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Technophobia in a Pandemic: Learning Combinations of Literate Activities  
to Write and Survive

Darcy Allred

In this article, Allred investigates the ecological factors 
involved in writing before and during the COVID-19 
pandemic. She shares her confrontation with technophobia 
amid the urgent need to substitute face-to-face writing 
and social practices with digital media. Along the way, she 
draws upon concepts including P-CHAT, multimodality, and 
“meta-genre” to look more closely at the ways we “do” 
writing, and the several literate activities that go into its 
processes.

Introduction

?PMV�\PM�XIVLMUQK�ÅZ[\�]XMVLML��IVL�KWV\QV]M[�\W�]XMVL��\PM�_WZTL��[W�LQL�
we have to upend both minor and major details of  our day-to-day activities. 
College students, myself  included, who had been admitted to school in the 
fall of  2020, faced a pile of  questions and concerns regarding how classes 
would convene. This worry was now added to immediate concerns about 
our health and that of  our families and communities. As a society, we also 
LMIT\�_Q\P�W\PMZ�QZZQ\I\QVO�LWUQVW�MٺMK\�XZWJTMU[��TQSM�IKKM[[�\W�\WQTM\�XIXMZ��
A lot of  us endured borderline agoraphobia or took to panic shopping. I 
was one of  the food hoarders. I would overstock, then check the expiration 
dates on every food item, neurotically calculating how long I could survive 
on the rations in my fridge and cabinets before needing to go to the grocery 
store again. This rationing strategy didn’t exactly pan out since stress eating 
completely derailed my calculations . . . and I stress ate a lot. I was quickly 
steeped in the pandemic anxiety stew of  devising apocalypse strategies. This 
was when Missouri had only two reported coronavirus cases. As I type, the 
[\I\M�VW_�PI[�W^MZ���������KI[M[�
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You’d think if  you’re the introverted, artsy kind of  person (like me) that 
being forced to shelter-in-place is the ideal scenario to really tackle those 
backburnered creative projects or churn out some new ones. But for me and 
[WUM�NZQMVL[�_PW�1�[XWSM�_Q\P�TQ^QVO�QV�^IZQW][�KQ\QM[�L]ZQVO�\PM�ÅZ[\�UWV\P[�
of  the pandemic, we found our creative mojo stunted. We were inconsolably 
scared. Like most artsy people in March of  2020, we didn’t know how, where, 
WZ�NZWU�_PWU�\W�ÅVL�QV[XQZI\QWV�WZ�MVMZOa��OQ^MV�\PM�JTMIS�QVNWZUI\QWV�\PI\�
dominated our mental-emotional bandwidth. We felt next-level writer’s 
block, entirely swallowed up by the abyss of  works-in-progress, too jaded to 
step into any concrete goals of  writing spaces, and too confused on where to 
start. 0W_ are we supposed to write in a time like this, and _PI\ do we write 
QV�I�XIVLMUQK'

I came up with a couple of  half-hearted quarantine writing activities—a 
TQ\\TM�¹9]IZIV\QVM�+ZMI\QWV[º�XWKSM\� RW]ZVIT��UW[\Ta�WN �KWWSQVO�ZMKQXM[��
including one for my thirty-first birthday cake (Figures 1 and 2). I 
experimented with other random ideas that are likely to remain an ellipsis, 
forever contained in that little pocket journal.

.QO]ZM��"�¹9]IZIV\QVM�+ZMI\QWV[º�XWKSM\�RW]ZVIT�WN �
creative projects during the spring 2020 shutdown.

