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This case study investigated the ways in which its participants drew from 

available language and literacy practices as they constructed identities in various 

contexts. Data was gathered using ethnographic methods, including field notes, 

interviews, artifact collection, and video data. Observations took place within a fifth 

grade classroom and select focal participants were interviewed and collected video data 

on their own outside of school. The study was framed through theories of context-

dependent identities, built from the semiotic resources available to people based on 

context and positionality. Findings suggest the participants engaged in multimodal, 

heteroglossic composing practices outside of school, while inside of school their 

composing practices were defined by accountability measures imposed on them from 

outside the classroom. Findings also showed how the classroom community was 

discursively built and maintained, at times functioning as a homogenizing force even 

though the discourses defining the community were those of acceptance and diversity. 

Participants cultivated what they viewed were acceptable identities within the classroom 
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through the language and literacy norms and practices therein. The study suggests 

implications for educators in how language and literacy practices shape acceptable 

identities and the spaces for them, and for how the construct of community is understood 

and intended in classrooms versus how it functions in practice. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

My six-year-old nephew Ian often plays Star Wars, always choosing to be the 

character Anakin Skywalker (the Jedi knight who later becomes Darth Vader). A few 

years ago, when Ian was almost three, my mother found a Jedi knight costume that was 

just his size. Ian was ecstatic when he saw it and wanted to wear it right away. After she 

helped him put it on, he took a few steps away from her, then stopped and dramatically 

swung his head back so that he was facing her. “Is it flowing?!” he asked excitedly. He 

had a clear picture in his head of how the robe should look and what it should do. Ian was 

quick to correct anyone who described this robe as a mere costume or even a cape. It was 

a robe, he insisted, like that worn by Luke Skywalker and Obi Wan Kenobi, and most 

importantly, Anakin. When he wore the robe, he told us, he was Anakin.   

Ian’s Star Wars play is fun, certainly, but it is also serious identity work. Drawing 

from a text is one of many language and literacy practices we engage in, all of which are 

important tools in our identity constructions: we build ourselves from the words and 

stories around us, and at a deeper level, from the discourses and ideologies contained 

therein. So it is not just surface level artifacts like Ian’s Jedi robe we hold on to. Images, 

words, sounds—these are all sign symbols that represent deeper meaning, that contain 

within them discourses about the world that work to discursively recreate the world 

through the ways in which people take them up. And, of course, people themselves in 

turn are reshaped.  
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There are some spaces, though, where Ian’s cape and role-playing would not be 

welcome. Contexts such as church or, most relevant to this study, school come to mind as 

places where Ian is expected to act in a certain way and to draw from language and 

literacy practices specific to those worlds, and which do not include wielding a light 

saber. When considered from an identity theory lens such as Holland, Lachicotte, 

Skinner, and Cain (1998), or sociocultural theory (Bourdieu, 1977), or sociolinguistic 

theory (Gee, 2008), the idea that we are different people in different settings is not 

unexpected or necessarily unacceptable. This notion extends to educational settings 

through beliefs about learning many educators and researchers hold—that learning occurs 

when we build from what is already known; that people learn best when they draw from 

the language and literacy practices they bring with them to school; that blocking certain 

language practices recursively maintains hegemonic practices. The implications for 

power and positionality, first in school and then in broader society, when students’ 

outside identities must wait for them at the door suggest a shift is necessary in terms of 

how some classroom spaces operate. 

Discourses about identity, about whom we can and can’t be, are present even in 

the talk of young children. When Marsh (2000) was initiating a study of the classroom 

play of 6- and 7-year-olds, she set up a Batcave in the room and explained to the students 

that it belonged to Batman and Batwoman (deliberately changing the name from the 

comic’s original name Batgirl to denote equal status). After explaining the new play area, 

she shared the following exchange with three of the male students: 
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Marsh: Why do you think I said the cave belonged to Batwoman as well as 

Batman? 

Marcus: So that girls would have a turn. 

Marsh: Why would that help them to have a turn? 

Sajad: ‘Cos if it’s just Batman, they’d think, ‘I can’t do it.’ 

Edward: They’d think it’s not for girls (Marsh, 2000, p. 210). 

 This conversation pointedly demonstrates how language does things, positioning 

people and influencing how we think of ourselves as being in the world. It also 

demonstrates how that particular classroom space, through its purposeful design, helped 

facilitate conversation about the roles boys and girls can take on. Artifacts and signs, such 

as the Batcave, Batman and Batwoman do not exist in isolation, but always as part of a 

larger context. The boys’ conversation about gender roles was facilitated by artifacts 

present in their classroom, but the discourses embedded within the artifacts are part of a 

larger societal text. People encounter a variety of texts and their embedded discourses and 

ideologies throughout their lives; we learn who we can be in part through our access to or 

participation in them. Significantly, though, different people participating in the same 

figured world receive different messages about who they can and should be (Holland, 

Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998). Available and acceptable roles are contingent on 

factors including but not limited to ethnicity, socioeconomic status, language or dialect, 

and gender. To resituate this in terms of education, it is imperative that classrooms are 

spaces that explicitly welcome diverse language and literacy practices because openness 
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and diversity are the means to shifting power—not constraint, which maintains and 

strengthens power relations already in place.  

 Because I wondered how children navigated the relationship between language 

and literacy practices, the discourses contained inside of them, and identity construction, 

I decided to conduct a small pilot study and ask a small group of girls to talk about 

themselves and the texts with which they chose to transact. In the fall of 2008, I carried 

out a series of interviews and observations with three sixth grade girls, who also let me 

read two of their school-assigned writing pieces. One theme that came up repeatedly in 

the interviews was gender discourses, with the participants often comparing themselves 

to female characters in texts. The girls were very aware of female gender stereotypes and 

actively sought to resist them. All three participants stated they preferred to perform 

identities that were out of line with how they thought girls have traditionally acted. For 

example, Alice stated,  

I personally think to be a girl is whenever you don’t like to get dirty, you don’t 

like to play sports…girlie-girls like to be all pretty and think that they’re all cute 

and everything, don’t like to do nothing and all they think about is theirself 

(sic)…. I think I’m in between a tomboy and a girlie-girl.    

Tisha shared similar sentiments when she said,  

I think a girl should be, like, they wear dresses and stuff. They’re kind of girlie-

girlish. They wear pink and they like pink and they like cute stuff like puppies and 

stuff and they usually have long hair and stuff like that. Um, I don’t really like 
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pink, so, well, I don’t think girls should be like that. ‘Cause, um, I think they 

should be themselves.   

This last sentence is particularly interesting because by contrasting “being a girl” with 

“being oneself,” Tisha suggests that the identities we take on are constructed and not 

inherent. When I asked her where she thought these ideas of being a girl came from she 

responded,  

Well, it [ideas about girls] kinda comes from movies because if you think about it, 

Sleeping Beauty, she’s like, she wears pink and she wears dresses and stuff like 

that and then in Cinderella she likes mice and in Snow White, she gets kissed by 

the prince, and yeah. 

 However, at the same time, when comparing themselves to favorite characters in 

books, Tisha, Michele, and Alice did not see themselves as having the characteristics they 

so admired in the characters. This is significant in part because the characteristics they 

admired are ones that are traditionally considered masculine. For example, Tisha spoke of 

how much she admired a book character for being brave, but then commented that she 

herself is not brave: 

Um, well, I wish I were brave. Well, in Skulduggery Pleasant [Landy, 2007], 

there’s this girl and she’s the main character, and she’s not afraid to do anything. 

Basically.  I’m afraid to do lots and lots of dares ‘cause I think it’s kinda wrong 

but then it’s a dare, so yeah.   
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Michele spoke of a similar disconnect between herself and someone she read about in a 

book, although in this case it was a real person, Rosa Parks. Compare what she says 

about Parks…: 

In third grade I did a biography on Rosa Parks and, oh my gosh, I do look up to 

her, too, because she stood for what she wanted.  She knew what she wanted and 

no matter if she…went to prison or solitary or whatever she did…She wanted to 

be in the front of the bus.  She didn’t wanna take that any longer.  It was too 

much. 

…with what she says about herself: 

Some people are strong, some people are weak, some people are just both…and 

you never know what could happen to me, like if something happens and I don’t 

be that strong. I think it’ll be very challenging for the stuff that I wanna do, I 

won’t be able to do. I don’t feel that the stuff I wanna do, I’ll be able to do or 

something. 

Another interesting observation from the pilot study came as I was about to begin 

the first interview. I was sitting in the library with the camera set up, and Michele came 

in and sat down in the chair directly facing it. She sat up as straight as she could and 

smiled broadly. She then joyfully announced, “I am Michele Hernandez, reporting to you 

from downtown!” I noted the way Michele seemed to be drawing on her knowledge of 

the genre of television news not only to imagine a future career but also to construct a 

whole other version of herself right there in the library. This observation is an example, 

like Ian’s Jedi robe, of the way artifacts pivot us into new or different selves. These 
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different selves have access to varying roles, positions, and social practices. By closing 

school spaces off from a variety of identities, students’ visions of themselves are limited. 

Michele may or may not have access to the news anchor self in her classroom; without it, 

does she also have access to her characteristics, such as confidence and enthusiasm? 

 While the interviews I conducted with participants provided interesting data, 

another source of data—classroom observations of literature discussion groups—yielded 

an important but unanticipated finding. I chose the classroom I did because the teacher 

employed both literature discussion groups and writing workshop. I hypothesized that 

since these are relatively open instructional spaces, there was increased potential for rich 

discussions and transactions with texts. However, I realized after a few observations that 

the scaffolds the teacher provided to facilitate students’ participation within these 

frameworks seemed instead to function as constraints.     

 One example of this is the literature response journals the students filled out each 

day. The purposes of the journals were to foster and assess reading comprehension, as 

well as to help the students talk in their discussion groups. The prompts the teacher 

provided for the journals, however, seemed to limit the opportunities for authentic 

responses. For example, the prompt for day one asked students to compare the setting of 

the book with the city in which the students lived. I was struck by the implications of this 

assignment when Tisha made the following comment in her next interview. She was 

talking about the book she was reading for book club at the time, Skeleton Key, 

(Horowitz, 2002). She said, “Because it’s [Skeleton Key] adventurous and it kind of 

relates to me in some way because Alex, the main person, doesn’t have a mother or a 
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father. And, well, I was adopted, so yeah.”  There did not seem to be space for this deep 

personal connection in Tisha’s classroom (though it is also possible she would not have 

wanted to share this in class anyway). This made me think even more about how the 

literacy practices in classrooms also work to open or close the opportunities that exist 

there for identity work. This is where my interest in language, literacy practices, and 

identity comes to intersect with the work that goes on inside classrooms.  

 Identity work within classrooms occurs in at least two important ways. One is the 

work within that space itself, as a (artificially) separated space. This would include 

learning socially situated language and literacy practices through one’s participation in 

them. So, we learn who we can be in school as we are learning the practices, knowledge, 

and skills taught there. However, a large part of my interest is the classroom as a bounded 

space where our self or selves as they exist outside of school intersect with the positions 

and roles we have inside of school. For me, my cousin Andrew represents the potential 

importance of this intersection. Andrew experienced little success in school and his 

perceived failures there, I think, played a large part in issues of self-esteem and a sense 

that he did not belong. Just as Ian’s Jedi identity would not find a place in a classroom 

after perhaps Kindergarten, much of the self or selves Andrew had constructed outside of 

school weren’t valued there either.  

