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Manifesting Quantum Imaginaries: Re-searching Literacies as
a Transcontextual Enterprise

“You never change things by [only] fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new model that
makes the existing model obsolete.”
—Buckminster Fuller

On June 7, 2024, the United Nations General Assembly proclaimed 2025 as the International Year of Quantum
Science and Technology (IYQ) (UNESCO, 2024). This designation marked the celebration of 100 years since the
initial development of quantum mechanics. But what is quantum? Simply put, quantum science states that that the
smallest units of reality do not follow linear rules; instead, they exist as bundles of potential, holding multiple states
simultaneously (National Institute of Standards of Technology, 2025). For the research of literacies, this notion
metaphorically implies that just as a subatomic particle holds infinite potential until it is observed, a single literacy
event (a spoken word, a text sent: Heath, 1982) holds multiple meanings depending on where and how it travels. In
turn, a single literacy event, based on how it travels, can create limitless possibilities all-at-once (Smith, 2025a).

Throughout human history, movement from one context to another—whether voluntary or forced—has recursively
defined how literacies travel -- functioning with multiple possibilities, all-at-once. Whether in pursuit of opportunity,
shaped through colonization, fleeing from persecution, or by force, people have constantly migrated and transformed,
while using literacies to navigate their worlds (Capstick, 2016). Such movement has transported literacy events across
borders, transforming languages, practices, and texts as they circulate (Silvester, 2015). And even for people who do
not move, their literacies travel too, functioning as participants “with them”in local and global contexts by
“integrat[ing], and endur[ing]” across all spheres of life (Brandt & Clinton, 2002). Whether people move or do not
move, their literacies are constantly in motion. This movement instantiatiates multiple literate possibilities that form
a complex transcontextual architecture of literacies —- literacies used by, and, with people to shape how we
communicate, belong, and resist across actual local-global contexts as well as real-imagined borders and boundaries.
Indeed, this enduring transcontextual architecture of literacies metaphorically illuminates the quantum nature of
literacies, clarifying how the smallest literacy events can work in concert with humans to represent multiple
possibilities all-at-once (Smith, 2025b).

On this marked celebration of 2025 as the 100t Year of Quantum (UNESCO, 2024), it is fitting that the Literacy
Research Association (LRA) creates space to metaphorically examine the enduring role of literacies as quantum
(Smith, 2013; see also Nita et al., 2021). In a technologically advanced era of artificial intelligence (AI), quantum
computing, and allusions to a global metaverse, we continue to witness a paradox: while society embraces digital
fluidity, there is an increasing resistance to the multiple possibilities instantiated by rich, diverse literacies born of
human movement and of literacies that travel (Silverstein, 2015). In fact, the very autonomy to move globally, much
like the increasingly transgressive travel of literacies across local and virtual worlds, engenders the most granular
literacy events. Yet the very richness and diversity they create are increasingly viewed as threats rather than sources of
collective strength and knowledge.

The LRA 2026 theme, “Manifesting Quantum Imaginaries: Re-searching Literacies as a Transcontextual
Enterprise,” responds to this oscillating dynamic, inviting the metaphorical reimagination of literacies through a
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quantum lens, and challenging the static, linear models of space and time that dominate Western thought. Drawing
on Michelle M. Wright’s Physics of Blackness (2015), the conference theme asks us to see literacies not as a simple
“what”—e.g., signaled, for instance, by the categories of citizen or migrant, documented or undocumented, alien or
resident—but also as a complex “when” and “where” in the lives of all humans. Wright challenges the underlying
linear views of time using the lens of Black movement and belonging function as complex, fluid, and
multidimensional. Instead of focusing solely on what literacies are, this perspective implies that we consider also,
when and where literacies “travel, integrate and endure” (Brandt & Clinton, 2002) by and with all peoples—those
who move and those who do not.

Metaphorically rethinking literacies through a quantum lens allows for multiple “nows” to exist simultaneously,
expanding our understanding of belonging and literacies across time and place. This quantum invitation to explore
how literacies work transcontextually with people (Brandt & Clinton, 2002), existing in overlapping “nows,” defies
singular definitions that have traditionally delimited literacies. Here, the past, present, and future contexts of
students’ literacies in motion (Silvester, 2015) are examined based on possibilities created at a single point in the
present moment -- the “now.” Because literacy events appear as overlapping “nows” rather than linear sequences,
this makes room for morally grounded “both-and” logics (Smith, 2016; see also Césaire, 1972), allowing literacies to
represent a given reality on the one hand and an equally plausible alternate reality on the other. As outlined in Black
Quantum Futurism (2024), alternate nows and a re-seeing of counter histories become possible when we break from
fixed temporal narratives (Phillips, 2025). These metaphorical quantum conceptions align with long-standing
Indigenous, African, Asian, and diasporic philosophies—such as Ubuntu, Samadhi, Thsan, Advaita Vedanta, and
Imago Dei— which emphasize the deep interconnectedness of humans and of their literacies, as a function of non-
linear time.