.QO]ZM��"�<_W�MV\ZQM[�WN �¹9]IZIV\QVM�+ZMI\QWV[º"�\WX��
a silly idea for a song-lyrics rendition; bottom: a very 
JTIVL�Y]IZIV\QVM�\PQZ\a�ÅZ[\�JQZ\PLIa�KISM�ZMKQXM�1�
made out of  leftover ingredients, because I couldn’t 

justify running to the grocery store for only a few items.
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Adapting to Digital Literate Activities When You’re Technophobic

As a writer, and as a social being, my values of  engaging in material and 
face-to-face (F2F) spaces were brought to a screeching halt. It took the 
threat of  the human population being wiped out to break from my stubborn 
media/modal preferences of  the page and F2F interaction over digital 
realms. I’ve long resisted embracing digital media for creative and academic 
][M[��1¼^M�KT]VO�\W�Ua�MIZTQM[\�VW\QWV�WN �_PI\�_ZQ\QVO�Q[��_PMV�1�ÅZ[\�NMTT�QV�
love with getting lost in spiral notepads, and wearing down pencils to their 
eraser in elementary school. Throughout my young adulthood, I made a 
ZQ\]IT�W]\�WN �_ZQ\QVO�QV[QLM�KWٺMM�[PWX[�WZ�[Q\\QVO�WV�XIZS�JMVKPM[�QV�KTW[M�
XZW`QUQ\a�\W�[XIKM[�[\]ٺML�_Q\P�[\ZIVOMZ[�\W�¹XMWXTM�_I\KPº��VW\PQVO�KZMMXa��
�.QO]ZM[���IVL�����<PM[M�[XIKM[�XZW^QLML�QVÅVQ\M�IVL�_WVLZW][�QV[XQZI\QWV�
opportunities and fueled my process of  generating words in my mind and 
putting them onto the page.

.QO]ZM��"�)�KWٺMM�[PWX�1�][ML�\W�^Q[Q\�
often to gain inspiration. St. Louis, 
MO | January 2019.

Figure 4: Mooney Park, a bench I 
used to write and read on for hours. 
St. Louis, MO | May 2014.
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Another big reason I preferred the page and F2F human interaction is 
due to my mild-to-moderate case of  technophobia, paired with an intense 
case of  social media anxiety. Instagram and Facebook are my highest levels 
WN �[WKQIT�UMLQI�Æ]MVKa��IVL�ZMKMV\Ta�1�LMIK\Q^I\ML�\PM[M�IKKW]V\[�JMKI][M�Q\¼[�
been too stressful juggling tabs, classes, e-mails, ReggieNet, all in one screen 
during local and global crises. To some extent, most (if  not all) students are 
haunted constantly by the sea of  open tabs on our computers. We should do 
our poor eyes and brains a solid, and every so often indulge in the liberating 
feeling of  going on an app-deletion spree.

Uptake of New and Old Literate Activities in Response to Crises

Despite my technology qualms, I knew it was a must to overcome some fears 
of  digital spaces. I had to if  I wanted to maintain my commitments to people 
IVL�QV\MZM[\[�1�KIZML�IJW]\��IVL�\W�JMPI^M�QV�_Ia[�\PI\�MٺMK\Q^MTa�MVLWZ[ML�
the safety and survival of  the population. The pandemic is a phenomenon, 
but the ways we adapt and use languages, resources, and tools to respond 
when unfortunate events emerge are not entirely new. Our writing identities, 
and our identities in general, are reshaped constantly by ever-shifting 
events. We’ve had to acclimate to a slew of  perpetually changing situations, 
consequences, and activities as the coronavirus continues to spread. Our 
approach to writing and community activities are reliant upon newly 
unfolding information, and updates on how to interact in public spaces. We 
IZM�IT_Ia[�QV�I�[\I\M�WN �\ZQIT�IVL�MZZWZ�QVO�LQٺMZMV\�OMVZM[�WN �KWUU]VQKI\QWV��
improvising by going with what we know, and modifying when necessary.