 I had been “friends” with Andrew on MySpace. I remember that the first time I 

looked at his page, I literally had to catch my breath. Many of the images and words on 

the page were shocking in their anger and violence. Other parts on the page seemed more 

familiar, such as his dry sense of humor, his music selections, and a definite sense of 
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rebellion. It struck me how this page was so completely Andrew, and yet much of its 

content would be shocking to many people in his life. Just like a classroom or any other 

figured world, MySpace was/is a space where one’s identity is posited and crafted to 

exist within a context, and out of resources available within that context. In this case, the 

medium of the Internet and the particular structure of MySpace afforded Andrew the 

means to present an identity there that was different from the one many members of his 

family knew, with both identities being equally real. 

One of the features of MySpace pages is a space for blog entries. Andrew wrote 

several, but one post in particular really caught my eye. In it Andrew reposted a poem he 

had read on one of his friend’s MySpace page. This was significant to me because 

Andrew had always hated reading and school, and anything vaguely reminiscent of 

either. He was not academically successful in school and I will always believe this made 

him feel like an outsider, an identity he later actively cultivated and which, I believe, was 

a big factor in decisions he made (participating in social circles with heavy drug use) that 

ultimately caused his death. Yet here he was, engaging in literacy practices in a 

personally meaningful way. Also, the poem was beautiful. I could see why he liked it so 

much. I thought about how smart he had been, and thoughtful, and how it seemed as if 

little of that was seen—he was not seen—by his teachers or most classmates in school. 

I thought of Andrew and his struggles in school right away when Tisha made the 

comment about being adopted. I wondered how things might have been different for him 

if he had been in a classroom where the language and literacy practices created space for 

transactions and talk around meaningful texts, and where his interests, experiences, and 
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values were viewed as strengths that he held, not as parts of him that either didn’t count 

or were unknown to others. Identity work goes on in classrooms no matter what practices 

are enacted, but the content and effects of identity work (whether certain selves are 

affirmed or not) are influenced by the practices and values in classrooms. My point is that 

looking only inside of classrooms (or outside of them, for that matter) is necessary but 

insufficient. A large part of understanding identity work in classrooms is trying to 

understand who a person is outside of school, as well as understanding the classroom 

practices that person is then required to engage in. This then enables one to more deeply 

consider the boundary where worlds intersect, and its potential for creation instead of 

constraint. 

Derrida wrote, “There is no outside-text” (1997, p 158), or when explicated, 

"there is nothing outside context” (1988, p. 148). He meant that no text could be 

interpreted without taking into account various factors seemingly outside of text (such as 

history, biography, ideology, etc.) but that in fact are constitutive of the text. Likewise, 

these same factors must be considered historically contingent—they must be 

contextualized themselves. Much like the tension Bakhtin (1981) conceptualized in his 

construct of heteroglossia, the forces Derrida makes reference to are also sites of conflict 

and heterogeneity. Because these influences 1) are often at odds and 2) are in texts with 

one another, it follows that texts inherently are not unified. And like Bakhtin’s suggestion 

that it is the boundary between two worlds that is the most interesting and alive place, 

Derrida also recognizes the place where this tension exists not as a negative or destructive 

site, but instead as the place for creation: 
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This is what deconstruction is made of: not the mixture but the tension between 

memory, fidelity, the preservation of something that has been given to us, and, at 

the same time, heterogeneity, something absolutely new, and a break (Derrida, 

1997, p. 6). 

Deconstruction then is based on the tenet of original complexity: that is, at its 

moment of genesis a text is already complex, at odds with itself as a decentered whole, 

and already structured by virtue of having arisen from something that already exists 

(Derrida, 1978). So it is here, at this site of tension between old and new, between and 

among contexts, where we need to look. It seemed to me at first what I am attempting to 

do is the deconstruction of the person-as-text. But deconstruction is not something 

outside the text; someone does not impose “a deconstruction” onto a text. Instead, “it is 

something which happens and which happens inside [a text]” (Derrida, 1997, p. 9).  

 With these ideas in mind, I have offered these snapshots—of my nephew Ian, the 

six-year-olds Marsh (2000) interviewed, the participants in my pilot study, and my cousin 

Andrew—because among them they represent the three threads this study is designed to 

better understand. These are, first, the ways in which language and literacy practices 

inform our identity by providing the semiotic resources we draw upon in identity 

constructions. The second thread concerns the ways differing contexts afford and 

constrain identity construction, often resulting in the construction of disparate identities 

across contexts. Finally, the third thread concerns the ways in which people seek to 

embody the discourses that live within the texts, discourses that are sometimes 

symbolized by artifacts such as a Jedi robe or the color pink. People do not construct 
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themselves out of nothing, but rather they draw upon symbols that represent ideas 

(discourses) that resonate with them. It is this work, work in which we all engage, I 

wished to study.  

Wells (1986) suggests that even as infants, we do not wait to be taught, but 

instead we actively use what we already know to make new meanings.  Through this 

study, I aim to better understand how and why the participants used and appropriated 

language and literacy practices, as well as artifacts, which all already carry meanings, as 

they constructed and performed identities within and across contexts. These practices and 

artifacts are material sites that hold discourses within them, and it is also the underlying 

discourses I am interested in. Drawing on work in sociocultural language and literacy 

studies, social semiotics, literary theory, cultural studies, and discourse analysis, I aim to 

further our understandings about how and why children do the work of becoming selves 

through the practices in which they engage within and across various contexts.   

This study is situated within a rich body of research. Many researchers have 

considered the relationships among language, literacy practices, and identity work both in 

school and outside of it (Dyson, 1993, 1997, 2003; Finders, 1996; Leander, 2002; Lewis, 

1997; New London Group, 1996; Moje, 2000; Sarroub, 2005). From this work, we know 

more about how the language and literacy practices in classrooms affect students’ 

identities through the positions available to them there. This research also includes 

investigations into how language and literacy practices outside of school often are 

different from school-sanctioned practices. Still other researchers have looked at 

discourses within student-produced texts, such as their writing and their play. These 
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studies suggest acts of composing can provide children with important opportunities to 

engage in identity work.  

My work adds to this existing body in at least two distinct ways. First, the current 

research has looked most often at either adolescents or very young children. There is 

relatively little research that has explored the ways in which middle elementary aged 

children are constructing their identities. It seems doubly important to look at this age 

group because they are at the cusp of adolescence, a pivotal time in many people’s 

childhoods. Another way my work contributes to the field is through its design (case 

study), which allowed me to conduct cross-case analyses with data from both inside and 

outside of school and of students within the same classroom. Because I was able to 

analyze the classroom itself as a case and to have focal students who are also cases, I was 

able to engage in analyses that compare the different roles available to students within the 

same classroom. And, because I also had gathered data from outside the classroom, each 

student (as a case) is more fully illustrated.   

Further, although people have always engaged in identity work, and in that sense, 

this study and its questions are of perennial importance, I argue there exists a particular 

need for this study right now. With more and more people willing and able to access the 

Internet, we are witnessing identity work playing out more overtly and for a wider 

audience than was possible before (Jenkins, 2006; Kress, 2003; Thomas, 2004). 

However, it is not just that people have access to tools with which to construct identities 

online. Just as significantly, the Internet provides access to a broader range of ideas and 

discourses, ways of being in the world, which previously may not have been available so 
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widely to so many (Jenkins, 2006; Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear, & Leu, 2008). But as 

people more and more act to assert their individuality in some contexts, we are also living 

in a time of increased government control of schools by means of a renewed standards 

movement at national and state levels, standards that are measured through the testing of 

limited, specific kinds of literacy. This intersection resonates throughout the findings, the 

tension at the intersection of centripetal forces (standards movement) and centrifugal 

forces (individual students, families, and communities) (Bakhtin, 1981). This continued 

emphasis on standards and testing changes the space within many classrooms, affecting 

the identity work in which children engage both inside and outside of school. By their 

very nature, standards attempt to normalize certain knowledge, behaviors, values, and 

ways of thinking.  

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain (1998), wrote, 

It is now clear that there exists a huge variety of discourses, practices, concepts, 

means, and modalities of the self. The question now is not so much whether there 

are differences but rather what they signify. At issue is the role of historical, 

social, and cultural phenomena in constituting the self. How, if at all, do they 

inform the self that is their object (p. 20)?     

This is the question and purpose of this study in a nutshell, an inquiry into how children 

draw from the available semiotic resources around them as they embody the discourses 

these resources represent. The specific resources—language and literacy practices—that 

are available to them in classrooms matters very much in relation to the possibilities 



 15 

subsequently available for identity constructions. The research questions that guided this 

study are: 

1. How do the participants construct identities within various contexts?  

2. How do the participants take up available tools for identity construction within 

and across contexts?   

3. What are the discourses embedded within the artifacts participants draw upon in 

their identity constructions and performances?  

This work speaks into a conversation about the ways in which the participants 

navigated their identities within and across contexts, as it seeks to help us better 

understand how language and literacy practices play a part in that work. Data collection 

and analysis considered participants’ language, literacy, and identity practices both inside 

and outside of school, which helped me consider the range of social languages, figured 

worlds, and artifacts participants accessed in their literacy practices across contexts. 

Significantly, I saw evidence of how their practices in all regards shifted as their situated-

ness changed, most explicitly between school and home. The discursive nature of the 

participants’ classroom community, laden with values of its own, is also an important 

part of the findings, including a consideration about how community is constructed and 

how it works simultaneously as a unifying force and as a force that can homogenize its 

members.  

Three overarching findings then regarding students’ composing practices outside of 

school, those inside of school, and the discursive nature of the classroom community, 

took shape from my analysis. These will be discussed in three separate chapters. Chapter 



 16 

two now begins with my theoretical framework, followed by a review of relevant 

literature. 
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Chapter 2:  Theoretical Framework and Review of the Literature 

This research is grounded in a sociocultural stance towards language, literacy, 

learning, and identity. The specific theorists I draw from include Bakhtin (1981), 

Vygotsky (1978), Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain’s (1998) theory of identity, and 

the work of several theorists relating to a general sociocultural view of language and 

literacy practices. Because Halliday (1978) has so heavily influenced my view of 

language-in-use, I have also included a brief discussion of his view of language as social 

semiotic. After discussing the theoretical framework in the first part of the chapter, I then 

transition to a review of relevant literature.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
The theories that frame this study have in common important notions, including 

the social nature of learning, language, and literacy practices, the role of signs in the 

construction of realities, and tensions at the intersections of various forces and ideologies.  

It is particularly this point of intersection I am interested in and so I want to begin this 

section with this excerpt from Bakhtin (1986). He wrote,  

In our enthusiasm for specification we have ignored questions of the 

interconnection and interdependence of various areas of culture; we have 

frequently forgotten that the boundaries of these areas are not absolute…and we 

have not taken into account that the most intense and productive life of culture 

takes place on the boundaries of its individual areas and not in places where 

these areas have become enclosed in their own specificity (emphasis mine; 1986, 

p. 2). 
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The classroom is a boundary; our selves are boundaries. Much of my work during 

analysis was centered on the idea of intersections as Bakhtin conceived them—as 

opportunities—and what we are able to do because of them. It is at that site of 

intersection where we may draw on discourses, knowledge, or experiences from other 

contexts that help us appropriate what is available to us. 

It is important at the outset to make clear the overarching paradigm here is 

sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991; Cole & Engeström; 1993; Cole, 

1996). The central tenets of this theory connect the specific theories from which I’ve 

drawn. At its most basic level, sociocultural theory mirrors to some degree the role of the 

individual in the constructivist paradigm; that is, unlike in behaviorist thought, 

individuals are not seen merely as reacting to stimuli, but instead as making choices. 

They have agency and their actions are strategic, mediated by thought. Where 

sociocultural theory differs from a pure constructivist stance is that is gives more weight 

to the individual’s social-cultural-historic context/s as guiding the choices that a given 

individual has (Schallert & Martin, 2003). This has implications not just for learning but 

also for the way learning is studied. Since learning is not viewed as an isolated cognitive 

process but as a set of practices (such as literacy practices) that are learned through one’s 

participation in a social and cultural group, then learning cannot be understood—or 

studied—separately from the contexts in which it occurs. 