So, what does this mean for the LRA 2026 conference?

The LRA 2026 conference theme invites research that foregrounds how students work with and through the smallest
literacy events to make visible the multiple possibilities that exist all-at-once (e.g., Bartlett, 2008; Brandt & Clinton,
2002; Canagarajah, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2009; Lam & Warriner, 2012; Skerrett, 2015; Willis, 1995). The theme calls
for interrogations of the forces that advance or devalue literacies embedded in the movement of peoples and in the
travel of literacies. It serves as a metaphorical basis for naming and expanding our understandings of literacies as
quantum -- the smallest literacy events, occurring transcontextually, potentially creating multiple possibilities all-at-
once.

For the LRA 2026 conference, we invite proposals that broadly consider how literacies travel in the lives of students
who move and which answer questions such as:

How does the movement of students shape the smallest literacy events?
How do time and place influence students’ literacy events on multiple scales?
What multiple possibilities emerge all-at-once when literacies travel with students who move?

How can the re-search of literacies that travel collapse space and time to reveal deeper truths?

Beyond a focus on students who move, we are also interested in proposals that consider how literacies travel in the
lives of all humans and which answer questions such as:

What does it mean for literacies to travel?

How do literacies travel, both within local and across global contexts?

How do literacies work with students in local and in global contexts?

How do teachers support students’ use of literacies to progress iteratively through their literacy journeys?
How does the travel of students’ literacies reflect non-linearity?

Why do we embrace some of the multiple possibilities created by certain literacies that travel (e.g., local,
virtual) but often fear or devalue possibilities created by others (e.g., international, global)?



Philosophically, we challenge scholars to consider questions that move the epistemological, axiological, and
ontological needle, such as:

® How can research reflect the multiple possibilities that emerge, all-at-once, in the travel of students’
literacies?

® How does local, national, international, and/or symbolic movement shape the research of students’ literacies
to reflect the multiple possibilities that emerge, all-at-once?

® What truths have been buried about the metaphorical quantum possibilities for students’ literacies across
centuries of displacement and forced migration, both locally and globally?

® What happens when teachers/researchers see literacies not just as a “what,” but also as a “when” and a
“where”?

® How does the travel of literacies change the multiple possibilities regarding what students and their teachers
do with literacies as well as what literacies do with students and teachers?

® What happens when we research literacies so that the past, present, and future contexts of students’
literacies are all examined based on possibilities created at a single point in the present moment -- the
“now” -- displacing the tendency to succumb to a “murderous humanitarianism” (The Surrealist Group in
Paris, 1934)?

® What paradoxical notions of literacies become visible, allowing for “both-and” (Smith, 2016, 2024)
possibilities that allow seemingly contradictory truths to exist in the lives of students at the same time?

® How can we metaphorically apply quantum ideas like superposition (multiple realities) and entanglement
(deep interconnectedness) to the study of literacies in ways that expand our understandings of how literacies
travel, integrate, and endure?

By exploring these questions, the LRA 2026 conference theme boldly invites us to metaphorically name and adopt the
quantum lens as a mechanism for clarifying literacies as a transcontextual enterprise. In doing so, researchers are
invited to function not merely as resistors of the old, but also as creators of new models of the now. Through
addressing questions such as these, the LRA 2026 conference theme asks researchers to explore how new models hold
possibilities for centering the movement of humans and the transcontextual travel of literacies (Brandt & Clinton,
2002; Leonard, 2013) as fundamental to advancing justice in ways that honor responsibility and privilege (kuleana)
and that allow for the rethinking of narrow definitions of time and space. Moreover, through the challenge posed by
the conference theme to rigid colonial characterizations of movement in contemporary times, and to limited linear
histories surrounding the travel of literacies, the theme makes space for a metaphorical manifestation of quantum
imaginaries (Mahmud, 1999; Smith, 2024) that liberate all literacies as literacies that travel. This liberation, in turn,
reveals the enduring architecture of literacies as a living, transcontextual enterprise, invoking a collective (re-)
awakening to truths embedded in the movement of humans and of literacies that travel—truths that can heal, redeem,
reconnect, care and protect (malama), as well as radically reshape the shared nows of all.

Patriann Smith, LRA 2026 Conference Chair
Rahat Zaidi, LRA 2026 Associate Conference Chair

Note

To submit a proposal to the Literacy Research Association (LRA) 2026 conference, see here. For additional
information, access the video, infographic, and long form version of the LRA 2026 conference theme.
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