the use of different
colors to discern vowels and consonants on the communication board as well as their
consistent placement of the iPad and eye-tracking AAC communication and their seating
positions. Similarly, during Kalika’s session with Sofia, the importance of Kalika’s eyes
to engage with and access literacy texts was also seen in Narrative 2 where Sofia
explicitly asked Kalika to look at her and the flashcards, held the flashcards up for Kalika
to see, paused and gave Kalika ample time to observe the flashcards, and put flashcards
in front of Kalika so she could review the cards anytime she needed.

The fact that many instructions and activities during Kalika’s literacy sessions are
geared towards her visual engagement prompts us to interrogate what communication and
literacy engagement mean in the context of significant disabilities. For a long time,
language has historically been perceived as a “self-defining and closed structure”
(Canagarajah, 2018, p. 32) of verbal resources. Within this paradigm, also known as
structuralism (see Ames, 1973; Canagarajah, 2018), the exploration of linguistic elements
is privileged over other forms of communication thereby creating a dualism and a

longstanding hierarchy between the verbal and non-verbal forms of communication. This
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is particularly seen in the many second language teaching methods and strategies that
primarily focus on developing students’ mastery of linguistic resources, such as grammar,
affixation, etc. as the way to acquire new languages (Toohey & Smythe, 2022). As a
result, other modalities of communication and variations of languages, including visual
communication, gestures, gaze, facial expression, body movement, sign language, and the
various “disabled ways of languaging” (Henner & Robinson, 2023, p. 16) are depicted as
secondary, defective, or even illegitimate forms of communication.

Kalika’s more-than-human entanglements in this study demonstrate that language
and literacy are multimodal and multiactant; the verbal resource during Kalika’s literacy
sessions is an intra-acting element that works with non-human elements to achieve
certain communicative and literacy goals (see Canagarajah, 2018; Pennycook, 2018). In
this context, the success of communication and engagement between Kalika, Baba, Sally,
and Sofia during their literacy sessions are achieved by the intra-activity or entanglement
among Kalika’s complex communication repertoires, verbal language by Baba, Sally, and
Sofia, and the non-human elements involved during their interactions. These include the
space, the cup and its placement on the dining table, the colors and pictures on the
communication board, and the eye-tracking AAC device that are primarily designed to
harness and facilitate Kalika’s complex communication repertoires and engagement
through eye gaze, eye contact, and eye fixation.

While the arguments on the multimodality of communication and literacy
engagement have been explored in applied linguistics and literacy, many studies still
conceal the significant roles of non-human elements in the interactions. As a result,

communication and engagement in literacy activities have been predominantly explored
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in the humanistic logic. They conceive language and literacy as isolated and independent
entities that define humans versus non-human elements. Naraian (2021) posited that the
dominance of anthropocentrism in our ethico-onto-epistemology highlights the idea of
“self” as an independent, white, male, middle-class position. Such orientation, she
argued, “runs the risk of erasing the ways of knowing and being” (Naraian, 2021, p. 15)
of individuals with disabilities.

For language and literacy teachers, especially those who serve students with
complex communication repertoires and L2 learners in their classrooms, it is important
for us to transform our notions of language and literacy beyond the humanistic logic, and
to interrogate what counts as language, literacy, and competencies in those areas. For a
long time, our teaching approach has been oriented toward uniformity and perfection,
which is informed by the false imagery of the ‘human’ body that is inherently a ‘he’ body
— “he is white, European, handsome, and able-bodied” (Braidotti, 2013, p. 24). Among
the many residuals or byproducts of the perpetuation of false humane imagery are deeply
ingrained misconceptions of the ‘standard’ looks and behaviors associated with being
‘human.’ In this case, variations in ways of languaging and doing literacies are perceived
as aberrant, non-standard, inferior, and in need of ‘cure’. These misconceptions lead to
the justification of the practices of fixing or curing our students’ ‘flaws’ in language and
literacy in our classrooms. By adopting the posthuman perspective, we are challenged to
think and work with the haeccities in our classrooms, embracing, acknowledging, and
valuing variations and infinite students’ possibilities of being, doing, and becoming

otherwise.
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3. To embrace the messiness in language and literacy education. The entanglement of
humans and non-human elements in this study demonstrates that the teaching of language
and literacy can be messy. In posthumanism, the term messy signifies becoming,
instability, complexity, and entanglement of actants in a phenomenon, including in
teaching (see Barad, 2007; Braidotti, 2013). Sally’s perception of her role as a “juggler”
during her literacy sessions with Kalika illustrates the messiness of language and literacy
teaching in the context of students with significant disabilities. During her juggling, Sally
highlighted the significance of thinking with and collaborating with other humans and
non-human elements. Chapter 4 section Thinking with the Assemblages of Humans and
Non-human Elements lays out the entanglements that Kalika, Sally, Baba, and Ma built
with the non-human elements during Kalika’s ‘meltdown’ moments or crip time.