Much like the findings of this research, the theories that frame it intersect with 

each another in many places. Discussed below are the main theoretical constructs 

informing this study: 1) literacy as social practice; 2) the identity theory of figured worlds 
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(Holland et al., 1998); and 3) Bakhtin’s theory of the social and cultural practices of 

language. Together these interdisciplinary models of language and literacy practices, 

identity and discourses form the theoretical, and in many ways, the analytic foundation of 

this study.   

Literacy as Social Practice 
 Much of this study involves an examination of the literacy practices of the 

participants. It is necessary for me to explain how I view, situate, and define literacy. In 

keeping with sociocultural theory, I define literacy here not as a set of isolated skills that 

are easily measurable or as a decontextualized way of reading or writing. Instead, I take 

the position that literacy exists as various sets of literacy practices (inherently tied to 

language practices) that are maintained in specific social contexts and are learned through 

one’s participation in those contexts (Barton, 1994; Heath, 1983; New London Group, 

1996; Street, 1985). From this perspective, what is often taught and learned in school as 

literacy is actually a limited way of understanding reading and writing, as they are mostly 

practiced and measured in school.  

A sociocultural view shifts power to people, both individuals and groups, because 

within it all people are considered literate and as participants in literacy practices. This 

view also recognizes, however, that certain language and literacy practices (or at least the 

people who have access to them) hold more power than others. Defining literacy in this 

way—as sets of culturally situated practices—is important precisely because of the 

implications such a stance has in terms of recognizing power differentials within 

classrooms and broader society. I understand literacy teaching and learning as being the 
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ability to “[negotiate] a multiplicity of discourses” (New London Group, 1996, p. 61), 

recognizing the need for a multitude of language and literacy practices, representing 

various cultures and diverse forms of texts, to be recognized and valued (New London 

Group, 1996). 

Identities Within Figured Worlds 
 The theory of figured worlds views identities as situated inside of so-called 

figured worlds, concrete and abstract contexts we inhabit, maintain, change, and create. 

The worlds are shared, and we live in many intersecting worlds (even if their only clear 

point of intersection is us). It is understood that our identity is contingent upon where we 

are and whom we are with. We have multiple identities, and our roles shift as we move in 

and out of the permeable boundaries of different worlds.  

Figured worlds 
Holland et al. define figured worlds as “collectively realized ‘as if’ realms” (1998, 

p. 49) wherein our identities and our agency to greater or lesser extents “are formed 

dialectically and dialogically” (1998, p. 49). Drawing from Vygotsky (1978) and his 

theorizing about young children and their imaginary play, figured worlds are sort of the 

grown up manifestations of play worlds. They exist because we say they do. Since they 

are social constructions, we do not abide in them in isolation but always with others. 

Thus, the rules and roles within a world also are socially constituted; that is, they are not 

inherently part of the world. Other people have a part in deciding what our “play” will be. 

Just like the stick horse Vygotsky referred to in his work on children’s imaginary play, 
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certain artifacts function as pivots, moving us in and out of figured worlds. This might be 

a pair of boots, a piece of music, or a religious text or hymn. We are all members of many 

different figured worlds, and we have different roles within them. Part of our work is 

negotiating sometimes very different, or even opposing, identities that we have across 

these various contexts.     

A practice theory of self 
  Holland et al.’s theory is based on the idea of a practice theory of self. The 

construct of identity then is understood as a non-goal-oriented process; there is not an 

idealized self we are trying to achieve. The identity is the work itself, the process in 

which we engage. This includes three elements relating self and culture: 

• Discourses and practices of the self are neither masks of a “universally identical 

self” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 28) nor fixed roles or molds to which we shape 

ourselves. Instead they are the tools with which we build ourselves; 

• Our self is always a part of social practice and is also itself a practice; 

• There are plural sites of self. 

This practice is carried out as people actively construct identities with available signs and 

artifacts, most notably language. This sense of agency, of active construction, that is 

present in the theory is important: people are understood as acting with purpose and with 

meaning. People’s choices may be constrained (Bourdieu, 1977), but we act from those 

that are available. Not everyone, though, has the same sets of choices and opportunities.   
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Semiotic mediation 
Another fundamental feature of the theory is the sense of social and cultural 

history inherently carried inside the signs, sign systems, and artifacts people employ in 

their identity practice. Because artifacts are culturally produced, their meanings lie in the 

cultural myths and discourses connected to them. Thus, any identity we craft is 

necessarily situated from its genesis in the cultural past. An overview of the role of 

semiotic mediation in identity work comes from Wertsch (1991), who wrote, 

…the basic goal of a sociocultural approach to mind is to provide an account of 

human mental processes that recognizes the essential relationship between these 

processes and their cultural, historical, and institutional settings” (p. 6). 

In this view, our mental processes are inextricably linked to the worlds that we inhabit: 

literally, figuratively, now, in the past, and what we envision in our future. The 

relationship between mental processes and our worlds is forged by means of semiotic 

mediation. The construct of semiotic mediation comes from the work of Vygotsky 

(1978). He posited that all higher mental functioning occurs first as social and later as 

psychological; that is, anything we internalize, we have first experienced through social 

interaction in some way.  

Vygotsky (1978) posited four criteria that differentiate higher mental functions 

from elementary ones, all of which relate to semiotic mediation. Higher mental functions 

are 1) voluntarily regulated; 2) consciously realized; 3) of social origin and nature; and 4) 

mediated by tools or signs. While the first two criteria, resulting from semiotic mediation, 

position Vygotsky’s theory in contrast to behaviorism, the last two particularly highlight 
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the importance of semiotic mediation in learning. Namely, learning is inextricably 

connected to social context and results from our interaction with tools and signs. The role 

of semiotic mediation is so important, in fact, that Wertsch (1991) suggests rather than 

thinking of “actors,” it is better to think of “individuals-acting-with-mediational-means” 

(Wertsch, 1991, p. 12). Thinking about the way Vygotsky theorized how learning occurs 

is important to this understanding. In this view, learning does not occur in quantified, 

incremental steps.  Rather, it occurs in “revolutionary” shifts. These shifts are not simply 

accompanied by semiotic mediation, but are in fact caused by it. They could not occur 

without them. These shifts can be characterized by the use of an entirely new tool or sign, 

or by the more advanced use (or the appropriation) of a tool or sign already in the 

person’s control.   

Semiotic mediation comes through our interaction with tools, signs, and artifacts 

across modes (Hodge & Kress, 1988; Wertsch, 1991; Cole, 1996; and Engeström, 1999; 

Van Leeuwen, 2005), which exist in varying levels of abstraction. Cole draws on 

Wartofsky (1973) in listing three levels, which he labeled primary, secondary, and 

tertiary. Primary artifacts are those used directly in production. In terms of learning 

theory, we might list here things such as words, writing instruments, and paper. 

Secondary artifacts are more abstract. They are not physically material, but are material 

in the sense that they can do work.  These include things such as cultural models, 

schemas, scripts, and discourse patterns.  Finally, tertiary artifacts are the most abstract.  

These are artifacts that people use to make change or to create new figured worlds.  
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Engeström lists examples of tertiary artifacts that include sociopolitical models, religious 

creeds, and novel works of art.   

In the theory of figured worlds, semiotic mediation is considered not only the 

means through which we learn how to do things traditionally associated with schooling, 

such as reading, writing, mathematics, etc., but also the means through which we learn 

who to be and what it means to be a certain person in a certain world. So, for example, 

when we think about Ian as the Jedi Knight, semiotic mediation comes in the primary 

form of Star Wars movies and cartoons, and in the secondary form of discourses within 

those stories regarding heroism, good and evil, and perhaps even one way of being a boy. 

These discourses were not invented in 1978 when Star Wars was made. They already 

existed in other cultural myths that George Lucas drew from in creating Star Wars. Those 

stories then also function as semiotic mediation through their relationship to the new text. 

This is an example of how the social nature of artifacts is important not only in the here 

and now but also because they carry with them a cultural history. As Cole (1996) 

suggests, culture is history in the present. In this way, semiotic mediation helps us think 

about the ways cultural histories play a huge role in our ongoing practice of self; artifacts 

are manifestations of the past, created in the past, and as such they carry the past forward. 

Yet it is in the present, through artifacts, signs, and tools—via the process of semiotic 

mediation—that we learn how to be and who we can be.  

Positional identities 
Who we can be in relation to others—our positionality—is directly related to 

semiotic mediation, since it is through particular discourses that we are signaled what is 
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available to us, and it is through signs that we communicate this to other people. The 

language we use, the clothes we wear, the location of our office—these are all signs that 

can communicate to ourselves and to others our allegiances, our relative power, our 

values and beliefs. Holland et al. address the inevitable power differentials that exist 

among people within a figured world and the effects this has on identity. While relational 

identities refer to how a person defines his or her position relative to others, positional 

identities account for “the day-to-day and on-the-ground relations of power, deference 

and entitlement, social affiliations and distance” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 127).  One’s 

positional identity affords one “greater or lesser access to spaces, activities, genres, and 

through those genres, authoritative voices, or any voice at all” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 

128). Because differential access relative to one’s position exists within a figured world, 

members have different options available to them. Thus, choices and actions within a 

figured world are improvised to some extent, but always come from a range of available 

options. Agency exists but not without constraints, with the constraints varying 

depending on one’s positioning within a given figured world.  

Holland et al. are drawing here from Bourdieu’s (1977) work here concerning 

improvisation and dispositions. Bourdieu theorized that there are two overlapping forms 

of identity negotiations going on at any one time. The first is moment-to-moment 

improvisations, with the second form being the long-term effect of these decisions. 

Bourdieu argued that each time we make a decision it is easier to make that same choice 

over and over again. When this happens, eventually a relatively stable (though not fixed) 
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identity is formed, what Bourdieu termed a disposition. Thus, one’s position is at once 

self-defined and created both moment-to-moment and over time.   

Heteroglossia and dialogism  
Inside the various worlds in which we live also exist various social languages, 

each tied to one or more ideologies (Bakhtin, 1981). Their existence creates a state 

Bakhtin termed heteroglossia, literally “different-speech-ness.” Heteroglossia is 

conceived as a place where the tensions between centripetal forces (those working to 

unify and suppress) and centrifugal forces (those working to decentralize) meet. All 

utterances exist as a part of—and in fact are created by—the state of heteroglossia. Thus, 

we exist in a constant tension and engage in constant negotiation among various social 

languages and the ideologies to which they are connected. We operate always in dialogue 

with preceding utterances, always speaking back into a chain of utterances and, more 

than that, responding in some way to a previous utterance. This constant and fluid state of 

dialogue is the central construct in Bakhtin’s philosophy of language, referred to as 

dialogism (Holquist, 2002; Wertsch, 1991, 1998) (although Bakhtin himself did not use 

this term).   

Different social groups, contexts, and ideologies foster various social languages 

(again, this affects positionality). People know and/or have access to many social 

languages, which makes part of our negotiation the decision to choose one instead of 

others (except in the case of hybrid utterances, in which two social languages exist in one 

utterance). There is also variation within social languages because within social 

languages exist various speech genres. Although these come to constitute grammars or 
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rules (relatively stable but not fixed) for different situations, they have come into their 

present form because of the way people have used language (as opposed to being set at 

the outset, or prescriptive rules that people had to follow). This is why they are not fixed, 

since language continues to change as people take it up in different ways. 

