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Children as young as three seem already to possess amazing knowledge about 

what practice in a certain context is appropriate and what is not. This study investigated 

very young children’s literacy practices in an artifact-rich environment, a children’s 

museum. It focused on young children’s experience of enculturation such as how they 

respond to the symbolic qualities of cultural artifacts as well as their experience of 

socialization with teachers and peers. The research methodology involved photography 

and semiotic analysis based on a post-discourse perspective derived from post-

modernism, post-structuralism, and critical theory. Specifically, the works of Bourdieu, 

Foucault, and Baudrillard were the theoretical basis of this dissertation. The findings 

indicate that children's literacy practices were context contingent and power laden, and 

that photography, as a means to study embodied literacy experiences, froze the moment 

of habitus and capital and revealed children’s sociohistorical backgrounds and traces 

from the broader society. The implications for early school education and critical 

pedagogy are also discussed. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

In the Post-World War II years, many academic disciplines, and the social 

sciences in particular, witnessed several major intellectual movements. One of these 

trends is, broadly termed, postmodernism. The core thought of postmodernism was to 

challenge the reductionism, universalism, and totalizing perspective of positivist 

philosophy, with the recognition of relativism and meaning-making in contextualized 

dynamic social relations (Stockman, 1984). Some of the works I cite in this dissertation 

reflect this trend: What’s “new” in New Literacy Studies? (Street, 2003) and The New 

Photography (Webster, 1985).  

In line with a postmodernist perspective, in this study, I worked from two 

premises: (a) A recognition of the pluralities of literacy. In other words, in this study, the 

concept of literacy practices is broadened to encompass all kinds of visual and aural 

communication modes (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; Street, 

1996). In this study, literacies are conceived as multimodal practices of children’s 

activities, which may include of verbal and non-verbal communication, and artifacts and 

images, rather than only printed text. (b) A view of literacy as social practices. By social 

practices, it is meant that meaning-making is context-bounded and contingent on social 

ideology, hence contested through power relation (Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000; 

Gee, 2000; M. Hamilton, 2000; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Street, 1995, 1996). Thus, the 

focus of this study was on the relation between young children’s literacy practices and 

their cultural milieu within a particular social institution, a children’s museum. The study 
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was built on the premise that children’s subjectivities are shaped by their family 

background and sociohistorical circumstances, and reflected in their behavior. Children’s 

literacy practices at the museum therefore were considered form of embodied 

interpretation of cultural resources on site and an articulation of social identities. In 

addition, this study used photography as a research methodology aiming to contribute to a 

new conceptualization of children’s literacy practices in the museum, using the 

affordances of photography to freeze the moment of children’s subjectivities and reveal 

their sociohistorical background. It was my view that such a holistic approach would 

allow multiple interpretations and a higher degree of reflexivity to the study of young 

children’s literacy practices. 

 

OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE 

My project takes a postmodernist position that conceives of both literacy and 

photography as social practices. This perspective rejects a positivist unified view that 

reduces cultural phenomena into constitutive elements governed by a few universal rules. 

Instead, I embrace cultural plurality and focus on the embeddeness of individuals’ family 

background within broader sociohistorical contexts. In the field of literacy studies, 

researchers are increasingly conceptualizing literacy as socially, culturally, and 

historically situated (Barton, et al., 2000; Carrington, 2003; Carrington & Luke, 1997; 

Collins, 2000; Hodge & Kress, 1988). In other words, literacy practices are no longer 

considered as an independent skill set that is culturally neutral, universally applicable, 

and has direct impact on an individual’s cognitive ability and social and economic 

progress. Instead, as social constructs, the meaning of literacy practices is always 

contested, depending on the situation, and is interpreted within a specific social ideology. 



 3 

Street termed the former, traditional view, the autonomous literacy model, because of its 

presumed context independency. And he called the new conceptualization the ideological 

literacy model, because it recognizes that any literacy practice is “always rooted in a 

particular world-view and in a desire for that view of literacy to dominate and to 

marginalize others” (Street, 2003, p. 78). Such a distinction is central to new literacy 

studies because it acknowledges the plurality of situated literacy practice across contexts 

and its relation to dominant power. Street also distinguished literacy events from literacy 

practices (Street, 1988). As Barton and Hamilton explained (2000), “events are 

observable episodes which arise from practices and are shaped by them. The notion of 

events stresses the situated nature of literacy, that it always exists in a social context” (p. 

8). In other words, the concept of literacy as social practices serves as a practical link 

between theory and practice, and allows a way to characterize literacy practices within 

culture.  

The plurality nature of literacy practices also entails the recognition of multiple 

forms of expression as a way to address better the variety of forms of literacy practices 

across cultural contexts and communication modes. For example, recent work from social 

semiotics has extended the concept of literacy beyond printed text (M. Hamilton, 2000; 

Hodge & Kress, 1988). Hence new literacy studies are often described in plural and 

multiple terms (Gee, 1991; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kellner, 1998; Street, 1996). The 

plural form of literacy has gained currency in the literature as we see a flourish of terms 

such as multiple literacies (Street, 2003) and multimodal literacies (Kellner, 1998; Kress 

& van Leeuwen, 2001), among others. These new kinds of literacy practices, however, do 

not necessarily suggest a complete departure from traditional literacy, as they are all 

rooted through several traditional disciplines in discourse, script, and symbols (Goody, 

1986; Olson, 1977; Street, 1984). In addition, it is important to recognize that it is the 
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relation between individual literacy practice and the broader social order that is the key to 

new literacy studies, rather than a focus on a particular form or mode of literacy 

proficiency and minutiae as certain terms may suggest: technology literacy and media 

literacy (Street, 1996, 2003). For my project, Such multiple views of literacy practices 

provide a theoretical structure from which to address how young children’s multimodal 

literacy practices in a children’s museum are influenced by the children’s family 

background and great social ideologies. In other words, this dissertation aims to identify 

traces of family histories and social significance in children’s literacy practices in a 

children’s museum. 

In line with the concept of multiple literacy, I wanted a research method that was 

capable of capturing the multiple forms of expression and communication. I therefore 

chose photography as a holistic approach that not only can serve as a more “faithful” 

recording tool but also allows, or invites, a greater degree of reflexivity from researcher, 

participants, and readers, as an analytic tool. I will briefly review some key theories of 

photography that were central to the development of a methodology for my study that 

represent a critical use of photography. The invention of photography in the 18th century 

received a warm welcome at a time when the ideology of postivitism was becoming 

dominant. According to Webster (1985), this was due to the seemingly permanent nature 

of photographs to represent the world accurately. Photographs were soon being used to 

document everything observable, from personal experience to public events, from Paris 

to the Galapagos Islands. The ubiquitous presence of photography allowed everyone to 

have a portrait made of themselves and their family, which had not been possible 

previously without costly commissions to a painter. This new type of incontestable proof 

of an event or existence soon found its way in police stations for criminal records, 

medical institutions’ use of X-rays, and journalism’s use in war zones. The American 
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Civil War was the first to be documented by photography by Mathew Brady. What was 

not realized at first was that although photographs are often considered faithful 

representations of whatever is in front of the lens, one should not take photographs as 

indisputable evidence, because the content is open to interpretation (Barthes, 1981; 

Bourdieu, 1990). This point will be addressed in greater detail in the next chapter when I 

discuss the issues of photography and truth as well as the relation between language and 

photography as symbols. 

Photography as a research tool in the social science disciplines such as 

anthropology has been widely discussed, for example, Collier and Collier (1967/1986), 

Prosser (1998), Pink (2001), among others. Some researchers like Kress and van 

Leeuwen (1996, 2001) have combined both literacy and visual studies. According to 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) and Hamilton (2000), literacy as social practices can be 

inferred from visible traces presented in an image by identifying and describing the 

participants, settings, artifacts, and activities within the image. However, this approach, 

like earlier works of Collier and Collier (1986), focuses only on the forms and contents of 

an image and fails to recognize the sociohistorical background of content within the 

image, as well as the problems of multiple interpretations of the image as an artifact by 

different viewers. Such an approach can be considered akin to traditional structuralist 

analysis that was critiqued by postmodernist researchers who took a reflective account of 

the situated meaning of an image: the meaning-making of an image is co-constructed 

both by the author and viewer according to social contexts (Bolton, 1989; Pink, 2001; 

Sullivan, 2004). This new perspective is well discussed in Webster’s book The New 

Photography (1985). Webster urged that instead of focusing on technical and structural 

details of photography, one should ask reflective questions such as why did Dorothea 

Lange (1936) take the picture Migrant Mother; why Ellis Reed (1997) juxtaposed the 
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pictures of Black in America in a particular way; what impact did Robert Frank’s The 

Americans (1958/2008) have on the post-war era, and how Lewis Hine’s work on child 

labor brought about social reform (Freedman & Hine, 1998). 

Having introduced some of the relevant theories in literacy and photography, I 

now turn to the constructs that will impact my data analysis most directly. As mentioned 

above, the focus of this study is on very young children’s literacy practice. Considering 

the fact that literacy practices are always embedded in complex social phenomena, in 

order to understand children’s literacy practices, there is a need to know what 

sociohistorical background children bear and how that is acted out and constrained by 

certain social rules within the museum. The challenge of this kind of study is first, how to 

observe social constructs like sociohistorical background and social rules that are 

admittedly vague, and second, how to interpret the observed phenomena in terms of 

children’s literacy practices. The key lies in the fine relation between what Street called a 

literacy event and a literacy practice (Street, 1984, 1988). First, the concept of the 

literacy event allows for a rich description of what is taking place in a social context. This 

is the observable part of literacy practices. Second, the concept of literacy practice, 

serving as a link between individuals and society, helps to explicate how the meaning of a 

literacy event is constructed in terms of the broader social logic and cultural environment. 

In other words, for my study, I needed first to identify traces of social practices so that 

children’s activities can be considered as literacy practices and second, to understand and 

interpret the cultural conception and social significance inherent in the event. In this 

study, I relied on Bourdieu’s (1993; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) concept of habitus and 

capitals to interpret the observable literacy event. I argue that these constructs, which I 

will discuss in more detail in the next paragraph, can be represented by photographs and 

are useful to explicate how individuals’ activities exhibit traces and influences of their 
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sociohistorial environments through prolonged participation within their cultural milieu 

shaping their future social practices. These ideas were related to Gee’s (1996) concept of 

Discourse and Lave and Wenger’s (1991) communities of practice. In this view, an 

individual’s self identity, knowledge of cultural phenomena, and his or her available 

social resources are not stable nor unified. A post-modernist view posits that the 

formation and maintenance of identity, discourse processes, and field-specific dynamics 

are in constant flux, being constructed and reconstructed by the interplay of individual 

subjectivities and situated social structures (Collins, 2000; Gee, 1996). I expected that 

photography could capture and represent the dynamics of young children’s literacy 

practices. 

So far research in new literacy studies has only began to address how multiple 

literacy practices are shaped by social conceptions and structures in very young 

children’s literacy development. In this study, I attempted to combine photography and 

literacy studies to capture young children’s embodied literacy practices beyond simply 

the verbal with specific emphasis on the manifestation of traces of family and broader 

society influences. Embodied literacy takes into consideration the influences from both 

biological and cultural aspects. The first aspect addresses young children’s developing 

understanding of symbols through bodily enactment of such literacy practices as their 

physical ability to play with objects. For the second aspect, I drew on Bourdieu’s (1977) 

concepts of habitus and capital as a way to analyze and theorize the dynamic relation 

between very young children’s literacy practices and social ideology. According to 

Bourdieu, the concept of habitus is a system of dispositions. It describes the emerging 

relationship between an individual’s subjective responses to objective social structures 

that the individual encounters over time. In other words, habitus traces the experience of 

practice from its origin in prior experience to the present experience and its influence on 
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subsequent attitudes and experience. In a similar vein Rosenblatt (1938) articulated how 

an individual’s histories and emotions affect a reader’s interpretation of text. The concept 

of habitus thus allows one to trace an individual’s construction and re-construction of the 

experience of negotiation and meaning-making within and across different external 

constituencies, and relate it to family ideologies that a child has to adapt, internalize, and 

come to use habitually within the context of a dominant culture. The concept of cultural 

capital comprises culturally specific knowledge, skills, and social advantages that are 

transmitted and acquired in family, and are embodied in each individual. The children’s 

museum, a miniature world representing its society, thus is a unique place to study 

Bourdieu’s concepts where a group of young children participate in a wide variety of 

activities and use of cultural artifacts. I argue that photographs may serve as a fruitful 

data source to reveal the relationship between individuals and their society by showing 

how children’s activities may exhibit signs of social significance. 

 

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH METHOD 

This study relied on observations of children in a children’s museum with detailed 

descriptions of the activities in which children engaged and the environment where the 

literacy practices took place. Still photographs were used as the primary data source. 

Written transcripts of children’s talk were also used as a way to supplement the 

interpretation of children’s activities. Informal conversations with the children or teachers 

occasionally took place to triangulate conclusions from other data sources. This approach 

minimized intervention and was particularly suitable for documenting the fleeting 

moments of children’s activities in the children’s museum, as well as allowing for 

possibilities of multiple analyses. In this study, photographs were taken to document 
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children’s literacy practices to show how children used museum exhibits, their 

interpretation and expression of narratives, and the artifacts children produced in the 

museum (e.g., graffiti, drawings, toys). An advantage of this approach was that it offered 

the possibility of a rich account of the meaning-making of the participants in the 

particular social context, and is beyond the traditional structuralist approach of focusing 

on linguistic structures. Nevertheless, in this study, the analysis of both transcripts and 

photographs was akin to discourse analysis. 

 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

This study investigated very young children’s embodied, multiple literacy 

experiences, an area that is just beginning to be addressed by literacy researchers. It 

focused on young children’s experience of enculturation such as how they responded to 

symbolic qualities of cultural artifacts as well as their experience of socialization with 

teachers and peers. Such a study therefore poses a challenge to traditional discourse 

analysis because of limited verbal expression of very young children. I used photography 

as the research method to document children’s literacy practices. Bourdieu’s (1977, 

1993) idea of habitus and capitals are used to interpret the visual results. As this study 

attempted to understand how young children’s activities were influenced by broader 

social forces, the result has significant implication for areas such as early school 

education and critical pedagogy. 
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Chapter 2 
Review of the Literature 

INTRODUCTION 

I begin this chapter by introducing three intellectual traditions: postmodernism, 

poststructuralism, and critical theory. These three theories serve as the theoretical 

foundation of my dissertation. By beginning with these philosophical perspectives, I hope 

to give the reader a clearer idea as to how contemporary theories and debates in the 

research on literacy and photography, the two major topics my dissertation addresses, 

came into being: despite their seemingly unrelatedness and diversity, they are nonetheless 

influenced by the same intellectual trends in Western culture. I then discuss the literature 

of literacy studies and of photography. This chapter ends with a discussion of the 

construct of embodiment serving as a synthesis of the two lines of work on literacy 

practice and photography. These lines of work are all related to the development of the 

thesis that photography can serve as a research methodology, instead of simply 

considering the camera as a recording tool as is typically conceived in social science 

research.  

 

POSTMODERNISM 

Postmodernism, literally meaning “after-just now” from the Latin, is an umbrella 

term used to describe the theoretical reaction to modernism. Postmodernism as a 

movement first emerged in architecture as a rejection of modernist architecture in the 

mid-20th century, largely due to Robert Venturi’s two influential books: Complexity and 

Contradiction in Architecture (1966) and Learning from Las Vegas (1972, with Brown & 
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Izenour). In essence, modernist architecture refers to building styles with extensive use of 

modern technology and development such as plain shiny steel and glass surfaces, and an 

emphasis on the idea of abstract, pure, and perfect form and function. Modernist 

architecture therefore can be seen as a repudiation of the past and of nature. 

Postmodernist architecture, by contrast, attempts to restore history and rediscover nature 

as postmodernist architects draw on all kinds of methods, materials, forms, or patterns for 

architecture and combine all sorts of styles, new and old, plain and ornamental. 