Crip time, as Samuels (2017) put it, is a “broken time” (n.p.) — “it forces us
[individuals with disabilities] to take breaks, even when we don’t want to, even when we
want to keep going, to move ahead” (n.p.). As we discussed in the previous chapter,
Kalika’s crip time can be instigated by various factors; these include mood changes,
fatigue, medication side effects, changes in sleeping patterns, or symptoms of Rett
syndrome (e.g., repetitive hand movements). During Kalika’s literacy activities with
Sally, the crip time often manifested in Kalika’s screams and cries for wanting to stop
and do alternative activities or prolonged responses as she navigated some symptoms of
Rett syndrome, such as repetitive hand movements that may affect her focus. Such crip
time required Sally to adjust her agenda or lesson plans to be responsive to Kalika’s

ongoing needs.
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Among the many strategies that Sally employed to work with Kalika’s crip time
was pausing. By providing sufficient time for Kalika to process her crip time,
acknowledging her feelings and difficulties she experiences, valuing her complex
communication repertoires (e.g., cries, screams), and expressing compassion through
verbal messages, Sally demonstrated her understanding and skills in collaborating with
Kalika’s crip time during their literacy sessions. In many anthropocentric classrooms,
such crip time or ‘meltdown’ moments are often considered misbehaviors, laziness, and
regression or a threat to the linear trajectories of language and literacy progressions.
Sally, however, opted to pause, establish dialogues with Kalika, and show her how to
work with her eye-tracking AAC device to express her feelings instead of reprimanding
Kalika for these moments of crip time. Sally turned these crip times into teachable
moments to help Kalika regulate herself and develop proficiency in using her eye-
tracking AAC device for communication. By pressing useful vocabulary on the eye-
tracking AAC device, such as “calm” and “relaxed”, Sally modeled to Kalika how to
calm her body and express herself through her device.

Sally’s pausing strategy during Kalika’s crip time showed the multiple
possibilities that teachers could come up with to value and work with the students’
entanglement with non-human materials. The key is to exercise empathy and be open to
uncertainties that we might encounter during the lessons.

Future Research Considerations
This qualitative case study explores the more-than-human literacy entanglements of an
individual with significant disabilities in the home context. Using posthumanism as a theoretical

lens, it aims to investigate how a child with Rett syndrome is entangled with her parent, literacy
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teacher, babysitter, and non-human elements during literacy activities, such as storybook reading
time, math homework sessions, and spelling activities, among others. Building on the results of
the entanglement investigations, the study offers some implications for inclusive language and
literacy education.

While this study offers detailed explorations of literacy entanglements, the context of this
study is specific to the literacy activities of a child with Rett syndrome at home. Future research
could benefit from expanding the study into larger contexts and involving more participants in
the study. For example, expanding the scope into a school context would allow researchers to
work with more diverse students regardless of their abilities, race, language, and socioeconomic
background. It would offer more opportunities for researchers to examine the intra-actions and
entanglements of students with their peers, teachers, paraprofessionals, therapists, parents, and
unexpected non-human elements that are part of their processes of being, doing, and becoming
literacies and languaging. Students in Schulte (2019), for instance, think and work with the
unexpected death of bird as a narrative site about the life and death of a non-human living
organism. Similarly, students in Kuby et al. (2015) collaborate with space, time, and materials to
interrogate the idea of ‘writing.’

Other contexts worth exploring are the more-than-human entanglements of individuals
with disabilities in therapy and medical settings. Many individuals with disabilities, especially
those with significant disabilities, and their families engage in various therapy activities
throughout their lives (Orlin et al., 2014). Kalika, for example, attended multiple therapies since
her diagnosis of Rett syndrome. These include speech therapy, physical therapy, and
occupational therapy which involve collaborations with different humans and non-human

elements in various settings. Some of the therapies invite individuals to engage with nature and
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animals. For example, hippotherapy facilitates individuals to work with horses in outdoor
settings to help them with emotional regulation, stress reduction, and physical, social, and
sensory functions (Koca et al., 2015). Expanding the study into these contexts would enable
researchers to explore the messiness of intra-actions and entanglements of the individuals with
other humans and non-human elements.

Future research would also benefit from exploring the entanglements of students with
their intersectional identities beyond disabilities. This may include the examinations of students’
intra-actions with their racial, linguistic, educational, and socioeconomic backgrounds. The
explorations on how students think and work with their intersectionality, especially in terms of
how their multiple identities privilege and marginalize them in their access to quality education
and instructions, including the availability of responsive literacy texts and second language
learning opportunities, would offer more critical posthuman literacy explorations.

Another aspect worth exploring is challenging the binary of human and non-human
elements during literacy activities. This dissertation illuminates the interconnectedness and
interdependency of human and non-human elements, which is a locus of interest in posthuman
investigation (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987; Barad, 2007; Bennett, 2010). This was done by
unraveling the agency of non-human elements that have been rendered invisible in
anthropocentrism and demonstrating how they come together with humans to form assemblages
in a literacy context. As a result, the binary of human and non-human elements (e.g., machines)
is still maintained in the discussions. Future research can problematize the binarism of human
and non-human elements to better capture the blurring boundaries of actants.

Next, the examination of the power dynamics between actants in literacy activities can

further expand the understanding of posthuman literacy and its intersection with disability. This
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includes taking a neurodiversity perspective to investigate the autonomy of students with
significant disabilities as they intra-act with other humans and non-human elements. For
example, future research may question: how does a student’s use of an arm brace support their
literacy engagement yet simultaneously limit their ability to move freely during these activities?
And how does the practice of bracing ‘normalize’ or ‘rehabilitate’ their unique ways of
engagement in literacy activities? Taking Foucault’s (1980) perspective on power and
disciplinary mechanisms in relation to the entanglements of students with other humans and non-
human elements, such as arm braces, body harnesses, and other therapeutic practices, can be a
good starting point to uncover the nuanced ways in which power operates in more-than-human
literacy entanglements in significant disability contexts.