 In Bakhtin’s theory, the utterance is the site of the negotiation of local contexts 

and global discourses. When people construct utterances, they must make several choices 

regarding the interplay of more global contexts such as social languages and speech 

genres (and the grammars within them), while at the same time considering more local 

factors, including addressivity (to whom one is speaking). In addition, utterances are 

shaped in large part by the intention of the speaker. What a person meant to say is a 

necessary, although insufficient, piece of information regarding the meaning of an 

utterance. Finally, speakers/writers/designers include voice in the utterance. This is the 

most local level of influence, the manifestation of one’s self in the utterance, and where 

the speaker imbues the utterance with intonation and expression. 

 So, the negotiation among local contexts and global discourses takes place at the 

site of the utterance. It is there that speakers/writers/designers make choices among a 

range of available options, which are determined by available social languages and 

speech genres. These also are determining because they represent different ideologies and 

because they each come with their own rules, patterns, affordances, and constraints. 

Simultaneously, the speaker/writer/designer must consider his or her intention, local 

context, audience, and voice. The combination of these choices then results in an 
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utterance that is at once unique, and made up of previous utterances, and a link in a chain 

of utterance.   

Finally here I need to discuss in more detail the centripetal and centrifugal forces 

that were briefly mentioned above. Centripetal forces (working to unify and/or suppress) 

are those stemming from hegemonic powers. These forces work to centralize and so by 

extension also homogenize language use. Centrifugal forces do the opposite. These forces 

come from underneath (instead of from the top) and work to decentralize language. All 

utterances are influenced by and subsequently become a part of these forces. They are 

why language use is filled with tension and conflict, and thus always a negotiation. Just 

like artifacts, utterances are not neutral and are a product of social and cultural histories 

and practices.  

Combined with the construct of semiotic mediation, heteroglossia has important 

implications for identity work. Heteroglossia and dialogism give a new perspective to 

choices people make regarding identity construction. They are not creating a stance from 

nothing and we are not speaking into nothingness. Instead they are creating identities 

using tools from a set that is available to them and that means things already. They 

appropriate them in order to speak into one or more specific conversations. In this line of 

thinking, there really is no such thing as a new conversation or an original idea. 

Utterances are inseparable from their speakers’ social, cultural, and historical contexts. 

Therefore, the artifacts people use and the discourses within them already mean 

something to the speaker and to other people, and the way they are taken up becomes part 

of a long chain of utterances that later will affect someone else’s thinking and choices. 
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Here is a brief example of the complexity of language use Bakhtin described. 

Recalling Andrew and his MySpace page, several social languages are invoked there, and 

they are not all cohesive. Looking across his MySpace page 

(http://www.myspace.com/boynmdsue) one can see evidence of a certain “stick it to the 

man,” hard-edged disposition that in many ways isolates him from others (multiple curse 

words; a Jack Daniels logo; the priest image). However, there are also signs of 

inclusiveness, even gentleness and warmth (Mood: loved; the universal symbol for 

human rights; Wants kids: someday). There are also signs and symbols that represent a 

more traditionally intellectual side to Andrew. Examples of this include the phrase 

“Thank you for not littering your mind,” adding a poem as one of his blog posts, and 

including information about his high school drama experience. This page serves as a 

now-static representation of the fluid state of tension that is heteroglossia, as Andrew’s 

entries—his utterances—are part of various dialogues. 

Authoring selves 
Bakhtin’s (1981) constructs of heteroglossia and dialogism are at the heart of 

Holland et al.’s (1998) ideas regarding self-authoring. The work of negotiating at the site 

of the utterance is the work of negotiating a self. Holland et al. write, 

In the making of meaning, we “author” the world.  But the “I” is by no means a 

freewheeling agent, authoring worlds from creative springs within. Rather, the “I” 

is more like Lévi-Strauss’ (1966) bricoleur, who builds with preexisting materials. 

In authoring the world, in putting words to the world that addresses her, the “I” 
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draws upon the languages, the dialects, the words of others to which she has been 

exposed (p. 170). 

The space of authoring then is a site of complex work, of tension and negotiation, work 

that is ongoing. It is a space of agentic acts made within constraints, in which the pushing 

of boundaries leads to the last part of the theory, making worlds. 

Making worlds 
The final arm of Holland et al.’s theory is making worlds, a theoretical 

supposition of how figured worlds come into existence. Holland et al. (1998) suggest that 

it occurs through the appropriation of artifacts, so that over time, new worlds are built. 

New worlds then are the product of “potentiary, cultural resources that help us envision 

new identities that could give shape to the affiliations and disaffiliations we live by day to 

day” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 250). 

Halliday’s Theory of Language-in-Use and Social Semiotic Theory 
While Bakhtin’s philosophy of language is central to my framework and analysis, 

Halliday’s (1978) framework of systemic functional linguistics (SFL) has also shaped my 

conception of language use as an agentic act, with the form of language people choose 

carrying out a specific function or functions. SFL is based on the idea of “language as 

social semiotic” (Halliday, 1978, p. 2). This phrase suggests two important ideas: first, 

that language is understood only through interpretation, and that interpretation is possible 

only by taking into account the social context of language use. Secondly, if we believe 

that language is a social semiotic system, this means that language use involves choices. 
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When we analyze language then, we must not only consider what was said or written but 

also what was not. Why this choice among many choices?  

A linguistic system as conceptualized in SFL (and also in social semiotic theory, 

below) has three components which function simultaneously: ideational, interpersonal, 

and textual. The ideational function is the use of language to describe the world and our 

experiences in it; the interpersonal function represents and builds social relationships, 

including positioning within them; and the textual function holds a text together as a 

text—it provides cohesion and coherence.  

Halliday made four major claims about language, which also complement 

Bakhtin, Vygotsky, and Holland. These claims are: 

1. Language use is functional; 

2. Its function is to make meanings; 

3. These meanings are influenced by the social and cultural context in which they 

are exchanged; and 

4. The process of using language is a semiotic process, a process of making 

meanings by choosing among options (Eggins, 2004, p. 3). 

Halliday’s work sits in response to what at the time were dominant linguistic theories 

situating language as having an objective, finite basis with structures that are the same 

regardless of social use or context (Chomsky, 1965). Halliday’s work repositioned 

language users so that they are understood as determining how language is used and why, 

depending on their purpose(s). Working from an SFL perspective, one asks, “What are 

the possible choices people can make?” and “What is the function of the choice they did 
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make?” (Eggins, 2004, p. 3). The answer to the former question allows us to describe the 

linguistic system, while the answer to the latter allows us to describe how the ways 

language is used help the user achieve certain goals within a particular context.  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
My literature review is drawn from a diverse set of research studies that 

illuminate the dynamics at work among language and literacy practices and identity, both 

inside and outside the classroom. The variety of contexts they represent is particularly 

significant to this study, since I researched participants’ literacy and identity practices 

across settings. The literature review is divided into three main sections. First, because a 

significant amount of my findings are centered on the participants’ writing, the initial 

section contains research studies that analyzed ways in which discourses are evident in 

texts children produce. While one major commonality these studies share is their insight 

into children’s understandings of gender discourses, I am particularly interested more 

generally in the ways in which the young authors drew from those available discourses in 

their compositions. The second section includes studies that have investigated the ways in 

which identity work happens in classrooms through the language and literacy practices at 

work within them. These practices include both discourse patterns in place over long 

periods of time and in moment-to-moment improvisations and interactions. Finally, the 

third section is comprised of ethnographic work regarding language and literacy practices 

outside the classroom. This group of studies provides insight into how the figured worlds 

in which people participate aside from school are often at odds with the practices and 

identities that are available and expected of students at school.  
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Identity Discourses in Children’s Compositions 
If one accepts Bakhtin’s construct of heteroglossia, it is expected that in the 

construction of texts authors will draw both strategically and unconsciously from the 

ideologies that exist as part of the social languages and literacy practices they have access 

to. Also in keeping with Bakhtin’s theory, it further is expected that authors often will 

subtly shift the meaning of available words or ideas, or use them in ways that mean 

something new. These acts of appropriation are an important aspect in all of the studies 

detailed here. 

In several major studies, Dyson (1989, 1993, 1997, 2003) investigated the 

relationship between children’s language and cultural influences and their writing 

practices. In one study, she found the participants drew from their social worlds and the 

languages therein for the composing they did in school (Dyson, 1993). A significance of 

this finding is that these were students not considered successful under traditional 

schooling criteria, writing about topics and using language structures sometimes 

considered inappropriate for school-based writing. This classroom was different from 

some others in this regard because the teacher cultivated what Dyson described as a 

“permeable curriculum” (1993, p. 30). She meant that the curriculum contained 

undefined, open space in which students’ language and literacy practices could step into. 

This open space existed concurrently with a classroom dialogue that encouraged and 

valued diversity. In another study, Dyson (2003) documented how the participants built 

their stories from popular culture texts such as cartoons, sports, and music. These texts, 

also often unsanctioned, became their entry into school-based literacy, particularly 
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writing. As in her earlier work, this research showed how children draw on what they 

know in their composing, and how much rich, imaginative work can be seen in children’s 

writing when a variety of influences are welcomed. 

Wohlwend (2009) observed similar uses of popular culture in children’s identity 

work in their texts. She concentrated on the cultural influence of Disney princesses in her 

study of gender discourses in students’ play and writing in a kindergarten classroom. She 

found that while students often enacted identities modeled after Disney princesses, over 

time and with opportunities to revise and enact their writing (plays the students wrote 

based on their own stories), some of the participants’ stories became layered with 

complex re-renderings of gender roles, such as switching a prince character to a princess. 

This work suggests that children’s understandings and thus their acceptance of 

longstanding cultural roles are fluid. Other researchers (Änggård, 2005; McGillivray & 

Martinez, 1998) have also found that children often draw upon fairy tales in their writing, 

with children at times sticking to the original storylines and at times subverting them. 

In another study focused on young children, Kendrick (2005) observed and 

participated in the play of five-year-old Leticia as she enacted narratives that provided 

insight into the discourses influencing her ideas of women’s roles (Kendrick, 2005). 

Kendrick noted in her interpretation that Leticia seemed to understand motherhood as 

involving sacrifice. This was evidenced in her play by her decision to quit her job 

because of becoming pregnant and in a role-play where she sent her imaginary husband 

away from the hospital after she gives birth, only to “delight in his dismay that she [had] 

not slept” while he was away (Kendrick, 2005, p. 20). Leticia’s mother worked outside 
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the home, but discussed with the researcher that her first choice would be to stay at home 

with her daughter. This suggests that even with a mother who worked outside the home, 

Leticia received implicit messages about the values connected with traditional female 

roles. 

Shifting back into the classroom, Marsh (2000) (this study was discussed in 

Chapter 1) observed fifty-seven children in north England as they participated in literacy 

practices and play in their classroom around a newly introduced Batcave. When 

considering the potential role of popular culture influences in the curriculum, Marsh 

noticed different kinds of writing between the boys and the girls. When the boys wrote 

stories, they wrote themselves (or their male characters) as the heroes, while the girls 

(even when writing as "Batwoman") usually placed themselves as subordinates to 

Batman. When Batwoman did work alone, she saved children and old women but never 

men. Like the stick horse Vygotsky (1978) wrote about, the Batcave acted as a pivot into 

roles and positions the boys and girls composed for themselves and others, and that 

reflected (following Vygotsky, and as Marsh noted) real world discourses, roles and 

positions. In addition to the children’s texts, this study is also important because it 

includes the conversation Marsh had with the boys I included in Chapter One. The play 

and the writing (and the researcher’s initiative) made that conversation possible, helping 

students to understand further the different roles boys and girls conceived of for 

themselves.  

Findings from research with older participants suggest that as they reach 

adolescence, many begin purposefully using writing to position themselves as certain 
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kinds of people. For example, zines allowed the participants in Guzzetti & Gamboa’s 

(2004) study to enact and challenge particular discourses of feminism. One issue of the 

zine included a dialogue, partially reproduced below, among the three main writers in 

which two position themselves as feminists, while the third resists the label.  