Postmodern architecture thus represents a stylistic eclecticism. The striking differences 

between modernist and postmodernist buildings can be seen more clearly when one 

compares modernist Walter Gropius’s Fagus factory in Alfeld-an-der-Leine, Germany 

(built in 1913) and Michael Graves’ post-classical Humana Building in Louisville, 

Kentucky, USA (1985). The former uses glass and metal with floor-to-ceiling glass 

windows and steel frames as the exterior to suggest the speed of modern transportation 

whereas the latter is rich in composition and variation, with a mixture of classical and 

modern styles on each side of the building and a consideration of the surrounding areas 

(see Portoghesi (1983) for a review of architecture and postmodernism).  

As more and more attention was paid to postmodernism in the late 20th century, 

its influence gradually expanded to a wide range of disciplines such as philosophy, 

aesthetics, art, theater, sociology, literary theory, women and cultural studies. In a general 

sense, postmodernism in philosophy and the social sciences is antifoundationalist in that 

it rejects the fundamental assumptions of positivist epistemologies and ideology 

stemming from the Enlightenment movement of the 19th century. One of the traditional 

epistemological assumptions is the belief that there exists objective reality and that 

universal knowledge can be obtained through rigorous scientific inquiry. Postmodernism 

is skeptical about these taken-for-granted theoretical grounds, it critiques these ideas as 
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subjective, and it argues against objective truth (Bishop, 1996). The recognition of 

relativism and plurality, anti-reduction/hegemony, and meaning in contextualized 

dynamic social relations represents the core ideas of postmodernist thought (Stockman, 

1984). Major contributions to postmodernist thought and action come from French 

poststructuralist philosophers like Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard, Barthes, and Baudrillard, 

whose works were aimed at deconstructing Western grand narratives. The ideas of 

antifoundalism, pluralism and decentralization can be found in Lyotard’s (1984) 

influential work The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Lyotard argued 

against the modernist idea of universals, or grand narratives, that collapse all sort of 

societal, cultural, or historical perspectives into a master account, which is typified by a 

linear, universal, and ethnocentric fashion. Lyotard stated that such generality cannot 

represent the unpresentable and cannot be achieved. Thus in the postmodernist age, there 

is a need to recognize heterogeneity and diversity, what he termed micronarratives. Take 

the concept of meaning as an example. Lyotard argued that meanings are undecidable, 

because they are interpreted as a function of differences in opinions that are embedded in 

particular cultural and historical world of the meaning makers. 

  

POSTSTRUCTURALISM 

It may seem that postmodernism and poststructuralism are two separate 

intellectual traditions. In fact, they overlap highly as the works from these philosophers 

are often attributed to both schools. Some, like Darrida and Foucault, have even denied 

that this kind of labeling applies to them. This is not surprising, given the fact that 

poststructuralists critique structuralist binary oppositions. For my purpose here for a 

literacy study and semiotic analysis, I will now focus on poststructuralism because of its 
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special focus on languages and symbols. The poststructuralist critique holds that binary 

opposition is central to structuralist thinking, with its traditional assumption that the 

world consists of paired opposites, for example, male and female, rational and emotional, 

presence and absence, and homosexual and heterosexual. For a poststructuralist, such 

categorization is a positivist holdover, value-laden and hegemonic, as in the case of white 

male supremacy. Poststructuralist criticism proposed the need for a deconstruction of 

meaning as a way to reveal the interrelation between apparent dichotomies and the 

underlying ideological assumptions. One classical example of poststructuralist 

destabilized meaning of categorization is Garfinkel’s (1967) study of transsexuallity. In 

Studies in Ethnomethodology, Garfinkel described how Agnes makes himself accountable 

as female by employing taken-for-granted assumptions of sexuality.  

Representative of postmodernalism, Derrida’s (1976, 1978) critical work and 

philosophy of deconstruction were (and still are) fundamental to poststructuralism and 

have been very influential in literary and cultural criticism (Bishop, 1996; Culler, 1982). 

His deconstructive analysis challenged the traditional understanding of meaning. Derrida 

distinguished between surface text and deep text. He argued that understanding of text 

always refers to the underlying values and assumptions, and is always contextualized. 

Thus, according to Derrida, there is no fixed meaning of a text; meaning is always 

contested due to the differences of embedded significance. A deconstructivist approach to 

textual analysis aims to reveal the multiple meanings and concealed ideologies. The 

implication of Derrida’s rhetorical analysis has been recognized as profound and taken 

beyond the text: any code or symbols can be subjected to such analysis. Its impact can be 

found in work in gender and race studies that are silent or marginalized in modernist 

theory (Armour, 1999; Rorty, 1993). The influence in literacy and semiology in particular 

will be addressed in detail in later sections.  
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To sum up, postmodernism and poststructuralism essentially put into question the 

universality of claims coming from a traditional Western epistemology. Post-discourses’ 

new perspectives then expanded to all sorts of circumstances and dimensions. Such broad 

assertions and connections to a wide range of social movements and disciplines mean that 

a single unified definition of either term is not possible. In fact, the concept of a 

transparent, positivist definition, which is considered a dominant form of ideology by 

critical social theorists, is exactly what these two perspectives are against (Agger, 1991; 

Stockman, 1984). However, in order to avoid postmodernist nihilism, while following a 

postmodernist tradition, I choose to ground this research on poststructuralism and critical 

theory. Ebert distinguished two different theoretical strands of postmodernism (Ebert, 

1991). According to her, the aforementioned view of postmodernism from a 

poststructuralist textual theory of difference aiming to deconstruct Western 

metanarratives is called ludic postmodernism; the other, resistance postmodernism, 

emphasizes transforming oppressive social and power relations, and is related to critical 

theory, or referred to as critical postmodernism (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1991; Giroux, 

1997). 

 

CRITICAL THEORY 

Like postmodernism, critical theory is not a monolithic theory. In sociology it 

often refers to an intellectual tradition advocated by German exiles such as Horkheimer, 

Adorno, and Marcus to the United States during WWII, and more recently, Habermas. 

These scholars, known as the Frankfurt School, were associated with the Institute for 

Social Research in Frankfurt am Main and had their theoretical tradition rooted in 
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western Marxism (Hoy & McCarthy, 1994). Like postmodernism and poststructuralism, 

critical theory is also a critique of positivism (Stockman, 1984). However it goes beyond 

critiquing the taken-for-granted traditional assumptions by seeking human emancipation 

as its chief goal. Critical theory seeks to provide normative bases to analyze power and 

justice relations of individuals or groups within society, to uncover privilege and power 

structures, with the practical aim of human emancipation from domination and 

oppression (Horkheimer, 1982). Critical theory as a broader philosophical approach, in 

contrast to the Frankfurt School’s emphasis on Marxian theory in capitalist societies, also 

expanded to include critical feminist theory, critical race theory, postcolonial criticism, to 

critiques of psychoanalysis, communication, education, etc. (Habermas, 1984, 1987). 

Recently continental philosophers’ work on social and cultural analysis like Foucault’s 

and Bourdieu’s have become particularly influential. 

Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990, 1991, 1993; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) notions of 

capitals, habitus, and symbolic violence are especially relevant to my dissertation for the 

analysis of power relation within a social institute. Bourdieu discussed agents’ 

perceptions and endeavors in specific fields and how their positions are related to the 

wider society (Bourdieu, 1993). In Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) theorized about cultural capitals as marks of class fractions 

and as explanations of different academic achievements. Cultural capital is a sociological 

concept denoting social resources and advantages, or culturally specific knowledge or 

skills that can be transferred or acquired in family, and are embodied in individuals. 

According to Bourdieu, children acquire cultural capital from their parents and use these 

assets to access culturally specific resources, usually class-based, that account for future 

educational success. As such, educational settings are considered as places of 

reproduction of social hierarchies, rather than a place for democratic access to knowledge 
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(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). The reproduction of social class in academia is done 

through hegemonic and ideological powers, what Bourdieu called symbolic violence. In 

other words, the reproduction of class domination is accomplished by imposing social 

structures, not necessarily physical force, on social agents who consent to the dominance 

and take the social orders to be legitimate through social and cultural institutions.  

Bourdieu used the concept of habitus to discuss how individuals acquire capitals 

and are socialized in class-based societies (Bourdieu, 1993; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). 

Habitus is a system of dispositions that describes the emerging relationship between an 

individual’s subjective responses to objective social structures over time. In other words, 

habitus traces the experience of practice from its origin in prior experience to present 

experience and identifies the influence of subsequent attitudes and actions. The concept 

of habitus thus allows one to trace an individual’s construction and re-construction of the 

experience of negotiation and meaning-making within and across different external 

constituencies, and relate it to their family ideologies that children have to adopt, 

internalize, and come to use habitually. Bourdieu and Passeron offered empirical 

evidence supporting the concept of capitals by studying linguistic habitus exhibited by 

different social classes, bourgeois, middle-class, and working class variants, as well as 

extensive surveys of middle-class activities (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977). 

 

SIMULACRA 

So far, it would seem postmodernism poses a radical departure from modernism 

by rejecting classical social theories stemming from Enlightenment rationalism. Lyotard 

(1984) hence argued that there is a need for a new theory to understand the new social 
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world. However, critical theorists like postmarxists have pushed the theoretical ground 

even further by arguing that uncritical rational thinking and cohesive social structures 

serve to repress and homogenize social differences by legitimating particular political 

ideologies. With the demise of totalizing theory and grand narratives, Baudrillard (1975, 

1998) declared that the contemporary era is the end of grand social and historical 

narratives because cohesive social theories are no longer possible. What remains are but 

fragmented, multiple representations of society, culture, or subject. The epistemological 

focus therefore has shifted from seeking or mimicking the ultimate, objective truth and 

reality to understanding how meanings are constructed and presented in specific contexts. 

By focusing on signs and their referents, poststructuralists essentially broke away from 

modernists’ division of representation and reality.  

Baudrillard went beyond poststructuralism by arguing that signs, images, or TV 

programs that simulate reality, what he called simulacra, have replaced reality through 

implosion (Baudrillard, 1983, 1988). As reality disappears, a new form of theory 

essentially dissolves the separation of representation and reality, the classical theorist’s 

polar ideal. According to Baudrillard (1993), the real is but a second-order simulacra of 

mass commodity production. Baudrillard’s simulacra may be more apparent in the 

contemporary world that is filled with mass-produced pictorial representations and 

cyberspace, and with virtual reality in particular. For example, contemporary fashion and 

travel industries within a capitalist society have exploited the maxim “to see is to 

believe.” Photographs and MTV showing beautiful scenery and models are more 

essential, or truer, to the media than is reality. What a travel destination is or whether a 

new couture can fit a normal person is irrelevant. A recent example of the great influence 

and consequence of simulacra can be seen in George W. Bush’s unfounded claims of 

evidence as cause for the war in Iraq (C. Hamilton, 2004). This example illustrates the 
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point that the production and consumption of real materials can be less important than the 

simulated sign-value of commodities that affects an individual’s perception, which is a 

function of differential social order such as status and prestige (Baudrillard, 1998). 

Recent development on augmented reality further blurs the line between a real and an 

online world as mixed reality can be produced by the interaction of physical space and 

computer generated imagery (Wikipedia, 2010).  

In this section, I have delineated recent Western intellectual movements and their 

core concepts. In terms of literacy, the multiple nature of meaning following 

postmodernism indicates that language cannot be mapped to fixed meaning in a one-to-

one relation. In addition, literacy is no longer considered as applying only to print texts, 

but includes narrative, image, or any sort of artifact, thus is part of simulacra that are 

open to interpretation to anyone and in different social contexts. However, Baudrillard 

did not offer a theory explaining how individual interpretation of simulacra comes into 

being (Kellner, 2006). I therefore draw on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and Foucault’s 

idea of subjectivity to address how agency is produced by language, social institutions, 

and cultural norms (to be discussed in a later section). Literacy practice viewed from such 

a sociocultural perspective is the focus of the next section. 

 

NEW LITERACY STUDIES 

Not surprisingly, recent changes in literacy theory share similarity to the trends in 

Western intellectual movements as described in the previous section. Street (2003, 2006) 

argued that the traditional view of literacy holds literacy as a neutral, universal, and 

independent skill that has direct effects on an individual’s cognitive development and 

socioeconomic status. Such a view suggests literacy as one determining factor to the 
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development of one’s intelligence and achievement in school and future career, 

regardless of one’s social and economic background. This entails an emphasis on skill 

acquisition, from code breaking skills to rote memorization of words and passages for 

school (Olson, 1977; Street, 2003). Recent work in literacy research, however, has begun 

to critique such traditional assumptions and begun to take a sociological perspective to 

consider literacy as socially embedded practices (Barton, 2001; Gee, 1996, 2000; Street, 

1984, 1995, 2006). In Social Linguistics and Literacies: Ideology in Discourses, Gee 

(1996) proposed the notion of Discourse, with a capital “D,” as a way to understand text 

in a contextualized way and its relation to the wider society, rather than focusing on 

internal structures of text, which he designated as discourse with a small “d”. According 

to Gee, individuals acquire field specific Discourse through socialization and display it 

through words, talk, attitude, clothes, among others. Hence, Discourse is a Foucauldian 

construct that reveals the power relation behind, and beyond text, and is similar to 

Bourdieu’s idea of habitus as individual dispositions acquired over a period of time 

(Collins, 2000). In the field of new literacy studies, Street (1984, 1988) distinguished the 

autonomous literacy model from the ideological literacy model, stemming from his 

earlier ethnographic research. The autonomous model of literacy is the traditional view as 

it assumes literacy as an independent construct free of cultural perspectives and 

sociopolitical values. The ideological model of literacy, on the other hand, sees literacy 

practices as socially constructed and culturally specific, and always carries power 

relation, hence is always ideological. Street developed two additional terms, literacy 

events and literacy practices, as a way to understand how reading and writing activities, 

the literacy events, are related to the broader social and cultural conceptions and their 

interaction, the literacy practices (Street, 2000). The ideological model of literacy is 

consistent with a postructuralist and critical theory view that meaning is always 
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contested, and that no social construct can be free of societal value and ideology as it 

always exhibits ethnocentric dominance. In other words, new literacy studies attempt to 

understand literacy practices in a more culturally sensitive way.  

As Street (2003) recognized that literacy is not a unitary construct but a “variety 

of literacies across contexts” (p. 77) he used the term multiple literacies to denote the 

multiplicity of literacy practices. Such a concept can also refer to literacy practices across 

different communication modes. Thus, literacy researchers have begun to use the term 

literacy more loosely in that text is no longer limited to linguistic features or printed text. 

Instead the concept is broadened to include all kinds of semiotic modes such as paintings, 

drawing, and images (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). Although writing still largely retains 

its authority in formal situations, especially in academia, its central place has gradually 

been given to other modes of visual and aural representations, with video and image as 

common examples in today’s multimedia internet age. Following such a broader 

conception of literacy practices and partly due to the influence of innovative information 

and communication technologies, many traditional literacy classifications have 

disappeared. For example, the boundary between author and reader has become blurred, 

and intertextuality has dramatically increased. Producer nowadays is the preferred term 

in the era of web 2.0, instead of writer. Individuals now enjoy great power over the media 

(through personal microblogs, social networks, and Youtube) previously reserved only to 

mega media consortia. Terms like multiple literacies (Street, 2003), multimodality (Kress 

& Van Leeuwen, 2001), and multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kellner, 1998) 

have also flourished and are used by literacy researchers and practitioners. The term 

multimodality is closer to Street’s multiple literacies as they share certain theoretical 

background: anthropology, sociology, and discourse theory; whereas multiliteracies puts 

more focus on information and communication technology and its relation to pedagogy. 
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Multiliteracies was first proposed by the New London Group (1996), a group of 

literacy scholars who proposed the need for changing literacy instruction in response to 

new technologies. The New London Groups argued that new technologies, the internet in 

particular, have transformed the way people communicate and practice literacy. In order 

effectively to employ new information and communication tools and response to new 

workforce demands, new literacy skills are needed. Therefore, it is essential to equip 

students with new literacies competency so that they can adapt well in the digital era. The 

core meaning of the concept of multiliteracies is more than a reference to technology and 

language however. Informed by political pedagogies like Freire and Macedo’s (1987), 

multiliteracies has the specific aim social change. Thus, its curricular design has special 

emphasis on linking public policy, institutional agenda, and students’ values and 

identities (Jewitt, 2008; Kellner, 1998). Although multiliteracies and multiple literacies 

share certain social and historical assumptions about situated literacy practices, Street 

(1996) maintained that these two terms are different. The former can be associated with 

the autonomous literacy model while the later invokes the ideological literacy model. 