The exploration of the roles of language and affect in influencing students’ engagement is
also an important investigation in posthuman literacy. As Deleuze and Guattari (1987) argued,
“...the only assemblages are machinic assemblages of desire and collective assemblages of
enunciation” (p. 22). They described desire or agency (Barad, 2007) and enunciation as an
assemblage that cannot be separated from the speaker, interlocutor, context, and their
implications for certain actions (Stratford, 2002). In Kalika’s context, for example, we can
examine how her literacy engagement is shaped by where and when the interactions take place,
how the interactions are mediated, how social roles and hierarchy play into the interactions, what
actants involved in the interactions, and what roles language play in the interactions. This
includes investigating how Kalika’s literacy engagement is affected by the relationships she has
with Sally, Sofia, and Baba, how diction, pace, and tone of speech affect Kalika’s engagement in
the activities (see Narrative 3), and how the setting and time of instructions play roles in shaping

Kalika’s literacy experience, among other factors.
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Lastly, as Barad (2007) highlights the ethico-onto-epistemological shift in research,
future researchers may benefit from extensively exploring how they are entangled in their own
research as part of the “agencies of observation” (Barad, 2007, p. 114) and as an apparatus of
research. In this dissertation, for example, a future investigation could examine the influence of
my presence as a researcher during Kalika’s literacy sessions with Sally, Baba, and Sofia.
Specifically, how do my presence, the camera, and the wireless microphone alter Kalika’s
engagement in literacy activities? Additionally, how does my perspective as a researcher
influence the way I interpret the literacy phenomena I observe? Engaging in the practices of
reflexivity through critical memoing, as I did in this dissertation, can be a useful strategy to
investigate the entanglement of researchers in their own research.

Conclusion

This study engaged in posthuman thinking of literacy entanglements of a 7-year-old child
with Rett syndrome named Kalika during various literacy activities at home. Using data gathered
from in-situ observations, interviews, and focus group discussions with the child, her parent
(Baba), her literacy teacher/specialist (Sally), and her babysitter (Sofia), the study endeavored to
answer two research questions, namely: “How is a child with Rett syndrome entangled with
other human and non-human interactants during literacy activities at home?”” and “What are the
larger implications of these entanglements for inclusive language and literacy education
practices?” Included in this exploration are the examinations of who and what kinds of actants
are part of the child’s language and literacy activities and what roles these actants play in
navigating language and literacy activities for the child.

In analyzing data and writing up the study, I think and work with the conceptualizations

of space, vitality, and assemblage from posthuman scholars, such as Barad (2007), Bennett



204

(2010), and Braidotti (2013). The study found that, in addition to being entangled with Baba,
Sally, and Sofia, the child is entangled with various non-human elements during her literacy
activities at home. Space and the intra-acting human and non-human actants within it, such as the
dining table, the upholstered chair, and room brightness, were highlighted by participants as
some of the non-human elements that play roles in Kalika’s literacy experiences. Specifically,
they mediate literacy instructions to occur by providing affordances to organize literacy activities
and lay out important literacy objects for Kalika, such as the iPad, eye-tracking AAC device,
activity chair, and books. Angle and positional configurations of humans and non-human
elements within a space were also argued by the participants to facilitate effective
communication, which was mainly done through partner-assisted scanning, during literacy
activities. Space and the intra-acting actants within it were noted to have roles in communicating
expectations and conditioning Kalika’s behaviors during the activities. Lastly, some elements in
the space, such as the amount of light, influence Kalika’s alertness and accessibility to
communicate through her eye-tracking AAC device.

The study also examines the entanglement of Kalika’s complex communication
repertoires with humans and non-human actants. The study found that there are relational
activities between Kalika’s eye-gaze, body movement, touch, and gesture with the humans
(Baba, Sally, and Sofia) and non-human elements (flashcards, books, the eye-tracking AAC
device, the communication board, and space). Their linkages mediate Kalika’s complex
communication repertoires, facilitating Baba, Sally, and Sofia to understand her expressions of
interest, wants, needs, engagement, and disengagement beyond verbal communication through

the eye-tracking AAC device.
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Other non-human elements were also found to be significant parts of Kalika’s
assemblages during her literacy activities with Baba, Sally, and Sofia. The arm brace, activity
chair, soft toys, and weighted bag are among the non-human elements that help Kalika focus
during the activities by mitigating her repetitive hand movements and muscle weakness.
Additionally, kapor (a muslin cloth) and selected music/songs also help Kalika calm her body
and give her comfort.

From my exploration of Kalika’s literacy entanglement, I argued that literacy is a porous
and collaborative endeavor. It is not an individual endeavor as it has been historically
conceptualized in anthropocentric literacy. I also argued that literacy is an emergent more-than-
human phenomenon. It is inherently messy and collaborative; it never works in isolation and has
always been entangled with non-human elements.

Drawing on the results and discussions of my exploration, I propose three suggestions for
teachers and researchers in language and literacy education, namely: First, to turn the gaze into
the entanglement of humans and non-human elements in language and literacy. Second, to
interrogate and go beyond the assumed perimeters of language and literacy. And lastly, to

embrace the messiness in language and literacy education.
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APPENDIX A
DATA SOURCES
Table 1
Data Sources of the Study