S: I just don’t understand modern-day feminism. I realize that this zine probably 

isn’t the best pace for this article seeing as it is largely feminist bullshit and Ani 

DiFranco lyrics. But anyway, while I may be female I do not (and cannot) 

consider myself feminist, for a number of reasons. 

… 

C&J:  THAT is exactly why we’re feminists.  Girls are pitted against each other, 

constantly in competition based on idiotic standards of their own creation… 

(Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004, pp. 419-420). 

The dialogue is one example of the participants’ use of writing as a way to position 

themselves in relation to a particular gender discourse. 

 Words are not the only signs people use to enact an identity. In a study of the 

online chat forum The Palace, much of the participants’ performance of self occurred 

through the avatars they chose (Thomas, 2004). One participant, [Palace Model] Christie 

had particularly interesting comments about her representation through avatars because 

she seemed to indicate that through her avatars, she was able to perform an identity and 

position herself in a way she cannot in “real life.” In describing her avatars she wrote 

statements such as: 

“i look at her more than who i am speaking to sometimes lol!!” 
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[Two lines after previous statement]  “and now i AM one of them!  LOLOLOL”  

(Thomas, 2004, p. 375). 

Another participant, Violetta, wrote about the way she presented herself through her 

writing. “…a person’s typing style can give them away like their voice does…As another 

person, I might capitalize my I’s, and I’d use full, proper sentences instead of fragments. 

I probably would not use the word ‘like’ and ellipses wouldn’t show up often, if at 

all…OR, if i decided to be somebody else, i might type like my cousin, numerous other 

teenyboppers out there…” (Thomas, 2004, p. 367). This study highlights the myriad of 

signs that do identity work; people don't use just words, but signs can include images and 

fonts, even ways of spelling words.  

Classroom Language Practices and Identity Work 
Looking closely at children’s writing helps us gain insight into discourses 

accessible to them through a variety of contexts, but important identity work is also being 

done specifically through classroom language practices. One major language structure in 

classrooms is teacher-facilitated whole group discussion. One type of whole group 

discussion is what is often called “sharing time,” often employed because it is considered 

a democratic, student-centered form of classroom talk. However, even participation 

structures designed to be decentered and democratic are still culturally situated and so 

cannot be devoid of power relations. Likewise, participants who have more power, such 

as teachers, will also bring with them their own biases (such as appropriate forms of 

language), whether consciously or not. 
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Michaels’ (1981) extensive analysis of sharing time during her yearlong study of 

a first grade classroom revealed very powerful discursive moves on the part of the teacher 

that unintentionally disempowered Black students. These discursive moves were so 

impactful because they involved the way Black students told stories, a language practice 

situated within their families and community. The findings suggest that, without realizing 

it, the White teacher responded to the narrative styles of White and Black children 

differently. Michaels found that the ways the teacher offered support to White students as 

they shared their narratives, leading them to add more detail and linearity to their stories. 

These turns acted as scaffolds into school-based literacy practices, such as how-to papers. 

In contrast, the teacher turns during the narratives of Black students were more like 

interruptions, as the teacher did not understand the structure those narratives took. 

Sharing time then became a culturally inaccessible practice for the Black children 

Michaels profiled. One of those students, Deena, later told the researcher, “She [the 

teacher] was always stoppin’ me, sayin’ ‘that’s not important enough,’ and I hadn’t 

hardly started talking!” (Michaels, 1981, p. 439). This research study gives voice to the 

concrete ways classroom language empowers some students and silences others.  

Leander (2002) studied classroom discourse within a whole group discussion in a 

high school classroom. His findings show how several students used language to 

construct a particular student, Latanya, as “ghetto.” By the end of the discussion, even 

other African-American students in the class—and Latanya herself, in a recall interview 

later—agreed she had acted ghetto. This research shows how classroom language can 
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shape students’ identities through moment-to-moment interactions, in addition to 

identities that form over time through classroom participant and language structures.  

While Leander’s study showed language as a divisive force, Rex (2001) 

documented the way the teacher’s discursive moves helped facilitate a “regular” student, 

Kora, into the classroom discourse community and structures of a Gifted and Talented 

classroom. The teacher worked through at least two different participant structures to 

help this facilitation occur. The two structures included both a form of written language 

(quizzes) and oral participation (whole group discussion). The quizzes give insight into 

the way Kora becomes accustomed to the particular discursive structure of “making a 

case” over time. The first two quizzes she took, she failed, but by the fourth quiz, Kora 

had written over four pages in her literature log in response to the book (and in 

preparation for the quiz). So over the course of four quizzes, there is a noticeable shift in 

Kora’s understanding of the expectations and in terms of her view that she was capable of 

meeting them. In the whole class book discussion, Kora asks a student beside her what 

rosary beads are, a detail important to the story. The teacher hears Kora ask Patricia this 

and says to Kora, “Ask [all of] us” (Rex, 2001, p. 308). In this seemingly simple move, 

the teacher both acknowledged Kora’s question as a meaningful one, while 

simultaneously positioning her as a participating member of the classroom. As the 

discussion unfolded from there, the teacher shifted his own positioning from teacher to 

learner as Patricia explained what are rosary beads. Evident in this study is the 

complexity of the teacher’s role in facilitating students’ membership within a classroom 
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community, particularly with students who for whatever reason are positioned as 

outsiders. 

The previous studies in this section help illustrate how language and literacy 

practices in whole class settings affect students’ identities and how the teacher’s 

discursive moves work to facilitate students’ participation. The next set of studies 

considers small groups and the teacher’s role in facilitating students’ participation within 

them. These studies illustrate the delicate balance and subtle decision-making teachers 

must navigate in order to help all students gain membership into the classroom.  

All classrooms have a discursive nature; a large part of the teacher’s role is being 

aware of what that nature is and then working so that all students can participate. Many 

teachers incorporate small group spaces into their classrooms because those spaces can 

decentralize discussions by providing opportunities for more students to talk (versus one 

person in the class having the floor at a time), and because many people feel more 

comfortable sharing in a smaller group. Maloch (2002) illustrated the complexities of the 

shift into small discussion groups in her research detailing one teacher’s move to small 

group literature circles in a fourth grade classroom. As the students first moved into these 

groups, discussion was stilted and, at times, nonexistent. Students’ silences were not read 

as resistance, but rather just that they did not know what to do or say. When students did 

talk, they did a basic retelling of what they had read. The teacher, Ms. P, noted this 

herself as she watched video of the groups. Based on those observations, she worked to 

scaffold the students into a new discourse pattern for their literature discussion groups.  
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Ms. P’s scaffolding moves included asking questions that encouraged students to 

share more (and to share their opinions); positioning students as capable of facilitating 

their own discussions; continuing to explain the procedures of the group; and drawing on 

more and less explicit forms of elicitation (Mercer, 1995). Ms. P also made expectations 

for participation clear. After just three group meetings, the students seemed to be more 

comfortable and knowledgeable about how to have a small group literature discussion, 

but they would not have reached that point without strategic and conscious discursive 

moves on the part of Ms. P.   

Lewis (1997) documented a fifth/sixth grade classroom in which the discussion 

groups were completely peer-led. This study highlights the ways in which students’ 

social and cultural capital affected their participation in their small groups. Contrary to 

the teacher’s intention, in her absence (perhaps because of it) the groups were not 

decentralized. Instead, two specific students took up the role of “teacher” and, along with 

it, control of the discussion. These two students had a large amount of cultural and social 

capital in the classroom, which when coupled with the teacher’s absence, had the effect 

of reproducing power relations already present. 

Identity, Language, and Literacy Practices Outside of the Classroom 
 This final section of this literature review discusses four major ethnographic 

studies (Heath, 1983; Finders, 1996; Moje, 2000; Sarroub, 2005) in which the researchers 

each took a close look at students’ language and literacy practices in contexts that 

included outside the classroom. In doing so, they describe specific invisible or hidden 

literacies of many students, as well as ways in which the language practices and roles of 
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the classroom conflicted with those in other figured worlds the participants were a part 

of, causing tension for participants. 

 Heath’s (1983) longitudinal study of children in different parts of a rural area 

highlighted specific difference in the language and literacy practices of those 

communities, from one another and from school. This research was instrumental in 

further developing a view of literacy as sets of social practice, inextricably tied to specific 

social and cultural groups. As such, those practices are also tied to ideologies, beliefs and 

value systems. She wrote, “ the place of language in the cultural life of each social group 

is interdependent with the habits and values of behaving shared among members of that 

group,” (1983, p. 11). Reading and writing were practiced differently in Roadville and 

Trackton, and they were valued for different reasons. This research helps show the value 

of various types of literacy practices, especially ones that are different from what is 

traditionally practiced in schools. 

In Finders’ (1996) study of seventh grade girls, the findings showed the 

relationship between the participants’ cultural capital and specific literacy practices. In 

the groups of participants she studied, one’s social status as an insider of the popular 

group (the “queen bees”) was partially determined by whether or not you read certain 

teen girl magazines. Carrying the magazines around at school so that others could see 

them created an in-group/out-group boundary, with other girls (the “tough cookies”) 

taking an opposite view of the magazines and purposely not reading them nor caring to. 

Positions were demarcated inside the social queen group as well. Subscribing to a 

magazine meant you got your hands on it first, and having it in hand imbued a certain 
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power. The social queens from Finders’ (1996) study used teen magazines not only to 

define boundaries, but also to “[practice] their emerging adolescent roles, rehearsing their 

opinions with the help of a carefully constructed script” (Finders, 1996, p. 79). The girls 

took on the voice of the magazines as theirs, appropriating the messages therein to 

describe themselves.  

Moje (2000), in her study of “gangsta” adolescents and their literacy practices, 

worked to document and theorize about the participants’ gang-related language and 

literacy practices and the ways they used them to enact identities. One important finding 

in Moje’s study was the mostly unsanctioned nature of the literacy practices she 

observed. In other words, many of the literacy practices they most often used were not 

part of their academic life, and were also not welcome. The participants’ literacy 

practices, though, reflected the influence of a variety of texts and uses of language. Their 

unsanctioned practices allowed for a vastly different view of their language and literacy 

practices than the limiting practices allowed in school. 

Finally, Sarroub’s (2005) work facilitates understanding of the ways the 

participants used language and literacy to navigate their “in-betweenness,” the space 

among the different worlds they inhabit. Sarroub also discussed differing views and uses 

of literacy depending on context. In school, the girls were expected to develop and use 

“critical literacy,” engaging in practices such as questioning the author or examining texts 

for underlying messages and stances. But in their religious life, as devout Muslims, they 

were taught that text (specifically the Qur’an) is unquestionable. The girls then had to 
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shift their ideas about language and literacy—and in the process, their identities—

depending upon the context.  

Together, the theories and research I have drawn on situate this study within a 

framework that positions people as agents, as knowledgeable and purposeful in their uses 

of language and literacy. They complement the stance of literacy as situated social 

practice and place value on multiple language and literacy practices. The implications 

this work has for school are vitally important. One is a belief in reciprocity: while all 

students need to be able to access the language and literacy practices learned in school, at 

the same time schools need to encourage and honor students’ use of the language and 

literacy practices they bring into school. I now move to the next chapter, which outlines 

my methodology and methods.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 

 Through this study I investigated the what, how, and why of the participants’ 

identity constructions in relation to their language and literacy practices within and across 

contexts. I wanted to learn more about the ways in which the participants constructed 

identities within contexts by drawing from certain practices and texts. The research 

questions that guided this study are: 

1. How do the participants construct identities within various contexts?  

2. How do the participants take up available tools for identity construction within 

and across contexts?   

3. What are the discourses embedded within the artifacts participants draw upon in 

their identity constructions and performances?  