Street reasoned that the emphasis in the construct of multiliteracies on technology 

suggests a one-to-one relation between type of literacy practice and practice channel, thus 

literacy is considered as an autonomous independent skill, a view to which he objects 

(See also Edwards, Nicoll, & Lee, 2002). 

The concept of multimodality can be traced to Halliday’s work on social semiotic 

theory (Halliday, 1978). According to Halliday (see also Jewitt, 2008; Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2001), because meanings may be contested thus always situated in context and 

expression mode, language is merely but one of the many possible ways to express 

meanings. Other means include film, music, image, among a host of other possibilities. 
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Researchers reasoned that there is a need to understand the semiotic potentials of these 

different modes of representation. In their influential book Reading images: The 

grammar of visual design Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) elaborated on the use and 

ordering of visual designs such as forms and compositions, and included examples from 

children’s drawing, news clips, sculpture, and architecture. Although it is argued that 

multimodality entails the recognition of multiple use of media resources for meaning-

making as expressed in everyday life, early works like Kress and Van Leeuwen’s fall into 

the analysis of internal structures of the particular mode, following a more traditional 

textual analysis, rather than taking into consideration the sociohistorial meaning 

embedded in the content within the image, and how the interpretation of the image by 

readers and viewers is contextualized according to the social situation. The criticism of 

visual analysis will be addressed in detail in the next section on new photography.  

 

NEW PHOTOGRAPHY 

It may not be a coincidence that the invention of photography in 1839 emerged at 

the same time as the movement in art of realism. Both photography and realism 

attempted to depict everyday life and represented the belief that reality could be captured 

by accurate observation and representation, hence the old saying “the camera does not 

lie.” Yet, while the camera may not lie, photographs can, as in the famous early example 

of Cottingley Fairies (BBC, 2001). From time to time, scandals of doctored photographs 

have appeared in the news media (Lucas, 2007). In other words, photographing is 

different from seeing (Squiers, 1990). Sontag (1977, p. 88) explained “the photographer 

was thought to be an acute but non interfering observer- a scribe, not a poet. But as 

people quickly discovered that nobody takes the same picture of the same thing, the 
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supposition that cameras furnish an impersonal, objective image yielded to the fact that 

photographs are evidence not only of what’s there but of what an individual sees, not just 

a record but an evaluation of the world.” Yet, the credibility of reality given to 

photographs since the invention of photography still holds true if not increasingly so in 

modern society. In Baudrillard’s words, images have replaced reality. Hence Sontag also 

said that the production and consumption of photographs due to the demand of real 

representation can even be used to determine whether a society can be considered 

modern. The seemingly real nature of photographs thus endows an instant aura on 

photography and subsequently gives it authority. Lifelike photographs possess the 

extraordinary seductive power to provoke emotional responses and consequently physical 

reactions, which are often similar to the response to real stimuli or situation. This, 

perhaps, explains why people keep photographs, photos of their wedding, photos of their 

married daughter, photos of their remote lovers. These photographs are well protected 

and carried in wallets. When the heart is broken, the photographs are destroyed as well. 

As reality and representation are perceived as similar if not as the same thing, 

photographs have been established as indisputable authority in social and historical 

records since the invention of photography. Photography soon found its way to the police 

station as proof of criminality, to medical diagnosis of disease through X-ray, behavioral 

study of the horse in motion, to scientific research of positive electron, to expeditions to 

unexplored landscape, and war zones, with the Civil War as the first war documented by 

photography (Goldberg, 1991).  

Barthes’ book Camera Lucida (1981), reflecting his long quest to understand the 

relationship of truth and photography, has been influential in photography theory and 

criticism. The book opens with his amazement as he encountered a photograph of 

Napoleon’s youngest brother. Barthes wrote: “I am looking at eyes that looked at the 
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Emperor” (p. 3.) This example shows the special nature, or “essential feature,” that 

separates photography from other forms of representation. Barthes distinguished two 

elements to describe the seductive power of photographs on the beholder: studium and 

punctum. Studium is the general effect, the symbolic meaning of a photograph that 

anyone can see and is related to its cultural connotation. Punctum, however, refers to the 

specific emotional effect on each individual, as an “accident which pricks me” (p. 27.) In 

other words, punctum is, or has, the power to evoke a particular emotional response, 

usually the feeling of sadness. In fact, Barthes began to write Camera Lucida as he 

searched for a photo of his late mother, the book was thus full of personal reflection and 

emotion. 

Postmodernism in photography can be traced to the 1970s in John Burger’s 

seminal work Ways of Seeing (1972). Originating as a BBC television program series, 

Ways of Seeing was influential on the critique of art and language. Its idea was to uncover 

and demystify the hidden ideology and purpose behind visual art and images in the 

context of western culture. Berger argued that first, an image is a recreation of the sight 

of the photographer, an act of particular vision and choice; and second, the way we see 

the image is determined by our own understanding of the world. Thus, when a picture is 

presented to a beholder, not only is its meaning interpreted differently by different 

viewers, the meaning can become lightened or obscured across context depending on 

how and where it is presented, for academic reasons, for political sanctions, or for 

commercial purposes, etc. Berger also addressed feminism as how women are depicted in 

art and images, the difference between nude and naked, and the relation between the 

surveyed and the surveyor. The influence of postmodernism on photography includes 

semiological analysis of images as well as an encouragement to use photographs in art 

work as a way to explore multiple expressions and directions (Grundberg, 1990).  
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Postmodernist theories have also offered a perspective on photography, seeing it 

as a form of social practice (Barthes, 1981; Bourdieu, 1990; Webster, 1985). Based on 

extensive surveys and interviews, Bourdieu set out to explore how photography was used 

in the late 20th century as part of his empirical investigation of sociology. The result was 

presented in Photography, a Middle-brow Art (Bourdieu, 1990). As a sociologist, 

Bourdieu was interested in how photographs served social functions and purposes. 

Consistent with his theory of social class, Bourdieu analyzed the role of photographs in 

the families of peasants and of small-town and urban dwellers, and described how 

different social classes expressed different aesthetic views in photographs. Photography 

as social practice is also evident in how photographs are used in media. This is most 

obvious in advertisement and in the fashion industry. For example, early in its 

commercial use, the subjects and models in photographs were predominantly Caucasian. 

However, with the increasing recognition of multiculturalism, a shift to represent 

different races, color and culture can be seen in the news, on websites, in magazines, as 

requested by editors or stock image managers in response to market demand. The July 

2008 issue of the Italian edition Vogue represented a giant push against the traditional 

fashion barrier and was a global hit: it featured all black models. According to the editor-

in-chief Franca Sozzani and photographer Steven Meisel, the idea was conceived due to 

the success of the U.S. President Barack Obama in the 2008 presidential primaries 

(Barnett, 2008). 

 

PHOTOGRAPHY AS A RESEARCH TOOL 

Photography as a research tool often serves documentary purpose. Researchers 

and field workers attempt to reproduce the original observation, or at least faithfully 
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document selected excerpts from location, event, or people. Photographs are taken as an 

unbiased, indisputable witness that something somewhere once occurred. The presumed 

objective nature of a photograph endows images an authority of authenticity and 

truthfulness, becoming even truer than text, which is considered as subjective and biased 

in certain disciplines. In some areas like cell biology, photographs are required to support 

experimental hypothesis. This is of course built on the assumption that representation 

equals reality. The inherent problem of photographs as documenting evidence is that 

from the moment the observer clicks the shutter, a particular point of view is already 

imposed. The selection of frame, the distortion of lens, the choice of timing, and most 

importantly, the observer’s own judgments and actions, or even the fact that the 

photographer was at the location, all contribute to the aesthetic view of the image. As 

Nietzsche (2003) said, no one can escape his or her own cultural bias, and this holds true 

in photography. As for the printing process, in the darkroom, digital or analog, the print 

of an image varies greatly depending on the method of processing, the choice of 

chemicals, the developing software, file format, dodge and burning methods, etc. 

Although the result of an image may be fixed at the final stage of post-processing, several 

factors still affect the view of the image such as color variation or tonality in different 

media, papers, magazines, or websites. Hence the meaning of the image can never be 

settled. The interpretation of an image, just like that of text, is biased to an individual’s 

own opinion and bounded by contextual cues. When the photograph is presented to the 

viewer, who brings his or her own judgment as subjective evaluator, different opinions 

and interpretations are produced. The intended meaning from the photographer may also 

be obscured by editors or institutes where the photograph is displayed (Barthes, 1981). 

Yet, with an unshakable faith that “to see is to believe” and “the camera does not lie,” the 
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photograph, a representation of so-called reality, becomes the reality and is held as truth 

and proof (Sontag, 1977). 

The confusion of representation and reality is at the essence of the paradoxical 

nature of photography and cannot be solved easily. It should be pointed out that this 

confusion is different from Baudrillard’s simulacra. To Baudrillard, both the pictorial 

representation and its referents are considered as true cultural objects. They are both real, 

no one is truer than the other. But making the mistake of trusting an image may result in 

serious consequence as in the case of criminology (Biber, 2006). Yet, this paradox is well 

exploited by police, lawyers, politicians, and media agencies, and is carried on to 

academic research. 

Photographs as a data source in social sciences include photographs taken by 

researchers and by the participants or those collected by researchers for specific purposes. 

Typically, photography is used to document the scene and serve as a record of authentic, 

objective evidence, like the photographs of aboriginal islanders taken by anthropologists 

or photos showing poverty and disease by sociologists. Photograph may also be used to 

generate discussion during interviews with participants. Around the mid 20th century, 

photography lost its appeal as researchers in many disciplines like sociology gravitated to 

“hard science,” scientific-based research that focused on hard data that could then be 

turned into statistics. Photographs were thus deemed subjective, biased, and unscientific. 

In addition, photographs shown in sociological or anthropological journals seemed to be 

no different than tourist snapshots (Becker, 2004). More recently, around the 1980s, as 

postmodernism gained more currency in the social sciences and the positivist notions of 

truth and objectivity were being challenged, there was a resurgence in using photography 

in research (Pink, 2001). Professional journals started to incorporate photographs again, 

and some are entirely devoted to visual representation, as for example the Journal of 
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Visual Culture. Some of the early work on photography as a research tool during this 

period still exhibits traces of positivist notions as they focused on the internal structure of 

the content of photographs as in the work of Collier and Collier (1967/1986), Kress and 

van Leeuwen (1996), and Prosser and Schwartz (1998).  

An additional point is that photographs usually occupied a minor role in scholarly 

work, serving only as a supplement to texts, comforting to the well-established academic 

hierarchy. The result is that images were reduced to numbers by their pattern, features, or 

properties, and were added to quantitative inquiries. Around the late 90s, a new wave of 

visual interest arose. Terms like visual literacy and visual data have become popular and 

enjoy greater and broader recognition in contemporary literacy research and qualitative 

methodology. These terms, however, usually include all sorts of visual representation, 

painting, images, photographs, sculpture, to name a few. In this study, I restrict my use of 

visual data to photographs only. In the theory development part of the study, I will argue 

that photography deserves its own place in research methodology, and should not be 

conflated with other visual data. The new wave of photographic analysis takes a 

hermeneutic reflexive approach, as informed by postmodernism, poststructuralism, 

critical theory, and cultural study. It recognizes the role of images in contemporary 

society and emphasizes contested meanings of images depending on the cultural context. 

This makes photographs more central to research as well as bringing to the fore the 

collaboration of those photographing and those photographed. For example, Pink’s 

(2001) Doing Visual Ethnography and Sullivan’s (2004) Art Practice as Research, take 

an interpretative, rather than positivist approach, to the analysis of images. Sometimes the 

interpretation of images is with the help of the participant and audience in a collaborative 

way. 
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Photography has also been used in literacy studies, but this should not be 

confused with visual literacy, a term loosely referring to the competencies in dealing with 

visually presented information. This kind of research includes the use of photographs to 

archive data (Kafai & Gilliland-Swetland, 2001) or documentation of events (Gray & 

Gray, 1982). These examples can be found in media research, thus will not be discussed 

here. A famous early example of using photography in literacy reform activities can be 

found in Freire and Macedo’s (1987) Literacy: Reading the Word and the World. In the 

book, Freire and Macedo discussed how photographs taken from the homes and 

surroundings by the participants in his literacy program helped these people to reflect on 

their experiences and interpret their cultural circle. Spielman (2001) also undertook a 

Freirian approach to transform school literacy instruction. The purpose of Spielman’s 

Family Photography Project was to link family culture and experience to school literacy 

education. In this study, children were given cameras to take pictures of their learning 

experience at home, in their communities, and of artifacts that reflect their family values. 

Teacher then could gain a better understanding of children’s cultural background and 

could design literacy materials based on these photographs and artifacts.  

However, it is also clear that researchers using photography in the social sciences 

or in literacy practice very rarely question the inherent paradox of photography: pictorial 

representations are often taken as truth. Given the inherent paradox of photography, as 

well as the inherent bias of subjectivity, I agree with Barthes (1981) and Squires (1990) 

that a photograph cannot be considered as the truth, neither can it be taken as a faithful 

reproduction of the original observation or experience. The photograph may look like an 

accurate and objective representation of the original phenomenon, but what is presented 

and the message conveyed in the photograph is selected and biased toward the 

subjectivity of the photographer. For example it was Philip Griffiths’ (1971/ 2007) 



 30 

experience and interpretation of the Vietnam War that was imposed in his photographs, 

not the Vietnamese’s, not the U.S. government’s, and not the image spectator’s. The 

message Philip Griffiths wanted to convey in his book Vietnam Inc. may not be 

successfully delivered as he intended either. Photographers have very little control over 

how photos will be used by editors and media producers. Finally, when the photos reach 

the hands of readers and viewers, the meaning and interpretation of a photograph is again 

contested, dependent on the spectator’s sociocultural background and the context in 

which they are presented, on a newspaper or in a museum.  

 

CHILDREN’S MUSEUM AND PRETEND PLAY 

The first children's museum was the Brooklyn Children's Museum opened in 

1899. Today it is estimated that at least 30 million children and families visit children's 

museums around the world (Association of Children's Museums, 2006). Like traditional 

museums, children’s museums are places that provide informal learning experiences. 

However, unlike their traditional counterparts, children’s museums are designed 

specifically to encourage participatory activities for families and visiting school groups. 

Therefore, still exhibits like dioramas and paintings that are commonly found in 

traditional museums are less often seen in children’s museums. Instead, playing spaces 

filled with first-hand scientific experiences, simulated contexts representing the macro 

world or the galaxy, or re-creation of real life scenes like a grocery store or a dairy farm 

are popular exhibits in children’s museums.  

Research supporting the design of the children’s museum as playground largely 

comes from studies in children’s play and learning theories. Children’s play can be 

characterized as intrinsically motivated, highly engaged, and less constrained by external 
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rules (van Hoorn, Nourot, Scales, & Alward, 1999). Educators reasoned that such 

activities open opportunities for learning and facilitate understanding of the world as 

children actively construct first-hand experience (Diamond, 1996; Erikson, 1976; Piaget, 

1972; Vygotsky, 1967). Hence, children’s museums are designed with these qualities to 

enrich cognitive and sociocultural experiences. For example, there may be areas filled 

with blocks, scales, and tools that children may use to manipulate and construct new 

houses. A common theme would be replica of social contexts that children are familiar 

with from their prior experience. For example, a doctor’s office or dining room can invite 

children to take up particular social roles and encourages children to act in particular 

social practices. Although children’s pretend play seems to be naturally occurring in the 

museum, pretend play in fact requires complex understandings of social context and 

people skills (Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990). For example, in order to enact a doctor’s 

role, a child needs to have observed certain practices from experience in order to recreate 

the medical script in a new situation. Children also need to discern and use symbolic tools 

correctly like a stethoscope in order to carry out the pretend role. In addition, during 

pretend play children need to take account of their partner’s role so that playing doctor 

does not devolve into fighting to operate on each other. In other words, the activities 

children engage in children’s museums are highly influenced by children’s family 

ecologies as well as dynamic adaptations to the social contexts within the museum. 