Data Source Date Setting Participants Length
Observation 1 07/01/2023 Virtual at Home Kalika, Baba, Sally | 2 Hours
Observation 2 07/08/2023 Home and library Kalika, Baba, Sally | 5 Hours
Observation 3 07/19/2023 Home Kalika, Sofia 2 Hours
Observation 4 07/28/2023 Virtual in Chicago Kalika, Baba, Sally | 1 Hour
Observation 5 08/01/2023 Home Kalika, Sofia 1.5 Hours
Observation 6 08/05/2023 Home Kalika, Baba, Sally | 3 Hours
Observation 7 08/08/2023 Home Kalika, Sofia 2 Hours
Observation 8 08/15/2023 Home Kalika, Sofia 1.5 Hours
Observation 9 08/19/2023 Home Kalika, Baba, Sally | 2 Hours
Observation 10 08/24/2023 Home Kalika, Sofia 2 Hours
Observation 11 09/30/2023 Home Kalika, Baba, Sally | 2 Hours
Individual Interview 1 | 09/15/2023 Virtual Sofia 1 Hour
Individual Interview 2 | 09/19/2023 Virtual Baba 1 Hour
Individual Interview 3 | 09/21/2023 Virtual Sally 1.5 Hours
Individual Interview 4 | 09/29/2023 Campus Sofia 1 Hour
Individual Interview 5 | 10/04/2023 Virtual Sally 1 Hour
Individual Interview 6 | 10/05/2023 Campus Baba 1 Hour
Focus Group 10/18/2023 Virtual Sofia, Sally, Baba 1 Hour
Discussion
Individual Interview 7 | 11/07/2023 Home Kalika 30 Minutes
Individual Interview 8 | 11/16/2023 Home Kalika 30 Minutes
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS WITH SOFIA, BABA, AND SALLY

Interview 1 with Sofia

Thank you for volunteering to be my participant for this research. In the next 45-60 minutes, I will be
asking you some questions and play a short clip of your interaction with Kalika. I am especially interested
in understanding your own perception about Kalika, her disabilities, and the objects involved during your
interaction with Kalika, such as AAC, books, wheelchairs, chairs, etc. There is no right or wrong answer
and you may skip the questions if you are not feeling comfortable to answer. Any questions before we
start?

1. Tell me about yourself and your relationship with Kalika?

2. So, we both know that Kalika has Rett Syndrome. How do you describe Rett syndrome to
someone who does not know anything about it?

3. Tell me about your experience in engaging with/interacting with Kalika?

4. What challenges do you face when engaging with/interacting with Kalika? How do you mitigate
these challenges?

5. Now, I am going to play a short clip of you with Kalika. Please tell me if you need me to replay
the video again before you answer the question. I am going to ask you questions, and your
answers are not limited to the clip that you just saw. The clip was just to let you know my point of
view when I was observing you. So feel free to recall any memories you have with Kalika.

a. Tell me how do you interact or communicate with Kalika? What strategies do you do?
b. How do you know if Kalika is engaging with you?
c. How do you know if Kalika is NOT engaging with you? What do you do next?

6. Now, I am going to play the same short clip. This time, I want you to pay attention to anything
besides Kalika and yourself. In other words, | want you to pay attention to the “objects”/’non-
humans” that help your interactions with Kalika. Please tell me if you need me to review the
video again before you answer the question.

a. What objects do you see?

b. Tell me about the objects. What are their roles in your interaction with Kalika?

c. Ifyou can rank the objects based on their importance in your interaction with Kalika,
how do you rank them?

d. Besides the objects in the clip, what objects do you think also hold importance to your
interaction with Kalika?

e. What challenges do you experience with AAC?

f. If you remember, Kalika took time when she is responding to your answer. Tell me about
this wait time.

Interview 1 with Baba
Thank you for volunteering to be my participant for this research. In the next 45-60 minutes, I will be
asking you some questions and play a short clip of your interaction with Kalika. I am especially interested
in understanding your own perception about Kalika, her disabilities, and the objects involved during your
interaction with Kalika, such as AAC, books, wheelchairs, chairs, etc. There is no right or wrong answer
and you may skip the questions if you are not feeling comfortable to answer. Any questions before we
start?

1. Tell me about yourself. And since you have a language and literacy background, I am interested

to know your perspective on language and literacy.
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As a father of Kalika, how do you describe her?
So, we both know that Kalika has Rett Syndrome. How do you describe Rett syndrome to
someone who does not know anything about it?
As I mentioned earlier, the primary focus of my research is exploring the entanglement of Kalika
with her humans and non-humans interactants during literacy activities. These entanglements do
not happen in isolation. From my observations, time and space have important roles in the
entanglements. In relation to time and space, I am interested to know the story about your house.
Tell me what considerations you take when you chose this house?
Next, [ am going to play a clip that I took during Kalika’s literacy session with Susan. Then, I
will ask you questions, and your answers are not limited to the clip that you will see. The clip is
only used to help contextualize my questions.
a. Tell me about the setting. Where is it and why did you select that room in your house for
Kalika’s literacy session with Susan? What considerations did you take?
b. Walk me to through the way you set up the environment/setting for Kalika’s literacy
session with Susan? What considerations did you take?
c. If you could describe your role during Kalika’s session (besides being a father), what
would it be? Tell me more about it.
How do you know if Kalika is engaging in the session?
e. How do you know if Kalika is NOT engaging in the session? And considering your roles
in the interaction, what would do you do next?
f.  Inyour roles as a parent or facilitator during Kalika’s session with Susan, what
challenges do you experience? How do you negotiate these challenges?

