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Introduction

This paper suggests how a theoretical notion of place can be used as an analytical and methodological framework to understand nomadic work. By looking at students as instances of nomadic workers, we have explored how they manage their work at several places and how they turn location into suitable (work)places by using technological artifacts. 

Place, or rather the variability of places at which work is accomplished, is a relevant characteristic of students’ work as they lack a steady and fixed location where project related activities can be carried out and accomplished. Choosing a location depending on the nature of the tasks to be carried out, the resources available within them and the peers involved, are all relevant facets of student’s group activities. Thus, place is a practical concern (Brown et al., 2003) not only for professional nomadic workers, but also for students who, similarly, plan and organize their group activities depending on the sites they travel to and will be working at. In this sense, they do not just happen to be in one place, but they rather attribute activities, meanings and values to it. For these reasons we suggest that place as a theoretical notion can provide an analytical framework to analyze nomadic work. In fact, whereas space merely refers to the geometrical and structural dimension of a site, place encompasses the facets of individuals’ experience, activities and usage of it. 
The Nomad Project

The fieldwork we relate to in this paper was performed in order to understand how students manage collaborative activities - in particular designing and writing - taking place at several locations and how they use tools and technological artifacts in order to cope with this situation. A course, including a design project, was chosen as a setting to perform the field studies. Students attending the course were required to work in groups to design a prototype of computer support for collaborative work or learning. Furthermore, they were to write a report describing the prototype developed, the process of designing it and to justify the main design choices. The fieldwork was conducted in order to gain an understanding of: 

(i) what activities are carried out by students at different locales and why these are chosen; 

(ii) how the students turn the locations they travel to into places suitable for their work; 

(iii) how they manage work at and across several places; 

(iv) what tools they use and which strategy they adopt in order to do so.

While the data collected provide an overall account of the aforementioned foci (Rossitto et al., 2007), for the purposes of this workshop, we would like to mainly focus on the second an third point. More in detail, some concrete examples of how work is organized with regard to the localized and situated access to working resources will be illustrated. 
Place as an event 

Casey’s phenomenological notion of place as an event, as something that has to be negotiated and constructed may be appropriate to my analytical goals. According to Casey (1996), an important aspect of place is that, although stable and perduring in relation to its identity and essence, the same place may still be dynamic and changing in relation to a lived body, its movements within and across it. In other words, if a place may be understood for what it is by most of the members of a given community or group, their experience, its appropriation and use of it may differ depending on the people within it, the current activities, and their situated needs.

“A given place takes on the properties of its occupants, reflecting these qualities in its own construction and description, and expressing them in its occurrence as an event: places not only are, they happen” (Casey, 1996: 27).
In other words, a place does not just exist per se, but is rather embodied in individuals’ activities and experience of it through space and time. McCarthy and Wright (2005) have described this aspect of place by adopting a dialogical metaphor that explains the emergence of place as the situated outcome of a responsive conversation between place, self and technology. 

Thus, similarities between places do not merely derive from sharing the same physical locations, geometry, or structure. On the contrary, they emerge from the intertwinement of other traits related to individuals’ lived experience of it, such as a psychological, a cultural, an historical and a social dimension. According to Casey, the lived dimension enables similar experiences and the engagement to activities of the same type. Maintaining an engagement to the same activity is the main challenge that students have to face when moving from a site to another one and when working at, and across several locations. In the following sections I will tackle some concrete examples of how students manage to keep such an engagement by using and adapting various technological artifacts into their work practices. The notion of place as an event has enables us to focus on how place happens, how it emerges from students’ interactions with the environment they inhabit and how it is mediated by the technology they use. 

Accessing and sharing resources 

A main characteristic of the nomadic work presented here is to provide access to resources: namely working documents, references, artifacts produced throughout the project. Making sure that working resources are available and that everyone has access to them seems to be one of the students’ main concern when setting the stage for work related activities, when creating a workplace. This is a serious issue because the appropriation and the use students make of places, especially the public ones, are ephemeral. In fact, as the locales are also available to other people, working artifacts produced and used by the whole group (e.g. mock-ups, paper references, images) cannot be stored therein. Consequently, they have to be cleared out when the working sessions are over. The strategies adopted by each individual in order to overcome this aspect of work are different. One of the group members, for example, used to select some articles and books to bring along, so that the whole group could consult them while writing the report. Before the work session arranged to finalize the report, the readings were grouped together by topic, organized in different piles and laid on a big table, situated in the middle of the room, so that they were within everyone’s reach. Another student, preparing for the same meeting, sent to himself, as an email attachment, the part of the report he had written the day before, so that it would be accessible from any computer at the university. At the same time, he brought his own laptop to the meeting, in order to have an archive of past assignments from which to draw inspiration in case of need. 

Planning the availability of working material and resources is therefore important aspect of setting a workplace. Their access and use are not limited to an individual usage, but it encompasses the possibility to make them shareable by each group member. 
Bridging places 

The previous section shows some examples of how students manage work at several places by planning the access and use of resources throughout their group work. The following episode further illustrates this aspect of nomadicity, particularly in regard to how places are bridged by moving artifacts from a place to the one at which the next working session is planned to occur. During a meeting taking place in an open space within one of the university buildings, the four group members used a whiteboard to sketch their prototype. As the place had to be cleared out at the end of the working session and they could not take the whiteboard with them, one of students took some pictures of the whiteboard, by using the camera in his mobile phone, and promised he would send them to the others by email. Despite the agreement, he forgot to do so and during the following meeting, the pictures were firstly transferred from his mobile phone to a peer’s one, from there offloaded to his laptop and then printed out in different copies. 

Moving and circulating objects and artifacts between places seems to be a recurrent strategy adopted by this type of nomadic workers. While the previous examples illustrate how different places are bridged, they also show the additional efforts needed to enable work at several places, both regarding individual and collaborative tasks.
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