One major limitation of current research in children’s play is that research 

conducted from the child’s perspective is limited (Piscitelli & Anderson, 2000), even 

though great efforts have been made to understand children’s informal learning and their 

visiting experience in the museums. This is likely due to young children’s limited 

communication ability so they are rarely included as the subjects of research interviews 

and surveys, or consulted in museums’ evaluation and future development plans.  
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: EMBODIED LITERACY PRACTICE 

The traditional view of literacy considers the meaning of languages and symbols 

as fixed, thus can be processed in a decontextualized and disembodied way. Such a 

proposition assumes a one-to-one relation between mental representations and the 

external world. The problem with the traditional view is that, when viewed from a 

postmodernist perspective, it fails to address and acknowledge the mutating, multifarious 

sociocultural factors affecting an individual’s interpretation of text, as well as an 

individual’s historicity of habitus of embodied literacy practices in the field. These 

factors include personal, contextual, and social considerations. The meaning(s) of each 

word is always contested, constructed, and reconstructed each time the word is presented, 

depending on the situation. Hence, the interpretation of symbolic representations (or 

simulacra in Baudrillar’s (1983, 1988) word requires the consideration of both bodily 

experience and situational cues, because it is closely tied to the linkage between mindly 

language processing and bodily perception, expression, and action on site, rather than 

recalling a fixed meaning from memory (Damasio, 1989; Warrington & Shallice, 1984).  

Although language and symbolic representation may not have fixed meanings, 

situational specific response followed by certain narratives upon the presentation of 

simulacra does arise as a result of long-term embodied experiences. The idea of 

knowledge representation as shaped by prior experience has been well researched and 

termed differently by different researchers (Alexander, Schallert, & Hare, 1991): script 

(Schank & Abelson, 1977), frame theory (Minsky, 1975), or schema theory (Anderson, 

1977; Bartlett, 1932), to name a few. However these theoretical models are based on a 

structuralist view of the social world and have been critiqued as static structural 

descriptions that fail to consider the dynamic influence coming from embodied 

experiences within microcontexts of interaction (Gadamer, 1975; Schutz, 1967). This part 
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is addressed well by French postmodernists such as Bourdieu, Foucault, and Derrida. 

Bourdieu (1977) saw subjectivity as formed by bodily sense and experience of social 

orientations (hexis), individual disposition (habitus) built from one’s upbringing of 

family cultural or class (capitals), and in response within social arenas (field). Such a 

relation among people and their long-term relation in a social context can be summarized 

in a formula given by Bourdieu: (Habitus x Capital) + Field = Practice. Although this 

formula can be critiqued as ahistorical and deterministic, it nonetheless illustrates the 

importance of understanding how social, cultural, and historical factors contribute to 

continual shaping and reshaping of subjectivity.  

And finally, I want to introduce the concept of affordance to discuss the relation 

of embodied practice and objects in the environment. Gibson’s idea of affordance 

describes the action possibilities that a person may enact upon an object (Gibson, 1977; 

Norman, 1990). As different objects exhibit different affordance structures, constraints 

are placed on embodied possibilities. For example, a chair can be sat on or be used as a 

weapon, but not as a mobile phone. Hence, potential actions may be extended as each 

person approaches the object with different physical abilities, motivation, and goals. In 

other words, the concept of affordance is valuable to advance the understanding of the 

possible interactions between people and objects; it goes beyond simply focusing on the 

apparent features offered by an object. Although affordance is a popular term that is 

widely used in many disciplines, in this project, I used Baudrillard’s (1983, 1988, 1998) 

term simulacra to denote the possible actions one can enact on objects. This is because 

simulacra encompass more than just physical objects but also conceptual ideas, and 

accounts for both individual factors and contextual clues in the field. In addition, the term 

simulacra also helps to avoid the problem of objective representation and referent truth. 

These concepts together show how problematic the traditional literacy perspective can be 
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and the inadequacy of previous work on embodied literacy practice in social contexts. 

Although recent research on new literacy studies have started to address the multiplicity 

nature of literacy practice and its relation to social power, embodied literacy is rarely 

addressed by literacy researchers. 

In this dissertation, I extended the research of new literacy studies by 

investigating very young children’s embodied literacy practice in a children’s museum. 

By embodied literacy practice, I mean the study of literacy practice with the 

consideration of both nature and culture (Merleau-Ponty, 1964). In addition, I took the 

term literacy as referring to a part of a system of symbols (semiotic representation) within 

a culture. This broaden conception of literacy allowed me to extend the analysis beyond 

text to include all simulacra that can be read by children in the social contexts. The 

analysis had two aspects. First, I focused on children’s embodied activities, on their 

verbal and non-verbal responses to museum artifacts and exhibits, to see if their 

understanding and interpretation of simulacra could be considered as social practices. 

Second, I attempted to identify factors from children’s upbringing, the social and 

historical environments that may affect children’s enculturation and socialization 

experience in the field. Photography was used as a research methodology to document 

children’s embodied experiences. Photography is useful as a means to capture very young 

children’s quick-changing moods, expressions and actions, in order to understand their 

literacy practices when they may be said to have limited verbal expression. My analysis 

of photographs was not seeking for ultimate truth, but instead I took photographs as a 

way to reflect children’s understanding of their family values and cultural milieu and 

interpretation of both the settings and the artifacts, their socialization in context. This 

argument is based on two premises: First, there is no way to find out what children’s true 

thinking and real understandings are, if there are such things at all. Second, there is no 
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objective measure of any dimension or faithful reproduction of children’s activity, by 

photography or any other means. Children’s observable literacy events as captured in 

photographs were used to infer children’s understanding of cultural phenomena as well as 

the influence from their families and broader social orders. With this study, I hoped to 

provide a thick description of children’s embodied practices and the relation to their 

cultural significance. By taking a critical theory perspective, I set out to offer an 

explanation of how young children’s literacy practices are related to social power and 

how they came into being. Critical theory goes beyond description and interpretation of 

human behavior to demand social transformation to new hope. Thus, the dissertation was 

ultimately about new literacy and literacy education: how children’s competence in using 

cultural resources and social discourse may be related to schooling. 
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Chapter 3 
Research Method 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DESIGN 

In this study, I aimed to understand young children’s meaning making in the 

cultural artifact-enriched social environment of a children’s museum. Following the 

theoretical perspective of new literacy studies, I set out to understand whether very young 

children’s activities show signs of social significance, that therefore can be called social 

practices. And if so, would children’s activities reflect their understanding and 

interpretation of cultural phenomena? I argued that children’s activities are the embodied 

forms, or realized habitus, of their subjectivity, influenced by their family background as 

well as broader social contexts. In order to make this argument, I attempted to use 

photography to capture habitus and capitals expressed in the forms of observable literacy 

events and then to discuss how these events are related to the children’s sociohistorical 

background. 

My purpose was not to identify any grand narrative, pattern, or category that is 

decontextualized from where and when I gathered the data. Instead, I took a qualitative 

interpretive approach to the analysis of photographs in order to unveil the richness of 

multimodal literacy practice and to understand the social embeddedness of family 

narratives and culturohistorical background. This work thus follows some classic work 

such as Goffman’s Gender Advertisement (1979), Berger’s Ways of Seeing (1972) and 

Bourdieu’s Photography: a Middle-brow Art (1990) that combined both text-based social 

science research and the aesthetic quality of documentary photography to “generate a 

type of social science understanding which is very rich” (Chapin, 1994, cited in Knowles, 
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2004). Although texts still comprise a major part of this dissertation, which is the 

tradition of academic discourse, I argue that the photographs used in this dissertation 

should be regarded as equally important as texts because both, texts and images, 

contribute to important multimodal aspects of the work in this study. 

 

SETTING 

The data came from four week-long summer camps held at a children’s museum 

in 2009. Each camp lasted for five days, five hours each day. Each summer camp focused 

on a specific topic. For example, the topic of one camp, Dinosaur Mania, was designed to 

help young “paleontologists” explore dinosaurs through song, story, activities, as well as 

building dino art and such crafts as tooth necklaces. The rationale for me to use summer 

camps as a setting for my study was to meet one of the criteria for ethnographic research, 

that is, prolonged engagement with participants. The family groups and school tours 

visiting a museum typically stay only two to three hours at most, whereas camps are 

weeklong activities. Hence my choice was to focus on a camp that allowed more 

intimate, lengthy study of children’s cultural and socialization experience in the same 

social context. There were half-day (for ages 3-6) and full day (for ages 7-10) camps 

hosted by the museum. Each camp enrolled from 15 to 20 children. A total of 97 children 

enrolled in the four camps, and 91 of them participated in my study with full parental 

consent. Five children’s parents were not reachable and thus were not included in the 

research, and only one parent declined to let her child participate. This study and parent 

consent form were approved by IRB# 2009-02-0058.  
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NATURALISTIC AND PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION 

In order to examine children’s embodied literacy practices and their connection to 

the broader society, I chose a methodology that is suitable to explore and record 

children’s behavior: naturalistic and participant observation using photography. Because 

of my previous volunteer work in this same children’s museum, I was familiar with the 

museum and had acquired an apron as a uniform indicating legitimate access to visitors to 

the setting. A day in the museum camp began with the arrival of the parents bringing 

their children to the camp. I greeted them, had short conversations with the parents, and 

played with the children for about ten minutes before the camp teacher started a more 

formal introduction to the day and a short lecture. At this point my role was somewhat 

ambiguous. Because I wore an apron like the museum staff, I may have been considered 

as a teacher, or teacher’s assistant, by the children. However before long, it seemed the 

children no longer considered me as an authority figure, thus allowing the possibility of 

more natural observation of their activities. This is perhaps because (a) I did not 

participate in any teachers’ task, nor did I give any direction or instruction to the children, 

but instead hovered around taking pictures. If children asked me questions about rules or 

what to do, I referred them to the teacher. Thus soon the children would turn to camp 

teachers if they needed any task-related help rather than to me. 2. Unlike teachers who 

actively gave explicit instructions, I did not initiate any conversation with the children. 

Also, I did not stop them from doing anything. However when children talked to me, I 

talked to them in a casual way, made small jokes, and spoke at their eye level. At that 

moment I became a participant observer. There was evidence suggesting that the children 

considered me as a friend or playmate, rather than as a teacher: they were comfort in 

joking with me, and sometimes they would request to use my camera; they invited me to 

join their play during free-play time; some even looked for my arrival to the classroom in 
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the morning. Hence, my role as a naturalistic or participant observer changed back and 

forth. As the children became used to my presence with a camera, they would simply 

ignore me. A combined approach of naturalistic and participant observation was 

beneficial to becoming more familiar with the children, thus allowing more deep 

understanding of their personalities and their subtle movements. This also opened the 

possibility of taking photographs at very close up but still being ignored by the children, 

thus preserving the natural scene and minimizing interference. For example, one time I 

saw a child reading, I then started to take photographs at a close distance for a minute or 

two. The child kept on reading and remained in the same position, turning one page after 

another, either unaware of me or habituated to my camera. Suddenly another child said, 

“He is taking picture of you.” The first child answered, “I know.” 

 

RESEARCHER’S SUBJECTIVITY 

The goal of this dissertation was to visualize children’s literacy practices, and 

then through photographs, to construct a deep understanding of children’s realized 

habitus and cultural capitals. This study set out to identify whether children’s literacy 

event consistent of several processes that can be considered social practices, which are 

the acts of interpretation of cultural symbols such as use of toys, artifacts, and social 

interactions. Not only did children enact their cultural interpretation, but from another 

angle, I was also involved in the interpretation of children’s literacy event. This included 

my choice of camera lens, shoot frame, and timing, and most importantly, my 

interpretation of photographic results. All these practices are socially and culturally 

bounded and are biased by one’s sociohistorical background. As an international student, 

and an outsider to the culture, I faced both advantages and disadvantages. I believe I 
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make fewer assumptions about American middle class culture than a native member of 

this circle. Some actions taken for granted or accepted practices by Americans often catch 

my attention. I thus had to ask questions frequently in order to make sense of the 

culture’s underlying values and beliefs. As a result, I believe I was more self-aware and 

had learned to appreciate the cultural enactments around me. In terms of research and 

data analysis, this perhaps gave me certain advantages than an insider because my 

understanding of this circle and life was less influenced by local cultural experience, and 

thus I could sometimes see things with a fresh eye. On the other hand, I may have 

overlooked some important culturally significant aspects of the context. 

In addition to my personal background, my work in photojournalism also gave me 

some insights about the local culture. An important aspect of photojournalism training is 

to forget the ego and keep an open eye and mind on the things, people, and places in front 

of the lens. As the coverage of photojournalistic work is huge and very diversified, a 

wide working knowledge of, for example, history, politics, social issues, technologies, 

arts, and fashion is advantageous. Such knowledge is crucial to creating opportunity and 

effectively communicating with different kinds of people and entering their world. I thus 

read many different sources of news, magazines, websites, podcasts, blogs, and YouTube 

clips every day. And very often I wandered in different areas of the city, parks, or 

shopping malls to get a sense of current trends, events, or even how economic status is 

reflected in people’s clothes or the cars they drive. As an educational psychologist, I have 

paid special attention to educational institutions. I have studied and visited children’s 

museums, science museums, and natural history museums around the world. 

Furthermore, my recent photographic work of children with special needs has been 

conducive to my understanding of multimodal communication (Cheng, 2008, 2009). I 



 41 

found such knowledge and experiences beneficial to my interaction with parents and 

children, as well as educators, teachers, and social workers that I encounter in my work.  

 

PHOTOGRAPHIC METHODOLOGY 

There are many techniques available for qualitative research. Interviews, surveys, 

audiovideo recording are some of the commonly used methods. In this study, I kept field 

notes, and three digital cameras, one of which was especially prepared for the children. 

There are several advantages to using still photography as the main data source over the 

aforementioned tools for qualitative research of young children: (a) The children I 

observed were typically aged from 3 to 5. Although they were quite competent in spoken 

language from my conversation with them, they were not very verbally expressive at the 

museum, neither in the classroom nor during free play. Interviews and surveys would be 

especially difficult with such young children. Also, the reliability of such data sources 

would be questionable. As my focus was on their embodied multimodal literacy 

practices, a still camera was the perfect tool as a recording device due to its flexibility 

and readiness to capture children’s capricious gesture position, rapid body movement, 

and interaction with artifacts and their peers in the social context. Still photographs also 

allowed easier data presentation and distribution. In addition, a digital camera is very 

easy to operate and the result can immediately be seen on the LCD screen. Children 

seemed to find my digital cameras interesting and wanted to take pictures of each other. I 

also took their pictures while they used this particular cultural artifact, and I consider 

their picture taking activities as part of their multimodal literacy practices. The photos 

children took were also included as part of the data. Many of the children seemed very 

competent and knowledgeable in digital media literacy as they recognized and 
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appreciated both my iPhone, which has many programs and games suitable for young 

children, and a small digital camera, and thus they frequently asked to use these tools. 

This shared knowledge about photography and iPhone games was also conducive to 

establishing good relations between me and the children. 