Despite the preemptive apocalypse planning and doom scrolling that 
sucked up most of  my energy, I did continue to write, even more rigorously 
in my journal. This was the primary literate activity and genre, or type of  

composition, I took to during the 2020 spring 
shutdown. I wrote mostly obnoxious circular 
thoughts, but some were worth returning to—
mainly, concerns about my grandmother. It 
was in late March of  2020, about two weeks 
[QVKM�PMZ�I[[Q[\ML�TQ^QVO�NIKQTQ\a�PIL�VW\QÅML�
family members that they could no longer 
physically visit, that I remembered her son’s 
birthday was coming up soon (my mother’s 
brother, my uncle who I never got to meet). 
1�_WVLMZML�� [Q`\a�Å^M�aMIZ[�IOW�L]ZQVO�PMZ�
ÅZ[\�XZMOVIVKa��LIa[�JMNWZM� [PM�_W]TL�OQ^M�
birth, what nerves, pains, preparation, was 

A literate activity is closely related 
\W�\PM�KWVKMX\�¹IK\Q^Q\a�[a[\MU�º�
Via ISU Writing Program’s website, 
IK\Q^Q\a�[a[\MU[�IZM�¹C�����E�SMa�\W�
understanding how a given genre 
works, as genre is the tool (or tools, 
as an activity system may require 
more than one genre and/or tool) 
that the participant(s) use to achieve 
the objective [. . .] Understanding 
activity systems also allows us to see 
the complex ways that they interact 
with people and communities.”
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my grandma going through in the 
�!��[� �.QO]ZM� ��'� /Q^MV� \PM� NIK\�
that she was born in 1926 and 
had vivid memories of  her family’s 
impoverishment during the Great 
Depression era, I wondered if  
there were any similarities to her 
experience during the fifties. Was 
she worried that the worst could 
happen again, and what she could 
LW�QV�KI[M�Q\�LQL'�?I[�[PM�NMMTQVO�\PM�
same way most folks have felt during 
this current pandemic, like an anvil 
KW]TL� NITT� NZWU� \PM� [Sa'�?I[� [PM�
making sure her rural Oklahoma 
home’s fridge, pantry, and cleaning 
supplies were well-stocked in case 
her water broke and she couldn’t 
OM\�\W�I�PW[XQ\IT�QV�\QUM'

Ecology of Writing and Activity Situations

Knowing how exceptionally resilient and resourceful my grandmother has 
been as long as I knew her (a true Jane-of-all-trades), I deduced that she 
had acquired certain Depression-era tactics that served her swimmingly 
throughout multiple periods of  her life. She endured some of  the harshest, 
most painful conditions due to factors that were beyond her control. But she 
learned how to carry over certain tools and skills when met by various forms 
of  adversity—which is a marvelous model for how we might think about the 
tools used in literate activities when encountering unforeseen circumstances.

We explore P-CHAT (pedagogical cultural-historical activity 
theory) in ISU’s Writing Program as a way to articulate certain writing/
activity situations. The seven related terms that 
the program has developed to help writers talk 
[XMKQÅKITTa�IJW]\� TQ\MZI\M�IK\Q^Q\a� [a[\MU[� Q[� KITTML�
P-CHAT. One of  the terms, which can help describe 
the components of  analyzing texts and the process 
writers go through in composing texts is ecology. 
5W[\�XMWXTM�UQOP\�\PQVS�WN �\PM�\MZU�¹MV^QZWVUMV\º�
when they hear the word ecology, which isn’t too 
NIZ�Wٺ�QV�UMIVQVO�[QVKM�Q\�ZMTI\M[�\W�\PM�[]ZZW]VLQVO�
factors and context a writer is within while generating 

Via ISU Writing Program’s website, 
¹C�����E_M�][M�CHAT to help us 
think about and study the complex 
genres that we encounter in the 
world [. . .] CHAT allows us to 
focus on any aspect of  the myriad 
elements of  textual production, so 
it is more robust than these other 
methods for investigating texts.”

.QO]ZM��"�/ZIVLUI�*M\\a�:WJMZ\[WV�_WZSQVO�QV�OIZLMV�� 
5QIUQ��73�d�KQZKI��!���
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a text. Questions we can ask when analyzing the ecological elements of  a 
text include. . .