This chapter describes my methodology and the methods I employed for data collection 

and analysis. In the first section, I describe the philosophical foundations of my stance 

towards research in general, followed by an explanation of the methodology of this 

particular study. The second section details the setting and participants, and the third 

section outlines specific methods of data collection and analysis, including issues of 

trustworthiness, transferability, and reflexivity, which are addressed at the conclusion of 

the chapter.  

METHODOLOGY 
No research is neutral, as no research exists separately from socially and 

culturally situated people or groups constructing and carrying it out. It has become 

increasingly important, therefore, for researchers to recognize and make explicit their 
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positionality within an epistemological paradigm. Doing so deepens the researcher’s own 

understanding of his or her motivations, values, and aims, as well as enabling those 

evaluating the research to better situate the design and findings. This first section then 

places this research within the ontological and epistemological stances in which I situate 

myself as a researcher, followed by a description of the general design of the study and 

my rationale for choosing the design I have. 

Philosophical Foundations 
As a qualitative researcher, I take a constructivist ontological stance. Therefore, I 

believe reality/ies are constructed by those who live inside them (Lather, 1992; Crotty, 

1998). Even though realities are socially constructed, these constructions often become 

recursive and so over time their effects can seem inherently real, as well as fixed. In order 

to construct a reality either knowingly or unknowingly, people draw on signs and sign 

systems that already carry meaning. So, because reality is something we make, and 

because the meanings of signs can be changed as they are appropriated, there exists the 

potential for more than one reality to exist. There does not necessarily exist one absolute 

Truth, but instead potentially as many truths as there are people. This view privileges 

subjective experience over the absolutism of an objectivist ontology in which universal 

Truth exists and is knowable or discoverable. 

 Ontology describes how one views the nature of reality, while epistemology 

describes how we believe one comes to know reality, or the nature of knowledge. I draw 

from three overlapping paradigms in situating my epistemological beliefs: Interpretivist, 

Critical, and Postmodern. These three traditions all are rooted in the constructivist 
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ontology described above, and so they all share the view that knowledge (as well as 

reality) is something not found but constructed. Although these traditions in their purest 

form differ in key ways, they each hold tenets important to my stance. Table 1 below 

outlines the beliefs from these three traditions that together form my perspective. (Thus, 

this table is not meant to be a comprehensive representation of the entirety of each 

position.) The language largely is taken from Merriam (2009), who in turn drew from 

Lather (1992) and Crotty (1998). 

Table 1. Tenets of My Epistemological Stance 

 Interpretivist Critical Postmodern 
Purpose of 
Research 

-To describe 
 
-To understand 
 
-To interpret 

-To change -To deconstruct 
 
-To problematize 
 
-To question 
 
-To interrupt 

View of reality -Multiple realities 
 
-Context-bound 

-Multiple realities 
which are situated in 
social, cultural, and 
political contexts 
 
-One reality is 
privileged 

-Questions the 
assumption that 
there is a place 
where reality resides 

 
My research then begins as an attempt to understand and then deconstruct the 

tools and discourses the participants used in identity constructions. However, this 

understanding requires a questioning and an interruption of the classroom structures and 

practices contributing to the choices participants make. Deconstruction has no meaning 

without action towards social justice. So, my researcher positionality sits within all three 
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of these traditions. I believe there are multiple, subjective realities, that these realities are 

situated within contexts, and that always at least one reality is privileged. Because of this, 

part of the researchers’ responsibility is to work toward social justice by deconstructing 

discriminatory and/or otherwise limiting practices. 

More broadly, my research sits within the qualitative research paradigm and its 

aim to “[understand] the meaning people have constructed, that is, how people make 

sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 13).  

As such, I recognize the most important distinguishing features of qualitative research: 

• A focus on understanding, specifically the meaning making (process and product) 

of the participants; 

• The researcher is the primary instrument. I also recognize that with all of the 

implications this carries for positionality, bias, and subjectivity, this feature is 

considered a great strength of qualitative research, not something to overcome; 

• Data collection and analysis are largely inductive processes; and 

• Rich description is crucial. It is an important means of strengthening a study’s 

trustworthiness, and it helps readers make decisions about how the work may 

impact their own (Merriam, 2009). 

Research Design 
Within the qualitative paradigm, and drawing from Merriam (2009), Stake (2006), 

and Yin (2003), the research design is case study. Yin defines a case study as “an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 
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context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident” (p. 18). This is the definition of case study research I have used in the design of 

this study. This conception suggests that even though a case study is most likely framed 

around a specific person or entity, its value usually lies in what the analysis has to say 

about a particular phenomenon (in this case semiotic mediation and identity 

construction). Yin’s definition also addresses the boundary between phenomenon and 

context. I agree this is often a difficult line to find, and it is important to acknowledge 

their inextricable relationship. 

This is an instrumental, multiple case study (Stake, 1995), which means I did not 

choose cases because of the specific people or this specific classroom, but because I 

wanted to learn more about a particular phenomenon—identity constructions in relation 

to language and literacy practices—and I needed cases in order to do so. In that sense, 

according to Stake, in an instrumental case study the cases are somewhat (although not 

completely in this case) incidental: A study of any classroom and any participants would 

provide important data with regard to identity construction. However, I chose this 

classroom because it met certain criteria, and I also purposefully chose the focal 

participants. Specifically, since one of the purposes of a multiple case study is to better 

understand a particular construct, it is important to choose cases that are different from 

one another. Each case first is studied for its own complexity, which can then be followed 

by a cross-case analysis.  

Yin (2003) gives five components important to a case study design. This 

framework helped align my thinking across all aspects and phases of the study. Below is 
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a table listing the components in Yin’s framework with their corresponding particularities 

in this study. 

Table 2. Parts of a Case Study Design (Yin, 2003) 

Research questions How do the participants construct identities 
within various contexts? 
 
How do the participants take up available 
tools for identity construction within and 
across contexts?  
  
What are the discourses embedded within 
the artifacts the participants draw upon in 
the identity constructions and 
performances?  

Propositions Participants will construct identities 
through their use of situated language and 
literacy practices. 
 
Participants’ identities across contexts may 
or may not be similar one another. 
 
Participants’ identities will be partially 
evident through their use of signs. 

Units of analysis The classroom 
Ms. Hall 
Focal students 

Logic that links the data to the 
propositions 

Sociocultural theory 
-Semiotic mediation 
-Positionality 
 
Discourse theory 
-Systemic-functional linguistics 

Criteria for interpreting the findings -Pattern building 
-Triangulation 
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METHODS 

The Research Setting 
 In this section I describe the classroom, including where and how it is situated, 

followed by descriptions of the focal participants and details of how and why they were 

asked to participate. This study was conducted in a large city in the southwestern part of 

the United States. The school, Dyer Elementary (this and all individuals’ names are 

pseudonyms), is a neighborhood school that houses grades PK-5. It has a number of 

initiatives, including Tribes Learning Communities (Gibbs, 1995), a framework and set 

of activities designed to build community among classroom members; a strong emphasis 

on lifeskills (e.g., trustworthiness, responsibility, perseverance); and a focus on the 

environment, reflected in the school’s environmental club, recycling program, and class 

gardens.  

During the 2010-2011 school year, Dyer had a total official enrollment of 488 in a 

district of 87,000 students. Tables 3 and 4 provide more demographic information about 

the school as compared to the district as a whole. In some ways, Dyer’s student 

population was similar to the district as a whole. One important difference is the number 

of White students, which is significantly higher at Dyer. However, because 2010-2011 

was the first year students could choose to be categorized as more than one race or 

ethnicity, direct comparisons are difficult. Another important difference is the number of 

students considered English Language Learners. While 14.2%% of Dyer’s population fell 

in that category, 30% of students did throughout the district.  
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Table 3. Ethnicity and Race, Dyer Elementary (2010-2011) 

Ethnicity and Race* % at Dyer % in 

District 

Black/African-American 9 9.5 

Asian 2 3.3 

Hispanic/Latino 42 60.3 

American Indian/Alaskan Native 4 .6 

White 90 24.3 

*Because respondents were able to choose more than one race value, percentages may 
not equal 100. 

Table 4. Federal Student Categories, Dyer Elementary (2010-2011) 

Student Category 
 

% at Dyer % in District 

Economically Disadvantaged 
 

53 64 

Limited English Proficiency 
 

14.2 30 

 

 The Participants 
The teacher and student participants all were chosen thoughtfully and 

purposefully. Below I describe the participants and explain the rationale for their 

participation. 
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The teacher  
Because of my own values and beliefs about literacy learning, I sought out a 

classroom teacher for this study whose classroom design included open space for 

students’ thinking, so that students would have extended opportunities to develop and 

share their thoughts and ideas. For example, I had in mind a teacher who valued 

classroom discussion, who employed writing for a variety of purposes, and who provided 

opportunities for student choice. Other criteria I strongly desired included a) intentional 

and regular talk around shared texts in whole group and small groups; b) intentional and 

regular opportunities for students to write responses to literature, as well as to compose 

original pieces in a variety genres; and c) a diverse classroom and school environment. In 

order to find a teacher who fit these criteria, I asked several professors, fellow doctoral 

students, and teachers I knew in the district. I received several recommendations from a 

variety of people and was in contact with a few potential teacher participants. 

I decided to work with Kate Hall, who was referred by her friend and former 

teaching colleague, who was also one of my fellow doctoral students. A professor who 

regularly places student teachers with her also suggested her. From the beginning, Ms. 

Hall was excited and open to the project, although also a little nervous. She taught fifth 

grade, which is an age group that is not well represented in related literature, and that was 

important to me. Additionally, the school she taught in was relatively diverse; roughly 

half the students were Hispanic and half White, with a small remaining percentage of 

African-American students.  
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I met with Ms. Hall three times in the spring and summer prior to the beginning of 

data collection in the fall of 2010 to discuss her participation and to get a better 

understanding of her teaching beliefs and practices. I shared the purpose and design of 

the study, along with the research questions. I was especially interested in exploring them 

through participants’ classroom discussions around literature and through their writing, 

and so we talked about the ways she structured reading and writing in her classroom. She 

described book clubs as the cornerstone of her literacy instruction, and that she tied the 

text choices to the current social studies units. She described the book club structure as 

students choosing from a set of books, meeting together daily to discuss the books and 

then responding through writing (Interview, 6/12/10). 

  Ms. Hall is a White female who had taught for 14 years at the time of the study, 

all of them at Dyer Elementary School. She wrote of her language arts teaching 

philosophy this way:   

I believe real literature (a novel) is the most exciting and enriching experience for 

kids. Literature circles lead to engaging, thought provoking discussion groups. 

Also, I love to witness students’ curriculum connections—aha moments—to other 

subject areas, especially social studies, as they are reading. Teaching history is 

often abstract and far removed from student's lives, but when they are invested in 

a plot or character, the history comes alive to them (Kate, personal 

communication, June 11, 2010).  

In terms of writing, Ms. Hall said she did not consider herself a very strong 

writing teacher, and added that was an area she was working to improve on. As a fifth 
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grade teacher, her students had taken the state accountability test in writing in fourth 

grade. Because of this, she did not view writing as a particular curricular focus since her 

students were subject to such intense writing instruction the previous year. Also, she 

noted, fifth graders take three TAKS tests, reading, math, and science, and she took 

seriously her responsibility to prepare them for these tests more so than developing her 

writing instruction (Interview, 10/14/10).  