In Visual Methodologies, Rose (2007) examined comprehensively several 

theoretical aspects and summarized commonly used methods for the analysis of visual 

data. These methods include content analysis, semiology, psychoanalysis, discourse 

analysis, and audience analysis. Each method has its own strengths and limitations. With 

content analysis as the only positivist analytic method while others are all interpretative 

approach, Rose’s postmodernist stand is quite clear. The choice of which method to 

employ largely depends on one’s academic discipline and the question of interest. For 

example, audience analysis is often used in media research; semiology is commonly used 

by art historians. In this dissertation, I take a modified approach that combined semiology 

and discourse analysis, which will be described in detail in the next section. Guided by a 

postmodernist theoretical perspective, I shunned away from taking a scientific realist 

approach that treats photographs as indisputable evidence. Thus, although content 

analysis of photographs is very commonly used in media analysis or in educational 

research using photography, I did not take this approach. The problem of unreserved 

positivism was discussed in Chapter 2. However, neither did I take a completely 

hermeneutic approach like Pink’s (2001) and Sullivan’s (2004), which I believe 

emphasized too much the researcher’s own interpretation as the major data source rather 

than focusing on the visual material itself. Instead, I considered photographs as examples 

of simulacra (Baudrillard, 1975, 1983, 1988), that is, part of a symbolic system of human 

cultural artifacts. Therefore, photographs operated as part of the regimen of children’s 

literacy practices and helped me to reconstruct children’s activities. Although I was 
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careful not to treat photographs as representing truth, the richness in detail and vividness 

in expression did provide much information about children’s activities and family 

background as revealed in children’s gestures, clothes and hair styles, etc.  

In addition, from a poststructuralist view, a photograph itself can be treated as 

part of a symbolic system, and thus subjected to semiotic analysis. Hence, the 

photographs taken by the children were especially useful in allowing me to explore 

young children’s points of view. A photograph taken by a child is full of his or her 

interpretation and understanding of society: the social ability to acquire/request a camera, 

the selection of scene and place, the vantage point taken and physical ability to use the 

camera, peer interaction and aesthetic view, all offer themselves for interpretation. From 

a pragmatic perspective, my data acquisition approach was to document children’s 

activities as a trained photojournalist.  

By doing so, I acknowledge the extraordinary recording power of photography to 

represent phenomena and its status of cultural simulacra, but without equating 

photography to objective, ultimate truth. I want to emphasize that there is no recording 

tool that can capture reality, if there is such a thing at all. Such an argument relies on the 

fact that I make no distinction between symbols and their referent, following 

Baudrillard’s (1988) idea of simulacra. This is because the status of reality is contextually 

dependent. For example, common sense suggests no one would consider Ansel Adams’s 

black-and-white photographs of Yosemite National Park to be the real Yosemite National 

Park because pictures are not the equivalent of the natural scene. However, in the eyes of 

curators and collectors, these photographs have become the reality, considering their 

historical, aesthetic, and monetary value. A photograph of the same scene of Yosemite 

taken by someone else however does not enjoy the same status. Hence, the status of what 

is real is contextually contingent rather than intrinsic. 
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In terms of photo selection, Joe Elbert of Washington Post described a hierarchy 

of pictures as a way to decide how to edit photos (Kobré & Brill, 2008, p. 196) that I 

found useful as a guidance to my photography practice and categorization processes:  

1. Information. Image shows basic information of an event or persons such as 

who, what, where, when, why, and how. As a researcher and photojournalist, I was open 

to documenting the details of any situation, waiting patiently and persistently, as in a 

typical ground theory research, rather than hoping the scene would unfold in a particular 

way.  

2. Graphically appealing. The use of techniques or different angles or perspectives 

to make images look more aesthetically pleasing to show the essence of a particular event 

or quality of persons. Ethical concerns may also be involved such as avoiding pictures 

that may embarrass participants. 

3. Emotional. Images that convey and arouse strong emotions and reactions. 

These are situations in which children exhibit stronger emotional responses that usually 

involve certain social behavior and understanding of cultural phenomena such as 

enjoying particular museum exhibits, fighting with peers, or being disciplined by 

teachers. These are moments worth documenting as they show children’s experience of 

socialization and enculturation. 

4. Intimate. Images that possess the ability to “transform the reader into a 

participant,” by making the audience feel included in the situation. This particular 

criterion was not used in the data coding and selection process as all images were kept 

thus to retain the integrity of data. However images reproduced in the dissertation were 

selected partly based on this criterion because these images exemplify the theoretical 

constructs. 
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The photo categorization process involved first sorting pictures into chronological 

order so I could keep track of events; second, tagging them in terms of who, what, where, 

when, why, and how with field notes; third, identifying emerging patterns through 

semiotic and discourse analysis. The following main themes were identified (these are the 

sub sections of the Chapter 4) (a) children’s activities as social practices, (b) the museum 

as a site of cultural reproduction, (c) anticipated identities and social discourses, (d) 

social drama and actors, (e) cultural capital enables improvisation, (f) traces of family 

habitus and the broader social domain, and (g) exercising Power. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS METHOD: SEMIOLOGY AND DISCOURSE ANALYSES 

As my research question was to understand how very young children’s activities 

were influenced by family and broader sociohistorical factors, I needed to identify 

photographs that highlighted the connection between individual activity and social 

structures, that is, observable evidence serving to connect literacy events to broader social 

domains. Thus the analysis method was (a) examine if children’s activities showed sign 

of social significance in the photographs: following Street’s idea of literacy event and 

literacy practice, I argue a photograph can be coded as exhibiting social significance 

when it shows children’s general cultural understanding of social values, attitudes, 

feelings, and relationships in a context specific way. (b) as the ways literacy is utilitized 

and the process of meaning making draw upon an individual’s life, I further argue that 

children’s subjectivities, family background, and interpretation of social ideologies can 

be revealed and coded through qualitative interpretative visual methodology. The 

analysis unit or instrument thus was not the individual child, nor was it the photograph, 

but instead was any situation where realized forms of Bourdieu’s (1977) cultural capitals 
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and habitus could be identified in the photographs. By realized form of cultural capitals 

and habitus I mean the character or quality possessed and displayed by children that 

reflected children’s understanding of social discourse and could be traced to children’s 

soiciohistorical background. Even though Bourdieu was not fully explicit on what he 

meant by capitals, my photographic methodology was an attempt to express that idea in 

the form of embodied literacy practices. Bourdieu differentiated three types of cultural 

capitals, all related to his concept of habitus:  

1. Embodied state: the accumulated, assimilated embeddedness of cultural capital 

to the individual inherited from family or acquired by oneself through socialization. In 

this sense, it is similar to individual subjectivity. If children’s activities showed any sign 

of social significance, it could be expected that children’s literacy practices would reflect 

children’s subjectivity shaped by their sociohistorical background. For example, in my 

pilot study, a three-year-old girl asked to use my camera. I handed her a small digital 

camera but I did not tell her how to use it. She started to take pictures of me, herself, and 

her friends, evaluating the images she took on the LCD screen in the back of the camera. 

This instance exemplified her embodied knowledge of digital media, her social skills for 

interacting with adults, as well as her family background of having access to more 

expensive handsets. In addition, from my observation in the museum, it was very 

common that three-years-old had become used to what it meant to be photographed so 

that they would smile in front of the camera. Once the photo was taken, the smile 

disappeared.  

2. Objectified state: this form of capital refers to any object of cultural 

significance and is directly observable. This concept is strongly related to economic and 

symbolic power, hence signifies social strata. For example, children’s apparel and toys 

can reveal much about their family background. In addition, I had short informal 
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conversations with their parents and teachers in order to know more about background 

information.  

3. Institutionalized state: this form of capital refers to credentials from 

institutions, and is not discussed here as it was less relevant to the young children I 

encountered in the museum.  

In summary, Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capitals refers fundamentally to social 

constructs about social and family factors shaping individuals’ habitus within a field: the 

legitimatization of dominant groups, social beliefs, and structures that produces unequal 

social relations (Bourdieu, 1993; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). The visual analysis of 

photography to reveal social ideologies and construction of social difference was based 

on critical theory (Giroux, 1997; Hoy & McCarthy, 1994) and is central to semiology 

(Rose, 2007). Political propaganda and advertisement are often the subjects of semiotic 

analysis. My semiotic approach and interpretation therefore involved careful examination 

of images, identification of signs expressed by the children and their symbolic meanings, 

and the connection of these to social ideological status. In other words, although a sign is 

usually the analysis unit in semiology, my use of sign here is not limited to traditional 

symbolic representations such as an icon or a toy stethoscope. My use of the word sign 

can be as broad as a child. In addition, by saying “their symbolic meanings,” I am not 

meaning to make a distinction between signified and signifier, which is unnecessary as I 

explained earlier when describing Baudrillard’s (1975, 1983, 1988, 1993, 1998) work. 

Such a broader use of terms allows me to focus more on children’s social modality and 

the dynamics in the field rather than restricting myself to a photograph’s content, 

structural, and compositional modality. After all, the meaning of a sign, just like the 

legitimization of a particular privileged social value, is completely arbitrary. Dyer (1982, 

cited in Rose, 2007) offered a list of signs that was useful for my exploration of the signs 
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exhibited by children’s embodied activities: representations of bodies (age, gender, race, 

hair, body), representation of manners and activities, and props and settings.  

A major critique of semiology from a sociocultural perspective is that semiology 

concentrates on the existing structure between signified and signifier, albeit arbitrary, and 

fails to address dynamic, emerging subjective meaning-making in the field. This raises 

two interpretive difficulties. First, the interpretation of children’s activities in the field of 

the museum shown in a photograph: because each child brought with him or her different 

subjectivities, similar gestures and practices may have different meanings. Therefore, 

certain understandings of the children beyond the apparent image were required in order 

to gain deeper insights into children’s literacy practices. Second, when a photograph is 

treated as a simulacrum to be read and deciphered, readers also bring with them different 

subjectivities, thus interpreting the image differently. However semiology does not 

address audience practice. To solve these problems, I took a heuristic, discourse analysis 

approach that not only addressed the contents within an image but also attempted to 

interpret the contents from a bourdieuan and foucauldian perspectives.  

In the last paragraph, I have addressed how cultural capitals may signify social 

status differences. In other words, groups have their specific genre of thought, ways of 

talking, and repertoire of performance. This is what Foucault (1980) called discourse. 

According to Foucault, discourse is inextricably related to power. It can be expected that 

there always exists a dominant discourse, whose claims of knowledge is the absolute 

truth, the regime of truth (Foucault, 1978). Discourse is both a theoretical construct that 

guides a research framework as well as a research method that helps data analysis. 

Traditional discourse analysis concerns itself only with textual sources (Gee, 1991, 

1996). However, it can also be expanded to the analysis of visual sources like images and 

practices (Rose, 2007). Taking a poststructuralist perspective, I considered both text and 
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image as simulacra. This approach helped me to focus on the social structures within 

photographs, as well as the artifacts produced by the children in terms of social practices 

as for example their writing and their art crafts. The analysis is done through the lens of 

regime of truth, as Rose (2007) put it: “It (discourse analysis) pays attention to the more 

socially constituted forms of discursive power, looking at the social construction of 

difference and authority… thus concerned too with the social production and effects of 

discourses” (p. 147). 

The heuristic discourse analysis I took involved first deciding whether a photo 

contained signs of social significance. Second, I looked for photos that illustrated 

Bourdieuan constructs. Although I also identified common patterns or repeated events 

that can be considered specific discursive practices of a particular group, I also took care 

not to reduce the rich multimodal social meaning-making to decontextualized categories 

and numbers. This is because, from a postmodernist and new literacy perspective, 

practices are very specific to individuals and sensitive to social and contextual situations. 

No literacy event is the same, even for the same child. Hence my use of foucauldian 

interpretation is to treat each and every image individually; uncover specific meanings 

through crucial details or absence of crucial elements; describe the production of 

discourse in social context; connect their relations to the effects of truth; and finally use 

my field notes, audio recordings, and conversations with parents, children, and teachers 

to help construct my interpretation of children’s literacy practices. 

 

TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE RESEARCH METHOD 

In this section, I want to point out that taking a positivist epistemological view 

can be problematic in photographic analysis. For example, although greater descriptive 
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validity and reliability can be easily achieved with photographs through content analysis 

such as by counting the number of people shown in an image, it should be noted that 

numbers derived from content analysis are still biased because the original photograph is 

already a subjective interpretation by the photographer. Photographs cannot be taken as 

truth revealing evidence; they are not representation of reality nor uncomplicated records 

of past. In other words, photographs can provide “for the articulation of existential rather 

than veridical events,” as Worth argued (1981, p. 184.) The claim of faithful reproduction 

of the original scene such as in forensic photography is an impossible mission. According 

to Worth, the criteria that can be used to judge reality through what is called empirical 

truth can only be approximated. To make things more complicated, the concept of reality 

itself is also very vague. Hence, when a person attempts to match a photograph to reality, 

he or she is simply matching a photograph to social conventions. Because of 

photography’s inherent paradox and ambiguity, photographs allow and invite a great 

degree of freedom for interpretation, and the matching process is always biased toward 

one’s subjectivity and very often to the dominant, conventionally assumed correct 

meaning. This holds true in both the natural and social sciences. However, literacy 

researchers employing photography rarely question the regime of truth, and seem 

unaware of the existence of photographic theories in media study, sociology, and 

philosophy. For example, when children are given cameras to record their worlds 

(Spielman, 2001) the subjectivity of children as photographer is often left unquestioned 

(e.g., children’s physical limitations.) in my case, I acknowledge these potential dangers 

of interpretation.  

The issue of truth is closely related to the problem of reliability and validity in 

qualitative research, as has been well discussed (e.g. LeCompte & Goetz, 1982) so I 

would not repeat here. However I want to use one particular study to address the problem 
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of taking a positivist quantitative approach to the analysis of photographs. Ziller, Vern, 

and de Santoya (1988) used autophotography to understand the environment of children 

in poverty in Mexico City. Children were given Polaroid cameras and were asked to 

photograph their living environments that supposedly would reveal “who they are.” 

Content analysis was employed to analyze the photographs. Ziller et al. reported .50 to 

.99 inter-rater reliability on common categories identified from the photographs. Some of 

the categories included self, father, mother, self holding a child, etc. Reliability in 

scientific research refers to the consistency with which an event can be reproduced. In 

Ziller’s case, although good internal reliability was reported, such reliability is less 

meaningful because frame selection was already biased and content analysis was 

conducted at the expense of ethnographic richness. The complexity of social relations as 

indicated by facial expression and intimate interactions among family members were 

reduced to numbers about whether a photograph included father, mother, and child, etc.  

In terms of validity, although ethnographic research claims to have high validity 

(LeCompte & Goetz, 1982), the application of validity to photography may be 

questionable. First, no conclusion of causal relation can be inferred from Ziller et al.’s 

(1988) photographs. Second, figures derived from these photographs would not answer 

original research questions because they suffered from serious confounding factors and 

were highly biased by children’s physical limitations. For example, these photographs 

could only show areas to which children had, or were allowed to have access given their 

physical or economic limitations. And third, the attempt at generalization of the findings 

to other populations is not possible, if even meaningful at all. These images were very 

specific to this particular group of children. No two images were the same. These 

problems are due to the central paradox of photography again. As discussed earlier, the 

process of producing a photograph is highly contingent on people and context. From the 
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moment the child photographers saw the scene through the viewfinder, the scenery was 

selected to their own preference, biased by their personal understanding and 

interpretation of “who they are,” and limited by their physical abilities. Therefore, on the 

one hand, it remains open to dispute whether these photograph actually represented their 

life. On the other hand, even if we believe these photographs do capture something about 

these children, due to the diversity of the photographs, the application of content analysis 

unfortunately erased these unique features as generalization was preferred over rich 

characterization. 