� �� ?PI\�XZWL]K\[�IVL�UI\MZQIT[�OW�QV\W�\PM�UISQVO�WN �I�\M`\'

� �� ?PMZM�LW�\PW[M�UI\MZQIT[�KWUM�NZWU'

� �� ?PI\�TQUQ\[�IZM�\PMZM�WV�\PM�I^IQTIJQTQ\a�WN �\PW[M�UI\MZQIT['

� �� ?PW�PI[�IKKM[[�\W�\PW[M�UI\MZQIT['

� �� 0W_�U]KP�LW�\PMa�KW[\'

� �� ?PI\�IZM�\PM�MٺMK\[�WV�\PM�MKWVWUa�_PMV�\PW[M�UI\MZQIT[�IZM�[KIZKM'

� �� ?PI\� QUXIK\[�LWM[�][QVO� \PW[M�UI\MZQIT[�PI^M�WV� \PM�MV^QZWVUMV\'�
(Sharp-Hoskins and Frost)

1�NW]VL�Ua[MTN �KWV[QLMZQVO�UIVa�WN �\PM[M�Y]M[\QWV[�_PMV�1�ÅZ[\�ZMKMQ^ML�
the heartbreaking (but necessary) news that I could no longer continue weekly 
in-person visits to my grandmother, due to the staunch measures senior care 
facilities were taking to ensure the safety of  their residents. So, the alternative 
\W�.�.�^Q[Q\['�1�LWV¼\�\PQVS�aW]¼TT�VMML�UIVa�O]M[[M[�I[�\W�_PI\�XTI\NWZU�1�
used to continue interacting with Grandma Betty.

It was going to be complex to plan Zoom sessions with not only my 
grandmother at the assisted living facility, but also too my brother and 
Ua�UW\PMZ�_PW�TQ^ML�QV�I�LQٺMZMV\�KQ\a��1�ITZMILa�PIL�BWWU�QV[\ITTML�WV�
my tablet, but my mother was not exactly literate in this particular digital 
media. I drove an hour to her house to help install Zoom on her desktop 
computer, I helped her get familiarized with its features. Then I e-mailed 
the assisted living community’s general manager to schedule appointments 

throughout the spring and summer 
with me and the households of  
my mother and my brother (his 
PW][MPWTL�PIXXMV[�\W�JM�Æ]MV\�QV�
Zoom, so I didn’t need to travel to 
his place to help install the app). 
We arranged these Zoom sessions 
with Grandma Betty every couple 
of  weeks. For a ninety-four-year-old 
with dementia (with the help of  her 
nurse) she seemed to get the hang 
of  it relatively quickly (Figure 6). 
In Zoom sessions Grandma didn’t 
always remember exactly who 

Figure 6: Grandma Betty and me on her ninety-fourth 
birthday. Zoom call May 22nd, 2020.
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I was, but she was able to follow a conversation and crack jokes as if  she 
had been in a F2F conversation. She recognized the familiar mode/media 
of  synchronous interaction due to her prior knowledge (or, antecedent 
knowledge) of  digital genres like phone calls and videos.

Most of  us have had a loved one or a 
community we belong to with whom we can’t 
be in direct contact, whether it’s due to this 
pandemic’s mitigation measures, or perhaps 
a geographical barrier where you’re in two 
LQٺMZMV\�[\I\M[�WZ�KW]V\ZQM[��1\¼[�XMZ\QVMV\�\W�\ISM�
up new technologies as public and interpersonal 
relationships are affected in such a way that 
requires us to communicate with repurposed, 
remediated literacies and genre knowledge. The genre here that I had to 
remediate was that of  a F2F visit into a Zoom call. I used various additional 
texts to communicate and interact with my grandmother, especially for the 
Zoom call on her birthday. The gifts that I would’ve given her in person, 
_MZM�LMTQ^MZML�\W�PMZ�Ja�\PM�NIKQTQ\a¼[�[\Iٺ�IN\MZ�1�LZWXXML�\PMU�Wٺ�\PM�LIa�
before the Zoom call. These layers of  literate activities were determined by 
the ecological factors (coronavirus and safety measures) at play.