 It is almost impossible to overstate the importance Ms. Hall placed on Tribes 

(Gibbs, 1995), a school-wide initiative that served as the social and instructional 

framework in her classroom. Gibbs describes Tribes as a “pattern of interaction” (1995, 

p. 15), one that values inclusion, acceptance, and diversity. These values were also 

important to Ms. Hall personally; this resonance is in large part why she structured her 

classroom so much using Tribes. She drew from Tribes for community building and 

instruction in four key ways: 

• Tribes tables, groups of students who sat and worked together as a team for an 

extended period of time;  

• Community circle, held each morning, and comprised of cooperative activities or 

opportunities for students to share about their lives; 

• Class meetings, held weekly, in which students submitted problems they were 

having with a particular classmate or more generally;  

• The use of small groups across the instructional day. Students did much of their 

work in formal groups (their Tribe) and informal groups (“find a group”). 
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It is important to note that, because this study is focused on the student 

participants, Ms. Hall and her own negotiations as an agent navigating the 

institutional affordances and constraints of school are not discussed in depth. Her 

instructional decisions are represented here as I analyzed them in relation to the focal 

students and her portrayal should not be interpreted as criticism of her personally or 

professionally.  

Focal student participants  
I invited students to be focal participants in part based on criteria of maximum 

variation (Stake, 2006). The idea behind maximum variation is for cases to be as 

representative as possible of the larger case of which they are a part. Therefore, I made 

every attempt to invite focal students who represented the members of the classroom at 

large in terms of gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, languages spoken, special 

programs (Gifted/Talented and Special Education), and academic achievement measured 

through teacher opinion, grades and success on standardized tests. The students who 

agreed to be focal participants represented a range, as much as was possible, of those 

variables.  

After conducting general observations for approximately two weeks, I began 

discussing with Ms. Hall possible focal students. While I did not base my decision solely 

on her opinion, I did value her thoughts and ideas. These conversations also provided 

additional information in terms of her opinions and assessments of the students we 

discussed. After an additional two weeks of observation, I invited five students to be 
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focal students: Gracie, Jack, Holden, Sarah, and Eva. (Eva chose to discontinue 

participation after about a month.)  

Gracie	  
Gracie first appeared to me to be a social butterfly. She worked and played with a 

diverse group of classmates, although over time I was able to discern that she had a set of 

close friends. I often sat behind Gracie’s chair during my observations and she was 

always kind and friendly toward me. As I got to know her and learn more about her 

experiences, I began to feel that was partly because she often felt as if she didn’t belong, 

and her response was to help make sure others felt welcome. Gracie identified as part 

White and part African-American. She did well enough in school, but was considered an 

average student by her teachers. Keeping in mind maximum variation (Stake, 2006), I 

asked her to participate because she was female, an “average” student, social, and 

because she identified in part as not White. Additionally, a couple of months into the 

school year, Gracie was the subject of a cyberbullying video made by two of her 

classmates, and I wanted to be able to understand that incident from her perspective. 

Gracie lived with her mother and one of her two older sisters. Her brother had just left 

home for college; she also talked about her father and a young nephew often.  

Jack	  	  
Jack was a less social student than the others in the study. In my observation, he 

seemed introverted and preferred spending time alone reading when possible. This 

tendency was part of why I wanted to learn more about him, since sometimes those 

children can be overlooked in classroom research. Jack was not shy by any means. He 
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had a small group of very good friends who participated in his videos outside of school 

and with whom he played at recess. However, when given a choice in the classroom to do 

what he wanted, he almost always could be found in a corner reading a self-selected 

book. He was an avid reader—and the fact that he really loved reading was important to 

him. He was especially interested in fantasy books, as well as history and science. Jack 

was identified as a Gifted and Talented student, which was one of the reasons I wanted 

him to participate. The students in that program seemed to have more latitude, 

particularly during the language arts block, and I wanted to be able to explore those 

experiences from the students’ perspective. Jack was a White, middle class male. His 

parents both worked outside the home and were college-educated. He was the oldest of 

three children, with two younger sisters. He talked quite a bit about his extended family, 

and his grandparents were present in a few of his videos. 

Holden	  
Holden, like Gracie, also was considered an “average” student by his teachers. He 

was interested in science and math, and he loved Legos and collecting coins. He had a 

very curious nature, so he particularly enjoyed science experiments. Known as a very 

amenable and friendly person, he smiled almost constantly and got along well with his 

peers and teachers. One of his most defining characteristics was unadulterated 

enthusiasm. He loved talking and sharing details about himself. Our interviews 

consistently ran well over an hour, as he would introduce topics and show me various 

artifacts. He played computer games, in part because they connected him with his dad, 

and was a Boy Scout. Holden was not adverse to reading and writing, but he was not an 
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avid reader or writer either. This ended up differentiating him from most other of the 

focal students, and I was glad to have that perspective represented. He lived with his 

mother. He identified as part White and part Latino. 

Sarah	  
Sarah was an avid reader and writer. She was often sought after by her classmates 

to answer questions or because they wanted to work with her. I made note several times 

of her even disposition; she liked working with others, but she also worked independently 

much of the time. She was assertive when she needed to be, but never unkind. She 

seemed to have a strong sense of self-assuredness. Like Jack, Sarah was in the G/T 

program, which meant she had more choices and less structure for much of her language 

arts block. She was also given the role of Supreme Court Justice by Ms. Hall, which 

meant she was one of three students who made decisions after class meetings about how 

to solve the problems discussed. This position, along with how I saw her classmates seek 

her out, were in large part why I wanted her to participate as a focal student. Her 

experience in the classroom was different from anyone else’s in what seemed to be a 

more privileged way. Outside of school, Sarah was active in a kickball league. She loved 

animals and attended the same summer camp each year, where she had a strong group of 

friends. She lived with her mother and father and older sister. She identified as White. 

Data Collection 
Data were collected through methods including observations, interviews, 

documents and artifacts (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995, 2006; 

Yin, 2003). The vast majority of data collection took place over a 35-week period, almost 
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the entire 2010-2011 school year. I began classroom observations in September and 

exited the field on the day before the school year ended. I also conducted two additional 

interviews after the school year ended. 

Originally, I had planned to focus my data collection on the language arts block 

because I was interested in the students’ discussions during book clubs and in their 

writing during writing workshop. After two weeks of observations, however, I made the 

decision to expand my focus to all instruction. This decision was based on my ongoing 

analysis of the book clubs. Their structure was much different than I had understood, and 

students actually were not afforded time within the group meetings to discuss the book. 

Instead, they spent time reading the book and then completing an assignment. (This will 

be discussed more in-depth in chapter five.) After making the decision to expand my 

areas of observation, I began formally observing throughout the school day, including 

language arts, and also math, science, and social studies. I was also often present during 

recess, weekly class meetings (held on Friday afternoons), community circle and lunch. 

My primary focus shifted across observations. At times I focused on understanding how 

the classroom functioned, while at other times I honed in on one or more of the focal 

participants. Data included classroom observations and interviews and were recorded in 

several ways, described below. 

Field notes 
During all observations, I took as copious field notes as possible. At first I took 

notes using my computer, but then switched to handwritten notes. This method made me 

feel less conspicuous and made less noise. I added theoretical and analytical memos to 
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my field notes as necessary, and I expanded my field notes as often as possible within 24 

hours of being in the field, although at times I was not able to do this. In those cases, 

expansion took place within 48-72 hours. These processes represent important analytic 

work; data analysis was concurrent with data collection. 

Photographs 
I took photographs for two purposes. The first was to record the classroom in 

terms of layout—how tables and other spaces were arranged; what was on the walls; 

where the whole group area was, etc. My second purpose was to capture moments in situ. 

I brought my digital camera with me each day, along with my video camera, and often 

photographed various interactions, including whole group, small groups, partners, and 

individual students.  

Audio recording  
To record interviews, I used a small digital recorder and my computer (usually) as 

a backup. 

Video recording 
I also recorded discussions, group work, and whole group instruction throughout 

the year. These recordings span all subject areas. At first students seemed very aware of 

the camera. If I recorded their small group, for example, the person talking would often 

stop or become hesitant. However, after about a week, this was no longer an issue and 

students seemed unbothered by the camera. 
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Artifacts  
This group of data includes pre-existing items or texts that were important to focal 

students, such as photographs, toys, or other memorabilia. Also included are student-

produced texts, such as assigned writing pieces, journal writing outside of school, pages 

on social networking sites, and artwork.  

Student-produced photographs and videos 
Each focal student was given a video camera. (I let them keep them at the 

conclusion of the study.) The purpose of providing these cameras was to facilitate the 

documentation of any activity, setting, play, objects, etc., the participants wanted to share 

and discuss with me. When I first gave students the cameras, we discussed the kinds of 

things they may want to document, such as activities they enjoyed or things that were 

important to them, although I also communicated the freedom and open-endedness they 

had in deciding what to do with the cameras. I wanted to provide some helpful guidance 

without defining (and thus limiting) what the students could do. The students brought 

their cameras to school every three weeks (on average) so that I could download their 

videos to my computer. I then returned the cameras to the student(s), along with a DVD 

containing all of their videos. Their recordings were then discussed during subsequent 

interviews. 

Table 5 (next page) outlines the data sources I collected in relation to each case 

(classroom, focal participants, teacher participant). 
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Table 5. Data Sources by Case 

Case Data Source/s 
Classroom 
 

Field notes  

-Whole class literacy instruction 

 -Book clubs  

-TAKS preparation 

-Content areas (science, social studies, and math)  

-Tribes community building activities (community circle and class meetings 

Video recordings (all of the above) 

Photographs  

-Students and teachers engaging in various instructional and community building activities 

Documents 

-Class newsletters 

-Curriculum overview 

-Worksheets 

Focal students 
 

Interviews with each focal student 

-On average, 30 minutes in length 

-Three to four with each participant 

Written products 

-Class writing assignments 

-Personal writing done outside of class (amount varied by participant)  

Videos and photographs  

-Recorded by the focal students outside of school  

Teacher Interviews 

-Various informal discussions during observations (recess, lunch, planning time, asides) 

-Two semi-structured interviews  

-Email exchanges for the duration of the study 
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Phases of data collection 
 Data collection consisted of four phases, with Phase 2 and Phase 3 running 

concurrently for the duration of the study. The four phases were entering the field, 

classroom observations, interviews with the focal students outside of school, and exiting 

the field. 

Table 6. Phases of Data Collection 

Phase When Where What Who Data Sources 
Phase 1: 
Entering the 
Field 

April 2010-
September 
2010 

Area 
restaurants 
 
Dyer 
Elementary 

Meeting the teacher 
 
Learning more about 
the teacher 
 
Entering the classroom 
 

Teacher 
 
General 
student 
participants 

Field notes 
  
Informal 
interviews 

Phase 2:  
Classroom 
Observations 

Ongoing 
September 
2010-April 
2011 

Dyer 
Elementary 

Learning classroom 
norms and practices 
 
Selecting potential 
focal students 
 
Observing and 
recording instruction 
and community 
building activities 

Teachers 
 
General 
student 
participants 

Field notes 
 
Teacher semi-
structured 
interviews 
 
Documents 

Phase 3: 
Focal students 

Ongoing 
October 
2010-April 
2011 

Dyer 
Elementary 
 
Focal 
students’ 
homes 

Interviewing focal 
students 
 
Observing focal 
student outside of 
school 

Teachers 
 
General 
student 
participants 
 
Focal 
students 

Field notes 
 
Video and/or 
audio 
recordings 
 
Interviews 
 
Artifact 
collection 

Phase 4: 
Exiting the 
field 

May 2011 Dyer 
Elementary 
 
Focal 
students’ 
homes 

Sharing some general 
findings and noticings 
 
Communicating my 
appreciation 
 
Attending fifth grade 
graduation ceremony 
and picnic 

All 
participants 
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Phase	  I:	  Entering	  the	  field	  
I began observing informally in Ms. Hall’s classroom on September 2, 2010. For 

the first two weeks, I was present for the entire school day, as my university teaching 

schedule allowed. During the second week, I led an informal meeting with the class 

explaining who I was and why I was there. At this meeting I also handed out consent 

forms. In additional to being informative, the meeting sparked some of the students’ 

interest and enthusiasm. Many students asked me questions, such as wanting to know 

whom my research was for—who would read it and whom it would impact. The next day 

I brought to the classroom examples of journals the research might be published in 

(Language Arts and The Reading Teacher) so they would have a better sense of what I 

meant by the term journal. Several students asked me questions about the university for 

days afterward, and other students shared their own plans for attending college at The 

University of Texas.  