Ironically, what I have argued in the previous section seems to suggest that by 

taking an interpretative approach to photography, my study could be critiqued as 

subjective and unscientific. For example, although in my analysis the majority of my 

photographs showed social some sort of significance, more than 91%, it can be critiqued 

that I only took photographs when I saw what I wanted to see. However as Becker (2004) 

stated, such a criticism is not limited to visual data but applies to every sociological 

method: “no forms of argument supporting social science conclusions can withstand all 

the logical and epistemological and practical arguments that might be brought against 

them” (p. 196). This issue is related to the quality of qualitative research. As Sandelowski 

and Barroso (2006) put it: “Addressing such concepts as reliability and rigor, value and 

validity, and criteria and credibility, scholars across the practice and social science 

disciplines have sought to define what a good, valid, and/or trustworthy qualitative study 

is, to chart the history of and to categorize efforts to accomplish such a definition, and to 

describe and codify techniques for both ensuring and recognizing good studies” (p. 135). 

They concluded with, “Yet after all of this effort, no consensus has been reached on 

quality criteria, or even whether it is appropriate to try to establish such a consensus” (p. 

136). Taking a postmodernist perspective, I argue, both the attempt to establish a unified 
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qualitative methodology and generic simplified coding scheme fail to recognize the 

complexity of social phenomena in fields. Hence, instead of taking a realist approach that 

claims truth and universal value, my photographic analysis aimed to offer an empirically 

rich observation to help construct a deep understanding of children’s literacy practices 

and to reveal the connection to the children’s family background and broader social 

structure.  

Such an emphasis is the key in new literacy studies. A realist approach that would 

focus only on contents and components would not be able to reveal hidden meaning, 

power relations, and social ideologies underlying children’s literacy practices, because it 

would ignore the polysemic nature of contested meanings of literacy, the core idea of 

deconstruction. At the individual level, such an ahistorical approach also would fail to do 

justice to the historicity of the habitus of literacy practices. And when children’s activities 

are reduced to numbers, very little about children’s complex meaning making in social 

context can be revealed. In addition, the second purpose of my research was to take a 

theoretical approach to explore the meaning of photography, to problematize reality and 

truth in photography. Hence, I do not claim to be making truth about children’s literacy 

practices but to contribute to the construction of a deep understanding of their activities in 

their lives.  

And finally, the influence of the researcher’s subjectivity, that is, my theoretical 

bias, my inclusion/exclusion of observation, and my aesthetic values, need to be 

acknowledged. The following steps, based on the work of Johnson (1997) and McMillan 

and Schumacher (1997), were taken to ensure the rigor of my data analysis and 

credibility of my interpretation: I used several data sources to reconstruct the original 

children’s activities: field notes, audio-recordings, and photography. In addition, I stayed 

with the children for each entire week-long camp in order to gain a good understanding 



 54 

of their personality and their activities at least in this context. Corroboration and 

participant feedback were conducted with the parents, children, and camp teachers 

through brief informal conversations. I also cross-checked the data with colleagues and 

advisors through peer debriefing and review. 
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Chapter 4 
Results 

 

The participants’ literacy practices took place in a highly structured social 

institution, a children’s museum. According to Bourdieu (1993) and Foucault (1980), 

even though the children’s museum is an informal learning environment, it could be 

expected that the phenomena of cultural reproduction and power struggle would be 

observed and perpetuated through socializing agents’ intentions to reproduce the social 

logic and cultural norms. The study set out to explore (a) whether very young children’s, 

age 3-5, activities would already exhibit signs of social practices in a children’s museum; 

and (b) if so, how such activities, or literacy practices, were related to and guided by 

family backgrounds, the museum’s structure, and society’s hidden agendas. A three-step 

coding scheme was involved in the data analysis. Step (1): all the 9,882 photos acquired 

during the five week-long summer camps were examined to determine whether they did 

or did not show signs of social significance. Of the 9,882 photos, 226 photos were taken 

by the children. Of the 9,882 photos, 91% (8,992) showed agents involved in socially 

meaningful activities or artifacts produced by the children. Step (2): I then looked for 

photos that best illustrated Bourdieu’s ideas of cultural capitals and habitus. This reduced 

the number of photos to 1,646. Step (3): Visual discourse analysis of the 1,646 photos 

revealed the following major themes: anticipated identities and social discourses, social 

drama and actors, cultural capital and improvisation, traces of family habitus and of the 

broader social domain, resistance and exercise of power, which will be described in detail 

in separate sections. I selected and reproduced 30 of these images for this dissertation. 
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CHILDREN’S ACTIVITIES AS SOCIAL PRACTICES 

Visual analysis from Step 1 indicated that children’s activities in the informal 

learning place were predominantly socially meaningful activities. There were visible 

traces in the images showing how children’s activities were influenced by social 

structures, interactional context cues, and cultural factors. The embedded nature of social 

impacts on children’s activities entail the recognition that these activities be social 

practices (Barton, 2001; Knobel & Lankshear, 2005; Street, 1984, 1995). Of 9,882 

photos, 8,992 photos were closely related to the social context, by exhibiting such 

constructs as anticipated social role and gender, and family backgrounds. The 8,992 

images were coded as exhibiting the constituents of social practices as discussed by 

Hamilton (2000) as they show children’s interpretative process in comprehending signs 

and interactions with people or artifacts in a socially meaningful way:  

(1) Participants: agent interacts and interprets signs or symbols. 

(2) Settings: Agent’s practices are guided by the social purpose of the context. 

(3) Artifacts: From a multimodal perspective, artifacts include all sorts of 

resources and communication modes as part of the interpretation process by 

the agents. 

(4) Activities: Performance of everyday activities and social interactions. 

Figure 1 illustrates how a photograph can serve as visual evidence of children’s activities 

bearing signs of social significance, therefore can be considered social practices: 

(1) Participants: Two children were actively interacting with a computer. One 

child pressed a button labeled “Next Picture” in anticipation of more pictures 

available to play with.  
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(2) Settings: This interaction took place in a children’s museum. Children were 

able to understand the entertainment purpose of this machine and appeared to 

be enjoy playing with it.  

(3) Artifacts: the computer program was designed to encourage interaction rather 

than simply displaying information or animation. These children’s activities 

were acted according to the design purpose. From a multimodal perspective, 

children demonstrated not only knowledge in printed text, but also knowledge 

of digital media literacy as well, as children knew that this computer featured 

a touch screen and could provide an interactive experience. 

(4) Activities: These children were able to read and interpret the interactive user 

interface in accordance to the museum’s design purpose. Children drew on 

their knowledge about computers from their prior experience and were able to 

operate a computer when encountered in a different setting. 

 

 
Figure 1. Literacy as social practices. 
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As shown in this photo, these children engaged socially expected discourses in a 

very specific context. The visual analysis revealed that (a) the children interpreted the 

sign and function of artifacts in a socially and culturally appropriate way as they drew on 

knowledge from prior experience about what they could do in a children’s museum; (b) 

children demonstrated literacy knowledge in that they knew how to interact with the 

computer and were able to read the screen instructions; (c) literacy was learned and 

practiced throughout social practices in the everyday business of children’s lives. The 

local context and affordance of artifacts influenced children’s literacy practices and had 

the potential to shape future literacy practices.  

Figure 2 is another example of children’s multimodal social literacy practices in 

the music arena in the children’s museum.  

 

 
Figure 2. Performing the roles of musicians. 
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(1) Participants: Three children took up music instruments, a guitar and drums, 

and “played” them. The two boys also put on traditional Mexican hats 

available at the scene. 

(2) Settings: This music performance took place in the music area. Children 

recognized that this was a place for them to make loud noise and interacted 

with simulated music instruments as if these instruments were real.  

(3) Artifacts: There were costumes and musical instruments available in the music 

area. The purpose of these artifacts was to encourage children to perform and 

act like musicians. 

(4) Activities: Children picked costumes and instruments they liked and played 

with them in a way similar to real musicians in a concert. 

Again, this photo indicated that children’s literacy was practiced in everyday life. It can 

be inferred from the photo that these children possessed appropriate and competent 

cultural knowledge and skills to understand the purpose of this particular music context, 

and therefore performed their roles as musicians as expected by social discourse: playing 

chords with fingers, hitting drums with drum sticks, and clapping hands for rhythms.   

 Figure 3 captured pretend play involving two children. 

(1) Participants: Two children were laying down on a bed in a simulated bedroom 

as I was a storyteller, not shown in the photo. 

(2) Settings: The slightly darkened bedroom and queen-sized bed invited children 

to rest on it and have story time.  

(3) Artifacts: A cozy bedroom with furniture. 

(4) Activities: The two children on the bed pretended to be sleeping as they 

listened to a bedtime story.  
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Figure 3. Bedtime story. 

The strong impact on children’s literacy practices from the affordance of artifacts and 

context was clearly illustrated in Figure 3. Children correctly interpreted the purpose of 

this exhibit as something to sleep on and pretended to fall asleep like Sleeping Beauty. 

Their curious smiles suggested they knew this was social play, and they knew they 

needed to lay down when listening to a bedtime story, rather than really falling into sleep. 

In addition, this image also suggested children had good intersubjective and interactional 

skills to understand the proper roles of being storyteller and story listener (notice the 

sneaky eyes of one child as she attempted to check on what the other was doing), so that 

all of us could perform our roles successfully to contribute to the construction of the 

narrative of bedtime storytelling. 
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 Figure 4 was a drawing by a child. It was presented in the form of a letter with a 

rainbow. 

(5) Participants: The child participant was not visible in this example as it is a 

photo of the cultural artifact produced by the child. 

(6) Settings: The child was given some stationary and was encouraged to draw 

whatever she liked during a break.  

(7) Artifacts: The result was a letter showing TO and FROM with a rainbow. 

(8) Activities: A particular form of communication, letter writing, was well 

illustrated in this example.  

 

 
Figure 4. A letter to Dad. 

 Figure 4 indicated that the author of this letter had knowledge about how a written 

message can serve as an object of communication to be sent from one party to another. In 

addition, a semiotic analysis of the decorations on the letter to Dad suggested that the 
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child may understand the symbolic meaning of rainbow and heart, which refer to warm 

emotional feelings of human beings and represent love.   

 And last, Figures 5 and 6 showed how a particular artifact, a camera, was used by 

a child.  

(1) Participants: Four individuals stood still to have their shoes picture taken. 

(2) Settings: One child first asked me to let her use the digital camera and then 

asked two other people and me to stand still for her to take pictures of our 

shoes.  

(3) Artifacts: The artifacts involved were a digital camera and the picture taken by 

the child using my digital camera. 

(4) Activities: A child used a digital camera to take pictures of four people’s 

shoes. 

 

 
 Figure 5. A child taking a picture of shoes.   Figure 6. Shoe pictures taken by a child. 

Figures 5 and 6 were examples of how literacy practices were embedded in social 

discourse. First, the child had good social skills to know how to ask me to lend her a 

camera and was able to have other people stand still for her to take pictures of their shoes. 

Second, the child was knowledgeable about how a digital camera should be operated by 
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looking at the LCD screen at the back and knowing how to press the shutter, as shown in 

Figure 5, and was able to get a technically and aesthetically acceptable image.  

Figures 1 to 6 provide general support for the claim that children’s activities can 

be considered social practices, as visual analysis revealed that children’s local activities 

were closely related to prior literacy knowledge, integral to immediate social context and 

affordances, and were embedded in broader social structures. It should be pointed out that 

the 91% rate (8,992 out of 9,882 photos) showing social significance did not mean that I 

had this particular purpose in mind when I photographed the camps. Instead the photos 

all together were taken as a way to document the camp events, like a photojournalist 

typically does without a preconceived intention or viewpoint. This finding was consistent 

with prior literacy research and reinforces the idea that literacy practices are social 

practices that cannot be separated from context. After analyzing the structures and 

contents of the images, in the following sections I will discuss specifically how semiotic 

discourse analysis explicated social orders behind children’s literacy practices. That is, 

how family backgrounds and the broader social structures served as the scaffolding for a 

global framework for children’s local literacy practices. Such a deconstructing approach 

is similar to Barthes’ (1967) work of symbolic objects in a consumer society, but in my 

use, the objects were the visual contents of photographs.  

 Figures 7 and 8 were among the 890 photos not considered directly supporting the 

idea of children’s activities as social practices, although both photos exhibited the 

potential for literacy practices. Figure 7 shows a warning sign displayed in the 

playground telling children not to sit on the milk delivery track. Figure 8 shows a child 

looking at an aquarium.  
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Figure 7 A warning sign.                      Figure 8 A child looking at an aquarium. 

 

MUSEUM AS A SITE OF CULTURAL REPRODUCTION 

Two types of camp experience could be recognized based on the structure of the 

design of the camps: (a) scheduled activities led by teachers in the special program room, 

and (b) free play in the museum exhibits. These two kinds of social contexts were 

significant to children’s literacy practices due to different power structures. In the first, 

teacher-led activities, children had to follow teachers’ instructions in order to complete 

camp tasks, gain access to artifacts, and be permitted to play. Hence, the knowledge of 

what and when to do can be considered a form of cultural capital, an asset that allowed 

access to further resources. Many children in the museum appeared to have learned such 

school discourse as evidenced in Figure 9. They all sat quietly together in front of the 

teacher and listened to the teacher. Many children also knew they needed to raise their 

hand to answer questions as shown in Figure 10. Some of them also knew hot to engage 

in warm interactions like giving “high five” to teachers, Figure 11. Children who failed to 

follow instructions or exhibited disruptive behavior would be disciplined, by being 

temporarily suspended from the activity, as shown in Figure 12. 
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Figure 9. Teacher-led camp activity: story reading.  

 
Figure 10. Children raising hands to get attention. Figure 11. A child high fived a teacher. 
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Figure 12. A child who did not follow instructions was temporarily suspended from activity.  

These images, Figures 9-12, illustrate how the museum as an educational agent 

reinforced cultural reproduction. Although the camp was an informal learning 

environment, the social institutional nature of the museum perpetuated the structures of 

the dominant as they incorporated schooling formats in the camp. The legitimization of 

certain discourses and the sanction of others were the basis of social order and had 

immediate effects on children’s literacy practices. Hence, children possessed and 

acquired knowledge, resources, or credentials, and these contributed to legitimated 

behavior such as those behaving “good” tended to be chosen by the teachers to have 

access to “cool” toys first. Thus, privileged children in the camp who had learned the 

“right” schooled discourse and behaved like “good” social agents fit more readily into the 

social context and teachers’ expectations. These children’s dispositions, or habitus, were 

reinforced further as a result of positive responses from teachers, the accumulation of 
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cultural capital. The implicit and unconscious reception and maintenance of privilege and 

social inequality and difference by both teachers and children, as identified through 

visual analysis, were consistent to what Bourdieu (1977, 1993) called cultural 

reproduction through symbolic violence, a nonviolent form of enforcing and reproducing 

social orders. It was not clear how and when these children had learned these social skills 

and practices, perhaps through prior experiences of socialization by observing what 

others did in the camp. In the following sections, I will discuss specifically how such 

practices were related to family histories and influenced by broader social structures. 

 

ANTICIPATED IDENTITIES AND SOCIAL DISCOURSES  

From this section on, I will focus on the children’s activities that took place 

during free play time. Free play was an intermission between the two structured, teacher-

led activities. Free play was usually scheduled from 9:30-10:00. During this period 

children were free to choose whatever they wanted to do in the museum exhibits. As 

compared to the more structured and restrained teacher-led activities this provided me 

with a great opportunity to explore children’s autonomy and identity expression. 