6. Next, [ am going to play the same clip. But this time, I want you to pay attention to the non-

humans, especially their roles in during Kalika’s literacy session.

a. What non-humans/objects did you see, feel, or hear?

b. Tell me about the non-humans. What are their roles in Kalika’s literacy goals?

c. Ifyou can rank the objects based on their importance in Kalika’s language and literacy
goals, how do you rank them?

d. In your opinion, besides the objects in the clip, what objects do you think also hold
importance to Kalika’s language and literacy goals?

e. What challenges does Kalika experience in speaking through AAC?

f.  What challenges do you experience when communicating with Kalika in general? How
do you negotiate these challenges?

g. Now I am going to ask about time. If you notice, Kalika took time when she is
responding to your questions or prompts. Tell me your opinion about this wait time.

Interview 1 with Sally

Thank you for volunteering to be my participant for this research. In the next 45-60 minutes, I will be
asking you some questions and play a short clip of your interaction with Kalika. I am especially interested
in understanding your own perception about Kalika, her disabilities, and the objects involved during your
interaction with Kalika, such as AAC, books, wheelchairs, chairs, etc. There is no right or wrong answer
and you may skip the questions if you are not feeling comfortable to answer. Any questions before we

start?

1.

2.

First of all, I am interested to know more about your story. Tell me about yourself and Rett
syndrome?

As someone who has worked with many individuals with Rett syndrome, how do you describe
Rett syndrome to someone who does not know anything about it?

Now, after all these years working with people who rely on AAC for communication, what is
AAC to you? What is it for Kalika and people like Kalika?

How about your relationship with Kalika. How do you know each other and become entangled
eventually?
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Now tell me about your setting when you are teaching Kalika:

a. Where are you? From my observation of all videos you shared, you seem to be in the
same setting and place. So, tell me about the room?

b. Why did you choose that particular room as your “teaching” or “working” space?

c.  Walk me through the way you set up the environment/setting when you are teaching
Kalika. What non-humans/objects that must be present when you have a session with
Kalika?

d. What are the roles of the non-humans that you just mentioned when you are working with
Kalika?

e. If you could rank the objects based on their importance in helping you teach or work with
Kalika, how do you rank them?

f.  What challenges do you experience when using/interacting with these objects?

In your opinion, what/who must be present when you have a session with Kalika? Your answers
can include both humans and non-humans.

What are the roles of the objects (human and non-humans) that you just mentioned when you are
working with Kalika?

If you could rank the objects (humans and non-humans) based on their importance in helping you
teach or work with Kalika; and helping Kalika learn literacy with you, how do you rank them?

In your opinion, besides the objects in the photo, what objects (humans and non-humans) do you
think also hold importance to Kalika’s language and literacy goals?

What challenges do you experience when navigating Kalika’s AAC device?

In your opinion, what challenges does Kalika experience when she is speaking through her AAC
device?

Next, [ am going to play a clip from the video you shared with me. Then, [ will ask you questions,
and your answers are not limited to the clip that you will see.

Tell me how do you interact or communicate with Kalika? What strategies do you do?
How do you know if Kalika is engaging with you?

How do you know if Kalika is NOT engaging with you? What do you do next?

In your role as Kalika’s teacher, what challenges do you experience?

How do you negotiate or mitigate these challenges?

Now I am going to ask about time. If you notice, Kalika took time when she is
responding to your questions or prompts. Tell me your opinion about this wait time.

e Ao o

Interview 2 with Sofia, Baba, and Sally

Activity 1

This activity will require you to read segments of interview transcripts between Wisnu and other
participants in this study. Please read the transcripts carefully and focus your attention on the non-human
subjects discussed in the interview. Start by reading the interview transcript between you and Wisnu.

1.

2.

3.

If you are the Babysitter, start by reading the Pink transcript first. Afterward, you may read other
transcripts in any order you prefer.

If you are the Parent, start by reading the Blue transcript first. Afterward, you may read other
transcripts in any order you prefer.

If you are the Educational Consultant (EC), start by reading the Yellow transcript first.
Afterward, you may read other transcripts in any order you prefer.

When you are reading the transcripts, please underline important points you agree or resonate with your
experience as the babysitter/parent/EC. You may ask Wisnu if you are not sure about the interview
contexts or if you experience confusion while reading the transcripts.

After reading the transcripts, you will have a short discussion with Wisnu.
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1. Tell me what you underline in the transcripts. How do they resonate with your experience?

2.  What new objects did you underline/circle?

3. What new insights did you gain about other human participants after reading the transcript?

4. What new insights did you gain about non-human participants after reading the transcript?
Activity 2

This activity will require you to draw an illustration of the entanglement between the humans and non-
humans during Kalika’s literacy activities at home. Here’s the prompt:

“What does the entanglement between humans and non-humans during Kalika’s literacy activities look
like to you?”

Unleash your imagination. You may use the stationaries that Wisnu provides to draw the entanglement.
After you finish your drawing, you will have a short discussion with Wisnu.

Tell me about your drawing. How is it an entanglement?

What objects did you draw first?

What objects did you draw the last?

What new objects did you draw? These are the ones that are not included in your transcripts. Why
did you include them in there?

5. Other questions of clarification from Interview 1

PR
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS WITH KALIKA
Interview Protocols with Kalika

Wisnu will read a children’s book entitled Dancing with Daddy by Anitra Schulte and Ziyue Chen to
Kalika.. During the reading, Wisnu will need to be accompanied by a parent or babysitter to provide some
contexts/clarifications on her responses in case he needs it. While reading the book, Wisnu will ask some
questions related to the book and his research. Below are some potential questions and activities that
Wisnu will do with Kalika:

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will ask “Which dress do you think Elsie will
choose? Pink or Red?”’; and “How about you, do you like Pink or Red?”” To elicit a response from Kalika,
Wisnu will use Pink and Red flashcards that he makes.