For her gifts, I used the same genres she’s been accustomed to, using 
multimodal composing— which means using multiple modes outside 
of  just alphabetic text, including visual (pictures), symbolic, aural (sound), 
oral (spoken), and gestural modes. I gave Grandma Betty a little wooden 
birdhouse colored with markers and inscribed a message on the back, a 
birthday card with a handwritten letter, and some of  her favorite snacks 
packed with various visual and textual designs (color, font size), and symbols 
\PI\�MٺMK\Q^MTa�KWUU]VQKI\M�\W�PMZ�\PI\�\PMa¼ZM�QVLMML�PMZ�NI^WZQ\M�\ZMI\[�
(Figures 7 and 8).

Remediation in terms of  
TQ\MZIKa�IVL�OMVZM[�Q[�LMÅVML�
by the ISU Writing Program 
I[�¹CIE�XZWKM[[�QV�_PQKP�I�\M`\�
is altered for a new purpose, 
allowing it a new trajectory or 
[Q\]I\QVO�Q\�_Q\PQV�I�LQٺMZMV\�
activity system.”

Figure 7: Multimodal birdhouse birthday gift. Figure 8: Multimodal birthday treats.
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The event of  my grandmother’s birthday celebration took a bit of  
additional coordination and communication on my part leading up to the 
IK\]IT�BWWU�KITT��_PMZM�1�[XWSM�_Q\P�PMZ�[aVKPZWVW][Ta��ISI�¹QV�ZMIT�\QUMº���
All of  the behind-the-scenes planning for my Zoom video call with Grandma 
Betty consisted of  myriad of  activities and communications before we could 
actually interact over Zoom. This is pretty complex in how one single 
genre and activity, a Zoom birthday call, requires so much preparation and 
multiple modes of  instructions and communication in order for it to actually 
happen! A term we could use for this genre and its necessary activities is 
meta-genre��_PQKP�2IVM\�/QT\ZW_�LMÅVM[�I[�\PM�¹I\UW[XPMZM[�[]ZZW]VLQVO�
OMVZM[º��Y\L��QV�*I_IZ[PQ�IVL�:MQٺ�!����AW]�KW]TL�TWWS�I\�Q\�I[�IV�M`XIV[QWV�
of  how we think about the ecological factors and how we sometimes have to 
carry out many (not so easy) steps in writing and other literate activities.

Safety and Sentimental Purposes of Digital and Material Media

Since March of  2020, and hopefully not for too much longer, we have been 
constantly resituating ourselves as writers, students and as human beings 
during a pandemic that’s also colliding with the US’s socioeconomic tipping 
points (including ongoing systemic racial injustices/disparities, the Digital 
Divide, food insecurities, etc.). The community discourse and activities that 
have been maintained or created to help meet writers’ needs during these 
public and economic crises are key in how our writing research identities 
are adapting radically in unison, but also in isolation. This impacts the 
literate activities we’re taking up, in writing or non-writing activities, and 
changes how we used to think about and engage with texts and their authors. 
COVID-19 challenges us to jump the hurdles of  digital communication by 
combining new and old ways of  participating within digital spaces, while still 
using old genres like letter writing and multimodal composition.