Transformative literacy events, such as when children seemed to be re-creating new 

identities in improvised play, were observed frequently during this time period. Visual 

analysis of photographs showed that all children explored a wide variety of exhibit 

settings as they moved from one setting to another. Designed to mimic society, the 

museum exhibits included a kitchen, a dairy farm, a pet clinic, a grocery store, and a train 

station, among others. Almost all of the coded observed literacy events involved 

practicing anticipated social roles intended by the museum’s design.  
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It was very clear that the local design and context had significant impacts on 

children’s literacy practice. The contextual cues strongly guided the roles and identities a 

child could choose to be, and the consequent performance deemed as legitimate by the 

child. For example, in a simulated pet clinic, children adopted the role of veterinarian by 

holding stuffed animal and stethoscope in a way similar to what might be seen in a real 

pet clinic. Literacy practices of role expectations were repeated at every moment, across 

gender and ages, as children busily rushed from one setting to another, transforming 

themselves into new setting-inspired identities. The fluency of identity shiftings in role-

play scenarios required a high level of familiarity of cultural phenomena and artifact 

affordances. Traces of social practices were identified, through photographic analysis, 

and with field notes and observations to understand how children’s play bore significant 

symbolic meanings and exhibited social scripts and discourses. Children’s literacy events 

were therefore found to reflect literacy practices mediated by the affordances from the 

immediate environment and constrained by broader sociocultural norms (Barton, 2001; 

Gee, 1996; Hamilton, 2000; Jewitt, 2008), and were highly related to children’s personal 

and family histories (Bourdieu, 1977; Collins, 2000; Mutch, 2003). In addition to solitary 

literacy practices, children were also involved in collective literacy practices with a 

common goal such as block construction. In this case, children needed to know not only 

the meaning and usage of artifacts but also to take on a sense of collaboration to get along 

well or get another to play with them (Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990). This suggested that 

some of the children had group awareness, social skills, and the ability dynamically to 

adapt as required in order to have productive interaction with one another. 
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SOCIAL DRAMA AND ACTORS 

The results showed that a typical literacy practice in the museum during free play 

time unfolded like a short drama. Children went to the cultural setting of their own 

choice. They then initiated their own acts that closely followed social scripts and norms 

by reflecting and applying their emerging understanding of the symbolic meanings 

inherent in the museum artifacts. Children’s interpretation of these cultural artifacts 

effectively limited the degree of freedom of their role performance. This self-imposed 

boundary, based on their own understanding of cultural norms and their interpretation of 

the scene, created a tension that the children actors needed to negotiate between their own 

imagination and social conventions. Violation of this boundary could cause strong 

resistance by the children. Such power issues will be discussed in detail in a later section. 

Once a role was chosen, children may have stuck to it for the rest of the free play period, 

or he or she may have abandoned it within seconds, jumping to another setting. Many 

factors may be involved in this decision-making: personal preference, mood, potential 

playmates, or the presence of teachers, etc. It was not uncommon for children to check by 

a quick glance of their surrounds, if any adult was present before they engaged in 

activities they knew would not be approved by adults.  

Social semiotic analysis of the following three pictures, Figures 13, 14, and 15, 

illustrate the rich literacy events one can expect for children of a certain age in a pet 

clinic. These pictures were taken during free play and the particular gestures shown in the 

photos happened across 65% of coded event in this setting of the clinic. In these images, 

children used a stethoscope to listen to the chest and an otoscope to examine the ears of a 

pet dog (a stuffed animal). This particular literacy event reflected a great deal of 

culturally situated knowledge about the affordances of tools and the discourse within the 

social setting. Such knowledge also limited what could and could not be done in the field.  
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In the first two photos, Figure 13 and 14, shown in the next page, the child put on 

a stethoscope, held the stuffed animal, examined the chest with one hand, and tapped the 

body with the other hand. She also used the otoscope to check one ear with one hand, 

while the other hand pulled on the ear, a gesture resembling examination for signs of 

infection. This kind of practice recreated a typical scene in a pet clinic and was well 

reproduced here in this simulated clinic. Because the child’s interpretation of these 

cultural tools were in accordance with the symbolic meaning embedded in them by social 

standards, her intentional gesture and use of these tools were in line with what was 

expected by the museum’s intended design. Children certainly did not know of the 

museum designer’s ideas, hence were free to use the exhibits in any way they liked. 

However, the fact that they picked up the identity of a veterinarian and acted out the 

expected performance rather than create a different protagonist suggested that these 

children were capable readers actively interpreting symbolic meanings of artifacts and 

settings.  

What was absent from the pictures is also crucial. For example, no child was 

observed in this age range ever bit or tried to eat these tools. This kind of representational 

ability requires children to understand the arbitrary relation of the meaning of a symbol 

and its referent in the real world, and its applicable transferability to a fictional setting. 

Hence, from a literacy perspective, it can be argued that children’s play in the clinic can 

be considered as a literacy event and served as an example of literacy practice as social 

practice. In other words, these photos show evidence of children’s proficiency in 

multimodal literacy. Figure 15 is of a boy displaying a similar performance in the clinic. 

The tilted head, raised eyes, and tapping gesture suggested his concentrated effort to 

listen to heart beats, a strong example showing how embodied literacy practices reflected 

cultural knowledge of being a veterinarian. 
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Figure 13, 14. Practicing the role of a veterinarian. 

 
Figure 15. Practicing the role of a veterinarian. 
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CULTURAL CAPITAL ENABLES IMPROVISATION  

Although children’s literacy practice followed closely the typical social scripts 

they had constructed from prior experiences, they were never exact reproduction. 

Children enjoyed a high degree of autonomy to choose what the protagonists may do and 

often improvised in their own unique ways, especially during collaborative social play. 

Figure 16 shows children sitting in the dining room. One child took food orders and 

served food in dishes while two children, surprisingly, fed the puppy dog sitting in a 

basket near them. Some improvisation was sometimes rejected by children, however. For 

example, some children insisted that no one could take stuffed animals outside the clinic 

and would report to teachers when anyone did so. Some children would refuse to allow 

the grocery store baskets to be taken anywhere else, insisting that they were reserved for 

grocery store use only.  

 

 
Figure 16. Feeding a pet in the kitchen. 
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These are some examples of children’s self-imposed rules. During the entire 

observation of four weeks, there was only one teacher who twice reminded children that 

these things should remain in their proper settings (field note) and were not to be 

removed from the pet clinic or grocery store.  

Of coded events of improvisation, 22% demonstrated sophisticated cultural 

knowledge such as numeracy, which was especially apparent in the grocery store where 

children shopped for food and practiced checking out items at the counter. The grocery 

store was particularly evocative of collaborative play among children in that one child 

would bring a basket full of food to the counter while another child scanned and checked 

out the items. Figures 17, 18, 19, and 20 show a sequence of improvised play among 

children and a teacher. It happened as one child jumped and sat on the counter as if she 

was an item ready to be checked out, a rare event. When the camp teacher (not shown) 

saw this, she said, “how much does this child cost?” The children first looked at each 

other (Figure 17), then the boy appeared to ring the girl up as he pretended to use the 

calculator while the girl looked at the screen, apparently waiting for the amount to show 

up (Figure 18). Then the boy shouted “ZERO!” At that moment, the teacher laughed, the 

girl made a face, and then pretended to be very upset (Figures 19 and 20). This sequence, 

took place in less than one minute as shown by the time print in the digital files, 

suggesting a high degree of knowledge of cultural phenomena in grocery shopping, an 

ability to follow improvised, imaginative play, and a deep understanding of the monetary 

system. This 5-year-old girl seemed to understand that zero amounted to being deemed 

valueless, hence she made the face, an embodied expression of understanding the 

underlying value system in the grocery store. Also, upon noticing the girl’s reaction, the 

boy quickly ran away (Figure 20).  
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Figure 17, 18. At a grocery store. 

  

Figure 19, 20. Knowledge of monetary values demonstrated in the grocery store. 

 

TRACES OF FAMILY HABITUS AND THE BROADER SOCIAL DOMAIN  

Visual analysis showed that children’s literacy practices in the museum bore 

strong social traces and were in line with the museum’s intended meaning, supporting the 

argument that these children were competent readers and interpreters of the symbolic 

meaning inherent in the museum artifacts and settings. Children could also be considered 

authors or producers as they actively acted out their identity of choice in their literacy 

dramas. This has two important theoretical implications based on a Bourdieuian analysis. 

First, children’s ability to interpret and manipulate the symbolic quality of cultural 
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phenomena can be considered as a valuable asset, hence cultural capital, because such 

ability is valued in school and is believed related to early language development 

(Gregory, Williams, Baker, & Street, 2004). Second, children’s identity performances 

and dispositions could be seen as related to their personal histories and family 

background. For example, conventional play of assuming the identity of a vet and 

engaging in medical practice suggested that these children had previously been exposed 

to the medical practice of a veterinarian’s office, maybe through first-hand experience at 

an actual clinic, watching television, or mimicking another child at the museum enacting 

the same role. Such sociocultural history is what Bourdieu termed habitus, and is 

imbricated with cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Collins, 2000; Marsh, 2006; 

Smith, 2003). A Bourdieuian analysis is useful to deconstruct this often taken-for-granted 

meaning and to reveal the connection of literacy practices between individual family 

background, embedded in a larger social domain. The following visual analysis of five 

photos shows habitus as traces of connection of self-chosen literacy events and family 

narratives. 

Throughout the four-week observation, there were 14 children in several 

situations who reported how the literacy events in which they engaged in the museum 

were related to their family narratives. In only two cases were these reports prompted by 

me. James, a 5-year-old boy, was very interested in blocks and tried to build a new castle 

whenever he visited the “Funstruction” site, a place where children had access to various 

construction tools and materials. Figure 21 shows James in front of a castle he had built. 

The photo was in fact taken at his request. One day as James passed a replica of the 

Texas State Capitol building at the Funstruction site, Figure 22, he suddenly mentioned 

that his grandfather was a construction worker at the Capitol, that his father was also a 

construction worker, and that he (James) liked to build. This figure shows James proudly 
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waving his hand in front of the replica. In this case, James’ construction of castles and 

self-presentation can be seen as traces of family narratives and expressed habitus. 

 

   
Figure 21. James’s literacy production.                        Figure 22. Showing family history that his 
         grandfather worked at the State Capitol. 

A closer Bourdieuan visual analysis of children’s literacy practices could reveal 

children’s family habitus and cultural class, such as socioeconomic status, types of 

discourse, and cultural preferences. This was most obvious in some children when they 

demonstrated a high level of familiarity with “posh” artifacts. For example, 11 of the 

camp children said that their parents had Apple iPhones when they saw me using one 

(field note). One of them reported to have her own iPhone. In every camp group, at least 

three to five children asked to play with my iPhone. The texts and drawings these 

children fluently produced on the iPhone reflected their knowledge of digital media. 

Figure 23 shows the drawing Lora made. Several steps were involved to produce this 

self-portrait. As I did not tell children how to use an iPhone, they had to know how to 

recognize and open the application already or know to ask another child. In this case, 

Lora knew to slide the screen to unlock the iPhone. She then found the drawing app 

Scribble, a very popular iPhone drawing program. Scribble allows an individual to 
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“finger paint” and sketch on the iPhone, or in combination with a photo. In this case, 

Lora then asked me to take her photo. She then drew a beard on her image and was very 

excited to show it to me. As of middle 2009, the iPhone was still one of the most 

expensive handheld devices. With a $200-$600 price tag for the device plus at least $80 

for the monthly phone service, the iPhone was expensive compared to most mobile 

phones or smart phones. A marketing study showed that 67% of iPhone owners earned an 

income of $70,000 or more annually (Evans, 2009), which is higher than the average 

household income. These children’s familiarity with such devices suggested that they 

came from more well-off families, also supported by the fact that the museum camps 

were rather expensive, the clothe wore by most children, the cars driven by parents, etc.  

 

   
Figure 23. Familiarity with digital media.     Figure 24. Knowledge of social sexuality. 
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In terms of types of discourse, children’s literacy practices not only closely 

followed social scripts as discussed earlier, but also adhered to certain ideologies such as 

gendered stereotypes as shown in Figure 24. In the photo taken of me by Stephanie, my 

image was painted with long hair and a dress, eye shadow, lipstick, and a necklace. Upon 

completion of the drawing, Stephanie, who had embellished the image, shouted to me, 

“you are now a girl!” Just as children’s drawing is often considered as an expression of 

self-identity (Hawkins, 2002), Stephanie’s performance pointed to how children’s 

authoring of literacy practices is highly related to their personal identities and social 

conventions. 

In terms of family cultural preferences, there was evidence showing children’s 

understanding of specific cultural genres. Usually a quiet girl, Rebecca became active in 

music settings. She would take a piece of paper, “compose” a song by making marks on 

the paper, and then sing the song. When she had finished, she would roll up the score. 

Figure 25 is a portrait of her singing, like an opera diva. Similarly, Katy and Maggie 

always posed very gracefully like ballerinas in front of a camera, Figure 26. After seeing 

these literacy events repeated several times, I asked Rebecca if she took music lessons 

and if Katy and Maggie had had ballet classes. The answer in these cases was yes and 

was confirmed by their parents. 
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Figure 25, 26. Children’s literacy practices exhibit signs of social class. 

 

EXERCISING POWER  

This section explores the application of Bourdieu’s (1977, 1993) theory of 

symbolic power in the summer camps. The exercise of power, or resistance to its 

operation, does not necessarily flow in one direction but is decentered and diffused in 

many forms. Children’s literacy practices, drawing on their habitus and mediated by the 

museum social structure, allowed for and narrowed the possibilities and legitimacy of 

what could be involved. In other words, as cognizant, autonomous social agents, children 

were aware of the normative order for the roles they chose in each setting if the 

protagonists’ potential was to be realized. Hence despite their ephemeral and 

unpredictable quality, children’s literacy events reflected the dominant discourse they 
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believed appropriate in the setting. Figure 27 shows that children gravitated to the milk 

production line to grab bottles and baskets and distributed them as they faithfully 

reproduced the roles of milk factory workers. Physical struggling among the children was 

not uncommon as they competed for the limited resources of milk bottles, baskets, and 

the privilege of delivering milk. The competition was also very gender specific. 

Typically, 7 of 10 players in the site were boys competing with each other. 

 

 Figure 27. Competing for cultural resources at the museum. 

A Bourdieuian analysis of children’s literacy practices indicated that children 

were very sensitive to personal identity and its relation to power structure during free 

play. When improvisations were created beyond the boundaries of the legitimate 
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framework in which children believed, they usually faced strong resistance by the 

children. Resistance could take the form of exercising power to show what the children 

believed to be the right thing to do as informed by their habitus. Individuals’ disposition 

to adhere to the dominant discourse within the field structure is what Bourdieu called 

symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1991; Foucault, 1978, 1980; Geèienë, 2002).  

The following three pictures show the result of a quasi-experiment as part of the 

study during free play time. The visual analysis shows that by age four these children 

already demonstrated substantial understanding of social power. This was evident in their 

literacy practices, as their authoring of their identity in the museum setting followed 

legitimate conducts and social scripts and reproduced the dominant discourse. Children’s 

assumed power relation was challenged when I suggested a modification of social play 

they did not expect: to cook the pet animals and eat them. Three children chose to follow 

the improvisation as shown in Figure 28 where Brandi prepared the “food” with 

seasoning in the kitchen. Most children, however, resisted strongly the new game as they 

seemed to subscribe to the view that animals needed protection and ultimately summoned 

disciplinary power to bring the game back to normal. In Figure 29, Jenny stood in front of 

the pet clinic and told me (pointing to the door) to go away so that I could not take any 

animal to “eat.” Children’s efforts to resist this instance of “animal cruelty” illuminated 

their understanding of the disciplinary power of normalizing behavior and their concept 

of social schemes. As one of the teachers, Katy, and I still insisted on cooking the 

animals, several children executed disciplinary power as they took the role of police by 

bringing Katy and me to an observation deck that the children called a jail. One child, 

Heather, said to me, “you are bad, you need to stay in jail!” Figure 30 shows the policing 

drama of Katy being pushed into jail. Children’s enforcement of social regulations 

through a “reversal” of hierarchical power called upon a sophisticated kind of cultural 
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capital, knowledge of institutional resources and instruments, and strong normalizing of 

habitual judgment. Because it was unlikely that children had experienced a similar play 

modification before, their response indicated that they were very capable and flexible 

readers and authors of disciplinary society. In other words, this particular analysis of 

power and resistance offers convincing evidence of how children’s local literacy events 

were mediated by broader social institutions. 

 

 
Figure 28. A child imitating the improvisation   Figure 29. Most children reacted strongly to “animal  
of cooking a pet.           cruelty.” 
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Figure 30. A camp teacher being held in jail because she was accused of animal cruelty. 
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Chapter 5 
Discussion 

 

In this study I took poststructuralist and critical theory perspectives to understand 

how very young children’s literacy practices took place in an artifact-rich environment. 