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will also say, “Look, Elsie also speaks through
Tobii. This is her Tobii. She said, “Special.” Wisnu will ask, “Do you like speaking with your Tobii? Is it
special to you?” Wisnu will use Yes and No flashcards that he makes.

Activity: Reading. Wisnu will also say, “Look, Elsie uses G-Tube to eat, just like you.” And then he will
say “I like eating, especially when I am reading. Do you like eating when you read a book?” Wisnu will
use Yes and No flashcards that he makes.

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will also ask, “Do you like reading with Baba?”’;
Wisnu will use Yes and No flashcards that he makes. “How about reading with Sarah and Ms. Susan. Do
you like reading with Sarah or Susan?” Wisnu will use Sarah and Susan flashcards that he makes.

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will say, “This is her Ma.”

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will also say, “Look, this is just like you and Baba. I
have seen you dancing in the living room with Baba.”

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will also say, “Look, Elsie has the same color of
wheelchair like yours. It’s pink! (Wisnu will use the pink flashcard that he makes). She also has straps on
her body — just like when you are reading with Ms. Susan. Baba put straps on your body, and also your
feet. Do you like reading in your wheelchair?”” Wisnu will use Yes and No flashcards that he makes.

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will also say, “She loved listening to the music. She
loved it. Do you like listening to music?” Wisnu will use Yes and No flashcards that he makes.

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will say, “Then Elsie reached for her Tobii. She said
‘dance’. Look, she is touching ‘dance’ on her Tobii. Her Tobii also has pictures just like yours.”

Activity: Reading and pointing to illustration. Wisnu will ask, “So, do you like to dance with Baba?”
Wisnu will use Yes and No flashcards that he makes.
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APPENDIX D

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION PROTOCOLS

Focus Group Discussion Protocols

First of all, thank you so much for attending this focus group discussion. This is gonna be our last meeting
for data collection. Of course, I will still meet Kalika for some informal data collection at home — but
yeah, I have been enjoying my time listening to and learning from you these past months.

Okay, so, in this group discussion, my goal is to have a collective understanding of certain aspects that
become my focus of research. Therefore, in the next 60 minutes, please feel free to respond to and interact
with one another throughout this group discussion. You may agree or disagree with one another — that’s
fine as long as it is courteous. Feel free to also:

o a0 T

Keep your speakers off mute — this will allow for more “realistic”” and spontaneous interaction.
We are on zoom we sometimes forget to unmute ourselves before speaking.

Everybody needs to say something.

Be respectful of others’ opinions.

There is no judgement

There is no right and wrong answers

As part of an entanglement, | am aware some of you do not know each other. You have seen the
transcripts and probably heard the names, but I bet this is the first time for you all to see each other (as a
group) and talk about Kalika and her language and literacy. So why don’t we shortly introduce each other,
our background, and our role in Kalika’s entanglement (I would say). Anybody wants to begin?

Now, my first question will be, very general, it’s a warm up question, but I wanted to know our collective
understanding on entanglement:

1.

As a team, considering each other’s role (including the non-humans if you want), what do you
mean by entanglement? And how do you think our entanglement can support Kalika reach her
best potential in language and literacy?

Follow-up Questions:

a.  You mentioned . Could you talk more about that?
b. You mentioned . Could you describe an example of that?
c.  You described . Could you explain what that was like for you?

As a team, what do you think we need to work on more to support Kalika reach her best potential
in language and literacy? Y ou may share your challenges and why you think they are important
for Kalika.
Follow-up Questions:

a.  You mentioned . Could you talk more about that?

b. You mentioned . Could you describe an example of that?

c.  You described . Could you explain what that was like for you?
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3. Asateam, how do you think each of us can support Kalika to reach her best potential in language
and literacy? What do we need from each other? You may give suggestions to each other on
things that we should focus to work on.

Follow-up Questions:

a.  You mentioned . Could you talk more about that?
b. You mentioned . Could you describe an example of that?
c.  You described . Could you explain what that was like for you?

4. Now my last question will be very general: but, what do you think inclusive education mean?
How is it related to entanglement?
Follow-up Questions:
a.  You mentioned . Could you talk more about that?

b. You mentioned . Could you describe an example of that?
c.  You described . Could you explain what that was like for you?
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APPENDIX E
SAMPLE OF FIELD NOTES
Date : July 8, 2023 Method : Observation/Interview/Elicitation
Time : 1:30-5:00 PM Location : House & Library
. . Non-
Noticing Comments/Wonders H
umans
Kalika looked at a cat who The same event happened last week. She was aware of the | Cats
was drinking water from the | cats’ whereabouts. I wonder:
fountain (1:41 PM). e What is Kalika’s relationship with the cats? How is
she entangled?
e What do scholars say about the relationship of
animals and individuals with disabilities?
There was music playing at Music and learning. I wonder: Music
the background. Cuban e  What kinds of music Kalika likes to listen to?
Music by Benny Moore. e  What does the parent’s think about music? How
Kalika listens to music from does music help Kalika’s learn?
different languages, e.g., e What does Sally think about music and Rett
English, Bengali, French. syndrome?
From the parent’s story, Sally
did not really like to play
music for Kalika during her
study.
Sally suggested Dad put Movement and focus. Seeing her bodies being restricted Arm
Kalika her bracing arm (one reminded me about Foucault’s discipline and punish, i.e., brace,
arm only) (1:54 PM). From the way school disciplines “unruly” bodies to help students | Foot
the conversation at the embody the qualities of ideal students. I wonder: brace
library, the parent said that it e  What does the research say about Rett syndrome
helped Kalika focus on the movement and learning? What is the use of the
lesson by reducing brace for learning focus? What are the side effects?
movements. In fact, from my
observation, the parent
administered bracing not only
for Kalika’s arm, but also her
feet during the session with
EC.
Kalika was crying. Sally This instance really made me think about my entanglement | Camera

asked if [ was (the
researcher) around, because
Kalika might be distracted by
the camera.

with Kalika. I wonder:

e How am I entangled with Kalika? How is my
presence as a researcher (with camera, laptop,
notebook) influence Kalika’s learning and
interaction with others?
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“I’1l wait for you.” Sally
always said this if Kalika was
crying and needed time to
think.