This pandemic has forced us to get more creative in how we conduct 
social interactions, and to explore digital media in order to stay connected 
with friends and loved ones. While it’s crucial to digitize much of  our 
pre-pandemic communication, there’s still value to continuing to create 
correspondence with people we can’t see in person with material tools (paper, 
coloring utensils, glitter, sharpies). In the earlier days of  the pandemic, I found 
solace in exchanges of  letter writing, crafts, and care packages that my friends 
and I sent to one another in the mail. Like my Zoom calls with Grandma 
Betty, I think it’s in our loved ones’ best interest to adopt certain digital genres 
to ensure their safety. However, we don’t have to entirely replace our previous 
genres of  connection with Zoom and phone calls. It’s important to keep all 
our literate tools sharpened and within reach on our toolbelt, including the 
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material ones. There’s certain material genres and media that allow us in 
even our most isolated situations to revisit fond feelings and memories of  
human connection. One of  my former teachers, Lauren Markham, writes 
about the value of  the physical text in contrast to digital text:

[. . .] email became the territory of  logistics and commerce, less 
room for the slow sorcery of  correspondence. Perhaps an ex-
boyfriend put it best in a letter he wrote me in 2006. ‘I think daily 
of  writing an email, but I feel there’s something more concrete and 
\PMZIXM]\QK�IJW]\�I�TM\\MZ¼��5IZSPIU��¹.WZ�\PM�4W^M�WN �5IQTº�

Final Thoughts

The writer is never wholly in isolation, even in a pandemic—as despairing 
and lonely as it can be. Collective thoughts, experiences, and socio-historical 
contexts always show up in some shape or form or media in our written and 
[XWSMV�TIVO]IOM[��)�XIVLMUQK�LWM[V¼\�R][\�IٺMK\�\PM�UMLQI�QV�_PQKP�_M¼ZM�
used to sharing as writers, or the individual tools we use for writing, but it also 
IٺMK\[�\PM�IK\Q^Q\QM[�_M¼ZM�IJTM�\W�LW�\PI\�QVNWZU�W]Z�_ZQ\QVO�XZIK\QKM[��<PM�
value of  creating anything to share with a community is that, there’s some 
element of  struggle that writers respond to, and some of  those hardships 
come from the very ecological situations they’re within. A good example of  
this is poet-educator, Ocean Vuong’s story right before he made his break. 
The factors that were beyond his control included poverty; he was living in 
a cramped, noisy household during the writing of  his debut novel, On Earth 
?M¼ZM�*ZQMÆa�/WZOMW][��<PQ[� [\MMZML�>]WVO� \W��¹C�����E�_ZQ\M� QV�PQ[�JMLZWWU�
closet. (As a queer author, he says, ‘The irony is not lost on me.’) It was a 
refuge: a laptop, lamp and Vuong with his headphones on [. . .]” (Nguyen, 
¹-I^M[LZWXXQVO�WV�7KMIV�>]WVO¼[�6M_�*WWSº��

New and ecologically affected writing situations are constantly 
occurring, and require us to re-adjust accordingly if  we want to see our 
writing goals through. Adapting to everyday literate activities through 
various genres in a virtual format to help mitigate the spread of  COVID-19 
XMZ^ILM[�ITUW[\�M^MZa\PQVO�_M�LW��)VL�Q\¼[�LQٻK]T\��1\¼[�^MZa��^MZa�LQٻK]T\�\W�
feel meaningfully connected with other humans the way we used to. I’m so 
homesick for in-person interaction beyond my biweekly grocery store trips, 
that I’ve considered making cardboard cut-outs of  students and teachers in 
my apartment during Zoom class sessions (I’m not singularly bananas for 
this, I was inspired by Major League Baseball teams putting fan cutouts in 
stadiums during games). But despite these virtual obstacles, we can attempt 
to embrace the same spirit of  writing we took on pre-pandemic. Writers 
strive to problem-solve, create, and collaborate with the tools and skills 
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available to us at the moment, while recalling our antecedent knowledge to 
help us survive and grow stronger through the events happening around us 
in the present.

In Memory of Betty Joy Robertson

May 22, 1926–February 24, 2021

To the woman with relentless 
curiosity and spunk who always 
\WTL�UM�¹LWV¼\�M^MZ�OM\�WTL��SQL�º�
because she never did.
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