The theoretical move from literacy as an independent skill set to multimodal local 

practices allowed me to pay close attention to how young children interpreted signs and 

symbols, and how their authoring of literacy practices was related to individual and 

family histories as well as broader social orders. This chapter discussed findings in four 

sections, literacy as social practices, image and representations, knowledge and power, 

simulacra and simulation. Limitation, implication and conclusion are also addressed.  

 

LITERACY AS SOCIAL PRACTICES 

The first finding to emerge from these analyses is that even very young children’s 

literacy can be described as social discourse. The visual results indicated that it would be 

difficult to study literacy practices in a decontextualized setting because children’s 

literacy practices were strongly guided by contextual affordances and the symbolic 

meaning of these artifacts. As the relation between symbols and their referents was an 

arbitrary result of social practice (Grundberg, 1990; Saussure, 1983, 2001), the ability to 

recognize the association and subsequent appropriate use of tools to engage specific 

purposes suggested that these children had learned to be competent cultural interpreters to 

decipher symbolic meaning. They may also be called capable consumers of artifacts, as 

children seemed to spend scarcely a second to recognize symbols and pick up new 
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identities as they rushed to different exhibits. The interactions of children’s inculcated 

dispositions, habitus, and symbolically structured social space and fields were obvious. 

No literacy practice can be done without referring to the sociopolitical structures and 

close examination of the contextual conditions of production and reception. In other 

words, internal structural analysis of isolated text production can explain neither the 

literacy events nor children’s socially and historically situated authoring. On the other 

hand, no child reproduced exactly the same discourses even at the same locations using 

the same artifacts. There were always some sorts of improvisation as part of their 

idiosyncratic enactments.  

In addition, the museum became a context in which children could show what 

they already knew. Many children appeared to “fit” the camp well as they possessed the 

proper cultural capitals, showing what they had already learned from home such as 

proper manners and relevant knowledge. In addition to what they brought from home 

(habitus), children also learned to meet and interact with new people and appropriate new 

cultural knowledge, through their own experience or by observing what other children 

were doing. It was very common that children watched others performing a task, and then 

replicated it themselves. 

The strongest finding through visual analysis was the identification of significant 

evidence linking local practices to personal histories, family narratives, and broader 

social structures. These findings indicated that children’s literacy practices cannot be 

explained solely on the basis of what was available (tools) for them without a deeper 

understanding of children’s histories and the cultural milieu. Children as authors brought 

with them idiosyncratic knowledge from prior experience. They selected the artifacts and 

contents to compose with the awareness of cultural constraints and artifact affordance. 

They created a new literacy experience in every moment, and the embodied literadcy 
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practices were the articulation of their authorship, this is related to children’s shifting 

identities, artifact and context affordances, and moment-to-moment interactions with 

others.  

The frameworks presented in Chapter 2 provided the theoretical basis needed to 

deconstruct the hidden relationships and meanings that reveal how social structures and 

power functioned in the museum. The combination of semiotic and discourse analysis I 

used was an attempt to dig more deeply into the complexities of children’s interpretation 

of cultural signs, composition of literacy practices, and construction of identity. The 

results were based on a holistic visual approach that analyzed the embodied experience 

such as children’s paralinguistic expressions and proved fruitful to the understanding of 

very young children’s interpretation and articulation of subjectivities and 

intersubjectivities intertwined with social factors.  

 

PROBLEMATIZING LITERACY PRACTICES IN THE FIELD 

In order to understand children’s literacy practices, it is crucial to recognize the 

inseparability of habitus and field. Detailed analysis of photos revealed traces that linked 

embodied literacy practices in the field to habitus, as the images indicated that children’s 

interpretations of artifact affordances and consequent interactions were within the 

boundaries and expectations of social scripts as imposed within a particular field. 

However, it is important to recognize that field is more than the immediate physical space 

one occupies. Children created their own literacy practice field, a site where they enacted 

social scripts they deemed legitimate based on their interpretations of the affordances 

(simulacra) from the physical space. This perspective allows the possibility to trace the 

moment-to-moment changes involved in identity reconstruction within a particular 
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discursive field that exemplified the influence of broader social orders. Children as 

veterinarian at a pet clinic were great examples of how children’s literacy experiences 

were affected by the history of children’s dispositions and the cultural history of the field 

as they reflected tacit role and situation-specific understandings of medical practice. The 

emerging identity of a veterinarian, its maintenance, and ultimate abandonment were 

clearly guided by prior experience but also affected by the immediate context and the 

broader social structure in which the children were playing. 

Alternatively, children’s habitual identities may also lead or prevent them from 

engaging in certain practices or accessing certain resources as they perceive a different 

literacy practice field. This was especially obvious in the multicultural environment of 

the children’s museum. For example, most children (from white middle class families) 

failed to recognize certain artifacts such as the mariachi band painted on the wall in the 

exhibit room En mi familia (In My Family; see Figure 2) due to their lack of cultural 

resources or capital in terms of knowledge of Mexican culture. Hence, children’s literacy 

field is more than just material structures but the symbolic quality they perceive in the 

environment that give them access to knowledge or power. As the results indicated, 

children needed first to be able to interpret the symbolic quality of an artifact (the 

affordance of simulacra) in order to enjoy it whether as a tool or toy, and may not see this 

affordance without proper cultural capital, a cultural blind spot. Thus, to enjoy 

themselves in the camp meant showing and learning how to behave appropriately by 

recognizing the contextual cues and affordances from the environment. However, the 

possession of certain capitals could endow some children with full appreciation of the 

environment. Together Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field help us to 

understand how children make meaning of what is going on in the museum by looking 
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into the dynamic functioning of the inner logic within the context where a literacy 

practice is taking place.  

 

IMAGE AND REPRESENTATION 

The photographic results showed that children’s literacy practices were guided by 

preconceived self-disposition and was orchestrated by broader collective social domain. 

This photographic analysis also indicated how looking for embodied practices that reflect 

children’s identities and thoughts can provide a different view of habitus and capitals 

than traditional textual discourse analysis. Photos allowed me not merely to register the 

representation of what took place in the museum, but acknowledged the importance of 

children’s actual interactions with materials when learning and engaging in multiple 

literacy practices. Photos also displayed children’s moment-to-moment adaptive literacy 

practices as they rushed to different exhibits, showing children’s whole body movement 

such as facial expressions of excitement or surprise, and proprioceptive and kinesthetic 

reactions that evolved and functioned with artifacts within contexts in a unified way. 

Hence, an autonomous literacy model collapsing all these experiences into reductionism 

would not be able to address children’s context-specific literacy practices and would fail 

to capture their embodied experience. Despite the diversity and complexity of embodied 

literacy practice, what can be described in Bakhtin’s (1981) word as carnivalesque, 

children’s choice of role play and performance were guided by typified habitus. For an 

acceptable social practice to be produced by a child, the child must have known or 

possessed the capital of knowledge of legitimacy and be able to interpret the cultural 

contexts of their existences. Additionally, the fluent articulation of social practices 

indicated that knowing what to do had become part of the child’s habitus. It may not be 
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possible to identify when habitus arises or its origin, but it can be inferred that such class-

based knowledge and disposition were the results of early informal learning experiences 

within family.  

 

KNOWLEDGE AND POWER 

The typification of children’s practices as well as teachers’ instruction together 

constituted the social order within the museum and reproduced existing social hierarchies 

(P. L. Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Such an idea cannot be understood without Foucault’s 

(1978, 1980) notion of regime of truth. The hierarchy identified in the museum was not 

always obvious but dynamic. Many instances of legitimation were observed during 

teacher-led activities where the power relations were more obvious and were the basis of 

social logic. However, children who were knowledgable about a particular subject such 

as dinosaurs appeared unafraid to correct the camp teacher’s misconceptions. During free 

play, children added their own symbolic force to those arbitrary power relations as they 

recreated social scenarios, maintaining their literacy field of sovereignty over resources. 

All these cultural producers and their power struggles shared a system of common power 

and knowledge framework. Children’s understanding of normative elements of social 

order was especially evident in the animal cruelty example as shown in Figure 30, which 

exemplified children’s symbolic capital. Children appeared to understand the legality of 

conduct, punishment of transgression, and disciplinary acts on the body, and reinforced 

their view of a legitimate vision of the social world. 

However, because resources were limited, the children’s museum was therefore 

not simply a discursive space but also a site of struggle. My analysis of power showed 

that although many of the sociocultural factors were related to inherited economic 
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capitals, such as access to iPhones, economic factors nonetheless did not dictate the 

nature of children’s literacy practices. In fact, a post-discourse approach rejects the idea 

of determinism, whether instrumental, technological, or economic. Although these factors 

are part of a dialectic interaction with children to influence literacy practices, they cannot 

address the humanistic purpose of literacy practices alone. 

 

SIMULACRA AND SIMULATION 

The results also agreed with Baudrillard’s (1983, 1988) idea of simulacra in that 

social discourses were reproduced by children even in the simulated environment of the 

museum. The distinction between the real and the simulated was blurred in that children 

fluently enacted newly picked up identities, faithfully reproduces expected social scripts 

in context and created their own personal sense of field of practice. Children’s lack of 

discrimination between the real and the simulated and their recognition of signs and 

referents supported Baudrillard’s claim that it is no longer possible to find the real 

(Kellner, 2006), representing what Sontag (1977) would agree is a collapse of Plato’s 

cave. Children as autonomous social agents engaging in authorship in the presence of 

simulacra was what literacy practices were about, rather than distinguishing between 

what was real and what was simulated. 

 

LIMITATION 

In an era in which interpretive work becomes increasingly important in research 

methodology, this qualitative interpretive visual analysis built on a strong post-discourse 

theoretical foundation and presented a unique way to combine documentary photography, 

semiotic analysis, and discourse analysis to provide thick description and interpretation. 
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However, all interpretations are biased to particular epistemological assumptions. The 

articulation of subjectivity by the children through their literacy practices referred to their 

own interpretation of internalized social scripts (Bourdieu, 1977; Vygotsky, 1978, 1986). 

The same interpretive process applied to me as a researcher and to readers of this 

dissertation as well. I selected and interpreted only parts of children’s literacy events. The 

photographs embodied my way of seeing them (J. Berger, 1972). And, my readers too 

add another layer of interpretation to my work and images based on their own 

subjectivities. As all these artifacts are read as cultural messages, the meaning is 

produced collectively, rather than residing in an individual’s private mind and 

consciousness (Barthes, 1968, 1975, 1981). This also means we as cultural interpreters 

cannot escape the material and sociocultural framework surround us (Bourdieu, 1990; 

Nietzsche, 2003).  

In light of postmodernism, there is no one valid truth but multiple interpretations 

that all contribute to advance an understanding of children’s literacy practices from 

different perspectives. Hence I do not claim that these photos captured the real scene of 

children’s activities and better than any written text. The presumed verisimilitude and 

objectivity of photographs do not equal to truth. Photography at best is a more transparent 

medium (Ritchin, 1990). I agree with Webster (1980) that “all photography is an attempt 

at capturing, recording, and projecting meaning” (p12, emphasis in original). That is, 

these photos were selective and partial, reflecting a particular ideology of photography I 

have acknowledged. However many more moments went undocumented. Bourdieu 

(1990) also discredited photographic images as objective truth, preferring to call them 

projective tools. He reasoned that for photographs to be objective, the existence of reality 

would need to be identified, which itself is a problematic notion, hence impossible to 

achieve. The visual results nonetheless revealed latent components and meanings within 
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images that reflected aspects of children’s literacy practice and represented the elusive 

quality of habitus and capitals. The analysis further exposed the legitimate unequal social 

power relations inherent in literacy practice. The post-structuralist perspective 

emphasizes that meanings are inherently unstable. Thus, the multidimensional nature of 

photographs and multiple interpretation of data invite further knowledge production by 

all readers and audience. Hence the meaning of these photos, or the quest for 

understanding children’s literacy practices, can never be fixed but will evolve with each 

context where the work is presented. 

 

IMPLICATION 

This study of very young children’s literacy practices has several implications for 

literacy researchers, educators and teachers. The first and perhaps most important, is a 

reevaluation of very young children’s understanding of cultural phenomena and ability to 

reproduce social scripts. From my observation, children who were competent readers 

were not simply fluent language users, they were competent authors in many other 

literacy skills such as print knowledge and digital media. I believe focusing on only one 

particular skill set such as phonics or rapid naming of letters cannot adequately address 

why some children are better prepared for literacy acquisition than others. As children’s 

literacy development is a crucial part of school readiness and a recent emphasis in 

preschool preparation, future research is encouraged to study how children at such ages 

develop sophisticated abilities in multimodal literacy practices and knowledge of the 

society.  

The knowledge of legitimate discourses and actions are related to issues of power 

and justice and are of central concern to critical theory researchers. The implication of 
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this study for critical pedagogy is to understand how some children become more 

prepared, thus gaining advantaged position and resources in social contexts, especially in 

schools, and then help those in less advantaged position. In this sense, schools can 

become a place to empower youth of all kinds, rather than simply strict institutions of 

cultural reproduction. A critical theory-informed photo inquiry may be especially 

conducive to convey such particular perspectives in educational settings due to the 

realistic and empathies nature of photography that often brings change and revolution. 

Photographic works like this have often been used in documentary photography such as 

Lewis Hine’s (Freedman, & Hine, 1998) and Capa (2001). Literacy researchers and 

critical theorists are encouraged to explore this line of inquiry further by focusing on a 

social level of analysis rather than only a content analysis. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Children’s contingent identity, symbolic multimodal practices, and power 

reproduction functioning in and through a multiplicity of social relations have often been 

taken for granted. The expanded notion of literacy I explored in this study allowed for a 

rich depiction and discoveries of multimodal facets of young children’s literacy practices. 

Following this new conception of literacy, I offered visual methodology as a tool to 

reinterpret children’s authoring of social practices. This particular visual methodology 

attempted to capture the “real, flesh, and blood life” of children’s embodied practices 

(Becker, 2002, p. 11) by freezing the literacy events in time to encourage understanding. 

Visual analysis entailed highlighting visible traces of children’s social display of 

situational and field specific forms of judgment, tastes, gestures, and dispositions. In 

addition, through discourse analysis, the results indicated that these embodied literacy 
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practices were grounded on collective social discourses and constructed in relation to 

particular social relations. Children fluently interpreted the intended symbolic meaning of 

museum artifacts by taking corresponding identities and acting out habitual roles 

appropriate in the museum exhibit setting. Children’s performance as shown in role 

choice, physical gestures, and artifact production was influenced by their habitus and 

reflected their cultural capital. However, although children’s sociocultural background 

knowledge ensured that their practices were attuned to the social contexts, they were by 

no means definitive in determining the outcomes. The dialogical interaction and 

inseparability between individual agents’ meaning making and social structure became 

obvious as children created and recreated new social worlds based on their moment-by-

moment symbolic perceptions and interpretations. Hence, despite children’s general 

disposition to adhere to social scripts, or to a common-sense view of the social world, 

such dynamic flux emphasized the ephemeral quality and unpredictability in children’s 

reproductions of social drama even as it also indexed a sense of harmony. 

A Bourdieuian analysis of the social traces identified in children’s literacy 

practices in the museum further indicated that these practices were inherently power-

laden. Children’s authoring and performance were in line with pervasive social 

stereotypes and dominant power structures, the appropriate discourse children believed to 

be legitimate in the field. The inculcation of habitus to recognize legitimated practices 

was also reinforced by their parents and camp teachers. Hence, familiarity with the 

dominant discourse and sociocultural space gave some children privilege and recognition. 

In addition, it was clear that children brought with them to the museum the benefits of 

certain inherent capitals that enabled them to be competent cultural readers and ready to 

take advantage of resources in the museum. The recognition that very young children’s 

literacy practices are already very complex and are shaped by family backgrounds as well 
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as social forces represents an advance in explaining how children acquire and accumulate 

cultural capitals that are important for their school experience.  
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