Sally said this sentence many times last week and this
week. Interesting to see how she really appreciate time for
Kalika to process the information. I wonder:
e What does EC know about wait time in Rett
syndrome?

Time
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APPENDIX F
TABLE OF CONTENTS OF DATA (SIMPLIFIED)

Table 2
Table of Contents of Data

Data Source Setting Participants Data Blurbs
Observation 1 Virtual at | Kalika, Baba, | Videos Kalika was crying at the beginning of
07/01/2023 Home Sally Field notes | the lesson — it was her first week after
(Dining being rushed to the hospital — she
Room) began enjoying the lesson as the lesson

progressed. Kalika was reading “Now
We Bake” with Sally. Kalika read
each sentence despite crying. Baba
said “Okay, Google, stop!” at the
beginning. Baba was holding Kalika’s
hand in most part of the lesson. Baba
fed Kalika through Gtube. Sally kept
saying “I will wait for you”, providing
Kalika time to calm her body. Sally
used Yes/No spelling board. Sally
asked Baba to help lift Kalika’s head
so she could see her eyes and where
she was looking. Sally played an ABC
song on YouTube for Kalika; Kalika

did not seem happy.
Observation 2 Home and | Kalika, Baba, | Videos Kalika cried at the beginning. Kalika
07/08/2023 library Sally Photos looked at the black and white cat
(Dining Field notes | coming to her. Kalika did
Room) comprehension questions on the book

they read last week. Kalika doing
spelling of an, and, band. Baba gave
Kalika her blanket as soon as the
lesson started. Baba fed Kalika and
she stopped crying. Baba looked at
Kalika and asked, “would like a sip?”
Baba reminded Kalika to pay attention
to Sally by calling her name. Baba
braced her arm. Sally said, “we will do
the lesson slow”. She used Yes/No
spelling board

Photos: activity chair, set up of the
table, map to Kalika’s house, Kalika in
the library with Ma and Baba.
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Observation 3
07/19/2023

Home
(Dining
room)

Kalika, Sofia

Videos
Photos
Field notes

Kalika was crying. Sofia was feeding
Kalika through mouth. Later, Baba
gave food to Kalika through GTube.
Kalika’s arm was braced. Sofia asked
if she wanted to read books, Kalika
refused (she vocalized). Baba said,
“Okay, Google stop” and played a
song for Kalika trough his phone -
Kalika calmed afterwards. Sofia and
Kalika then read books, i.e., “Bird
Count”; “One fish two fish”. Kalika
said though her AAC that she wanted
to go to the bathroom. She also said
words, such as “I don’t understand”,
“How was your day?” to Sofia. Ma
offered Sofia some board games to
play with Kalika. They played, “candy
land” — kind of ular tangga in
Indonesian. After that, they watched
sesame street. Kalika looked very
excited as she watched the show.

Photos: Cats, Kalika’s GTube, Candy
Land board game

Observation 4
07/28/2023

Virtual in
Sally’s
House

Kalika, Baba,
Sally

Video
Field notes

There was a tech issue at the
beginning of the lesson, i.e., pairing
Kalika’s small Tobii device to Sally’s
desktop, so I could see Kalika’s AAC
page. Sally showed some books to
Kalika. They discussed what non-
fiction book was. She used yes/no
board to elicit Kalika’s responses.
Kalika was tired, she slept after a few
minutes the lesson began. Baba and
Sally ended up talking to each other.

Observation 5
08/01/2023

Home
(Living
Room and
Playroom)

Kalika, Sofia

Videos
Photos
Field notes

Kalika was in the living room, reading
a book with Sofia. Earlier, Sofia
prepared some cushions and soft toys
to support Kalika’s body so she could
sit straight. They read “the miracle
man”, one of the books that Baba
picked up at the library. Surrounding
Kalika were her soft toys. There were
many instances where Sofia worked
with the non-humans to support
Kalika, such as cushions, blanket,
glasses. Kalika looked at the book as
Sofia read; she also occasionally
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looked at Sofia. Other books they were
reading include “Girl on a
motorcycle”. After reading, they
moved to the playroom and played
make up with dolls. Kalika requested
change of music through AAC.
Following the make-up play, they
played a board game. She also asked,
“are you having fun?” to Sofia.

Photos: Living room, all stuff in the
playroom, cats following me.

Observation 6
08/05/2023

Home
(Dining
Room)

Kalika, Baba,
Sally

Videos
Photos
Field notes

Black and white cat was present as
Kalika cried at the beginning of the
lesson. Sally noticed the eye-tracker
was not in the right angle. Baba helped
adjusted the angle — he used a book to
prop the device. Ma came after
hearing Kalika’s unconsoleable cry,
she suggested Baba to brace Kalika’s
arm. She also tucked Kalika’s blanket
to Kalika’s body harness. Baba held
Kalika’s hand. Kalika was crying half
of the lesson. She read a book “What
makes me happy?” with Sally. The
book featured animals, e.g., dogs, cats.
Sally sang a spelling song (based on
the letters in the book) to entertain
Kalika. The songs include, “if you are
happy clap your hand.” Sally added
word “curious” on Kalika’s device.
There was a tech error — the book page
did not load properly. Sally read a
printed book with Kalika about a polar
bear. Kalika enjoying the book. Sally
praised Kalika as she calmed her body.

Photos: Cat accompanying research

Observation 7
08/08/2023

Home
(Dining
room)

Kalika, Sofia

Videos

Sofia fed Kalika though mouth. They
read a book “Stacey Abrams”. Kalika
was cranky during reading; she wanted
to watch her favorite shows. Music
seemed to affect her mood; she smiled
and calmed a moment as a
Hindi/Bengali song played in the
background. Ma came and gave food
through GTube. She said, “Let’s stop
[the reading]”. Ma said Kalika must
finish reading the book then watch.
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The cries got louder, Ma gave up and
let her watch the show. Kalika smiled
and stopped crying as the show
played.

Observation 8
08/15/2023

Home
(Play
room)

Kalika, Sofia

Videos
Photos
Field notes

Kalika played make up with Sofia
using the soft toys, but it did not last
long. She was crying loudly; she
wanted to watch the show. She
stopped crying as the show played. Ma
said, “the moment she saw iPad, it’s
game over”’; iPad reminds her of her
favorite shows. After watching, they
continued playing make-up. Music
was playing in the backgorund. She
requested a song, such as “Mamy
Blue.”

Photos: Camera hiding behind blanket,
Cats, Cat food dispenser, Kalika’s soft
toy, Kalika dancing with Baba, Kalika
requesting song by Snuffy, Kalika’s
AAC page, Elmo bag, Kalika
watching Elmo.

Observation 9
08/19/2023

Home
(Dining
Room)

Kalika, Baba,
Sally

Videos
Photo
Field notes

Baba braced Kalika’s arm as soon as
the lesson started. He fed Kalika via
GTube. Kalika started the lesson
without crying, then she cried in the
middle. Sally and Kalika discussed
some words they discussed last time
using the yes/no board. They then re-
read the same book, “what makes me
happy?”. There was a tech glitch — the
windows OS bar blocking the last row
of Kalika’s AAC pageset. Bathroom
break — Baba noticed that Kalika’s
needed to go to the bathroom.

Photo: Camera hiding behind the wall
at the kitchen

Observation 10
08/24/2023

Home
(Playroom)

Kalika, Sofia

Videos
Photos
Field notes

Kalika was doing Math homework
with Sofia. Kalika answered questions
using touch on the correct flashcards.
She also engaged by saying words
through AAC, including saying her
preference for watching her favorite
shows. Sofia used a bag of soft toys as
an alternative of feet straps. Sofia used
make up objects to explain math
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addition to Kalika. After doing math,
they played a toy to practice spelling,
played board games. The AAC froze a
few times during the game. Ginger cat
jumped to the table as they played.
They read a book about cat and
planets. After that, Kalika had a snack.
Sofia arranged a few soft toys on
Kalika’s chair to support her posture.

Photos: Kalika’s AAC pagesets,
Kalika’s AAC froze, cat at the window
ledge, book about cat, Kalika’s
wheelchair

Observation 11 | Home Kalika, Baba, | Videos The lesson began with spelling
09/30/2023 (Dining Sally session. The words were as, an, ban,
Room) and, bad. Sally asked Ma to adjust

Kalika’s activity chair so it faced her
properly. Ma noticed that Kalika was
on her quick fires personal needs
pageset. She paused the lesson and
asked if Kalika needs something.
Kalika said she was uncomfortable.
She said thirsty. Sally and Kalika read
the same book as last time. She asked
Baba to re-adjust Kalika’s seating as
she needed to see her AAC device.
They were doing a spelling lesson.
This time, Sally used a handout and
whiteboard where she wrote letters for
Kalika on it. Kalika was generally
calm during the lesson.

Individual Virtual Sofia Video First interview with Sofia

Interview 1 Field notes

09/15/2023

Individual Virtual Baba Video First interview with Baba

Interview 2 Field notes

09/19/2023

Individual Virtual Sally Video First interview with Sally

Interview 3 Field notes

09/21/2023

Individual Campus Sofia Videos Second interview with Sofia

Interview 4 Photos Photos: Set up of interview room;

09/29/2023 Field notes | Sofia’s drawing.

Individual Virtual Sally Video Second interview with Sally

Interview 5 Field notes

10/04/2023

Individual Campus Baba Videos Second interview with Baba

Interview 6 Photo Photo: Baba’s drawing
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10/05/2023 Field notes

Focus Group Virtual Sofia, Sally, Video Discussion on their entanglement,
Discussion Baba Field notes | what they need from each other, and
10/18/2023 how they plan to move forward.
Individual Home Kalika Videos Interview while story reading with
Interview 7 Field notes | Kalika

11/07/2023 Picture: Kalika’s AAC pageset
Individual Home Kalika Videos Interview while story reading with
Interview 8 Picture Kalika

11/16/2023 Field notes | Picture: Kalika’s AAC pageset




248

APPENDIX G

SAMPLE OF VISUAL NOTE AND MEMO

see her meltdov/n at

orié same chair uncomfortable
shat she focuses Morgil

Visual Memo on July 8 Observation and Data Analysis of Thinking with Space