During these first six weeks of observation, I observed the span of the school day. 

This meant I observed community circle, all subject areas, and recess. The purpose of 

these initial observations was twofold. First, I worked to get a sense of how this 

community was built and how it came to function. I considered questions such as, what 

are the discourse norms? How are discussions structured? What are the roles students are 

offered? What roles do the teachers play? The second important goal of these first few 

weeks was the identification of potential focal students.  
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Phase	  2:	  	  Whole	  class	  observations	   	  
 Phase 1 shifted into Phase 2 as I received consent forms back from students and 

was able to begin videotaping in the classroom. I was also able to become more focused 

in my notes, since my ongoing analysis up to that point shaped my ideas of what I wanted 

to know more about, such as the teacher’s language surrounding community 

identification and membership. During Phase 2, I was at Dyer on average 2.5 days a 

week. Some weeks I was able to observe one day, and other weeks I was able to observe 

three or more days. Visits ranged from two to six hours, with the average time spent 

during a visit being three hours. 

Table 7. Total Hours of Classroom Observations 

Visits per Week Number of Weeks Hours per Visit Averaged Totals 
2-4 times 
 

35 2-6 Visits: 105 
 
Hours:  315 

 

Phase	  3:	  	  Focal	  participants	  
Phase 3 ran concurrently with Phase 2 and took place mostly in the focal students’ 

homes. Focal students were interviewed a minimum of three times each, with the 

interviews spaced throughout the year. Interviews were semi-structured and primarily 

focused on a) focal students’ interests inside and outside of school; b) their reading and 

writing practices and preferences; and c) the videos they had recorded (elicitation). 

Interviews were audiotaped and took place at the students’ homes at their and their 

families’ convenience. The one exception was Gracie, whose mother asked me to conduct 

the interviews in the school library right after school.   
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Table 8. Data Corpus 

 Observations Interviews Photographs Videos  Documents/Artifacts 
Classroom 315 hours 12 hours 200 80 14 
Focal 
students 
(4) 

 3-4 each 50 (taken by 
focal 
students) 

120 14 

Teacher  2 formal   Class meeting folder 
 
Curriculum guides/5 
six-week periods 

Data Analysis 
Guided by Dyson and Genishi (2005), I worked to position myself throughout 

analysis in order to try to understand the contexts and phenomena, as they were important 

to the participants. Data analysis followed an inductive process, as I returned to the data 

for subsequent turns of analysis. Analysis continued throughout the writing process as 

well, as the act of writing forced me back to the data to firm up and revisit my assertions. 

I also worked to maintain my grounding in not only the data, but also in the theoretical 

framework within which I situated the research. Therefore, I cannot separate the findings 

from their rooting within my own sociocultural stance toward language and literacy, 

Bakhtin’s theory of language, and a view of identity that posits multiple identities across 

contexts. Similarly, I cannot separate the findings from myself (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). 

This data set does not contain one set of findings to be discovered; rather, it is a set of 

other people’s, and my own, experiences recorded and analyzed from my point of view. 

These experiences were filtered through my beliefs, values, and experiences at every 

stage—from observation through the development of assertions. While other researchers 

may have come to similar conclusions, they also may have arrived at quite different ones. 
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The findings I present are not the Truth, but rather my interpretation of what I observed 

and recorded.  

As I worked, I kept this quote close to me, that “the findings of a case study in the 

interpretive tradition are a complex social analysis of human choices and social actions, 

given particular cultural meanings and contextual contingencies” (Dyson & Genishi, 

2005, p. 84). These words reminded me to work to understand my data within the myriad 

of contexts in which it existed—some of which I was not even aware. It pushed me to 

keep asking why and to try to understand people’s choices and actions as much as 

possible from their point of view, based on the choices they had. Of course, I am very 

limited in my ability to understand the participants’ points of view. However, I did work 

to understand the data from what I understood of the multiple contexts and positions the 

participants’ held. 

As Merriam (2009) explains, the first rule about data analysis is that it begins as 

soon as data collection begins.  Therefore, what I describe below is in addition to the 

ongoing analysis that occurred during data collection. Again using Dyson and Genishi 

(2005) as a guide, the process of analysis after data collection took the shape of five main 

stages. I do want to note that this process was not nearly as neat and delineated as it 

sounds here and steps 1-3 in particular occurred during data collection. 

1. After organizing my data into chronological order, I began with a close reading of 

all field notes and other data (writing samples, interview transcripts, videos, 

photographs).  
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2. I then read through the data several times, each time making notes and otherwise 

marking what I saw as important events, moments, actions, phrases, or words. 

One example from early in this stage of analysis involved noting examples of 

nonverbal cues Ms. Hall employed to signal different things to students, such as 

gaining attention, transitions and how to ask for help. Based on these early 

noticings, I pointed my attention to understanding the layered and complex 

discursive structure of the classroom. Later, coupled with verbal discourse 

analyzed from transcripts, they helped build an assertion about the totality of the 

discourse structures in place in the classroom. Other important events and actions 

I noted at this stage included the cyberbullying incident, the class meeting 

discussed in Chapter Six, and the format of the book clubs. All of these notes 

informed subsequent analysis. 

3. As I described above, the work of analytic and theoretical memos, as well as 

expanding my field notes, involved some open coding and was an important, 

shaping form of data analysis. This was how I developed codes, putting 

descriptive words or phrases to pieces of data. Because I used various kinds of 

data, ranging from verbal and nonverbal communication during instructional 

events to interview statements to artifacts, it was necessary to look across not just 

pieces of data but also different kinds of data during analysis. In terms of 

analyzing the discursive structure of the classroom, this analysis involved the 

signage on the classroom walls, along with the grouping structures (instructional 

and social), nonverbal signs, and the verbal language employed. I coded these 
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data separately, but with the understanding that they existed as part of a cohesive 

language system, each form or mode serving a different but related function in the 

discursive structure. At the stage, examples of codes for classroom data included: 

• Teacher-as-Authority: Ms. Hall’s physical positioning in relation to the 

students (on the floor leading circle, walking around, at the front, at 

overhead; students on the floor) 

• Behavioral signals/Expectations: Repeated words and phrases Ms. Hall 

used (“Now you may,” “If you want to be a person who ______,” What 

lifeskill do we need for _____?) 

• Behavioral Expectations/Norms: Signs (Class Agreements, Community 

Agreements, Lifeskills)  

These codes—used across data sources as seen above (videotape data; transcript 

data; artifacts and document data)—were then collapsed into the category (see 

Step 4) Community as Authoritative Discourse because they all related to and 

worked in some way to enforce and maintain social and behavioral norms in the 

classroom—either through Ms. Hall’s verbal or nonverbal positioning, or the 

agreements (or rules) on the walls, to language that suggested what students 

should value and what words they should use. 

I also looked across different kids of data when considering the focal students 

as individual cases. For example, I coded the clothes I observed the focal students 

in, as I interpreted them as signs. Relying on connotation (Hodge & Kress, 1988; 

van Leeuwen, 2005), I made note of Gracie’s Beatles T-shirts and Lady Gaga 



 70 

bracelets. I analyzed these as signs, as being purposeful in the way they signified 

her affiliation with discourses within the music of those artists, particularly Lady 

Gaga. The bracelets I coded as representing her valuing of acceptance, being 

different, and pride in herself. Because these were codes I had previously used 

when analyzing Gracie’s interview data, videos, and written artifacts, I used the 

same codes for this data. A sampling of these codes is in the table below. 

Table 9. Gracie Across Data Sources 

Data Source è 
 
Code 
ê 

Interviews Videos Written 
Compositions 

Personal Style 

Values 
differences/being 
different 
 

   Lady Gaga 
bracelets—
[she’s] eclectic 
and different; 
most of my 
friends don’t 
really like 
Lady Gaga all 
that much 

Fairness 
Advocacy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I hate seeing 
people get put 
down or 
stepped, 
walked all over 
 
 
 
I don’t like 
everybody 
being the 
same. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Hurt 
Othered 
 

This year I had 
gotten 
cyberbullied 
 

Pipe cleaner 
production—
not getting to 
wrestle 

Song Bird 
lyrics: You’re 
the only one I 
talk to; Nobody 
else likes me 
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4. I kept a running list of the codes described above. With these codes, I then was 

able to group data together into categories and get a further sense of emerging 

patterns, as well as to see what codes did not seem to fit into a larger category. 

This part of the process also helped me see outliers, examples that contradicted or 

otherwise stood in opposition to emerging patterns.  

5. I also worked to understand patterns, codes, and pieces of data as representations 

of larger sociocultural and sociolinguistic concepts: namely, participation 

structures, discourse, discourses, power and positionality. These concepts were 

aligned with the theoretical framework in which the research is situated 

After analysis was completed on the classroom data and each of the four focal 

students’ data, I then engaged in a cross-case analysis of two students, Gracie and Sarah, 

and their participation in the classroom. The purpose of this analysis was to gain a better 

understanding of the ways in which two different members of the same figured world (in 

this instance the classroom) drew on their available semiotic resources within it as they 

crafted their identities in the classroom. I was also interested in understanding the 

differing positions offered these two students as well as a) how these positions differed 

and b) why these two students might be offered different positions.  

Trustworthiness 
Readers and reviewers of qualitative research have a responsibility in deciding 

whether the research is trustworthy. In order for them to make this decision, the 

researcher is responsible for providing detailed information about the research process.  
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The construct of trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) consists of four issues 

qualitative researchers should address: credibility, dependability, transferability, and 

confirmability.  

Credibility 
Credibility addresses questions such as, “How congruent are the findings with 

reality? Do the findings capture what is really there? Are investigators observing or 

measuring what they think they are measuring?” (Merriam, 2009, p. 213). The asking of 

the questions inherently reveals the understanding that there is a difference between 

reality and a researcher’s findings. Because of this, Merriam (2009) suggests, “Validity, 

then, must be assessed in terms of something other than reality itself (which can never be 

grasped)” (p. 213). The “something other” is credibility. Therefore, we must ask if the 

findings are credible, given the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). I addressed 

the issue of credibility by employing the following strategies: 

• Triangulation of multiple data sources; 

• Having a sustained period of time in the field; and 

• Employing member checks as appropriate (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Merriam, 

2009; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2003).   

Triangulation of multiple sources of data addresses credibility because it helps ensure 

that findings become such not because of one or two instances within the data set, but 

because they are patterns found across the data in different sources (see Figure 1). Case 

studies particularly lend themselves to this method of triangulation because they 
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inherently involve the in-depth analysis of a breadth of sources. Spending a sustained 

time in the field is important because it helps ensure the patterns that emerge are based on 

practices that are present across time. My time in the field stretched across a school year, 

with classroom visits two to four times a week, for two to six hour blocks, as well as 

extensive time with focal students outside of school. Finally, I employed member 

checking to help provide opportunities for the participants to comment on and redress if 

necessary preliminary interpretations and findings. These opportunities were made 

available during interviews, when I asked participants about emerging themes and for 

clarification on previous statements or my own observations. I also did this through email 

if necessary with Ms. Hall. I made attempts to do a final member check with Ms. Hall 

after my findings chapters were written. I wanted her thoughts on what I saw in the data 

to also be included in this dissertation. At the time of writing this dissertation, I have not 

been able to contact her, because she is away from email in the summer months. I am 

confident that at a later date this final member check will be possible. 
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Figure 1. Means of Triangulation (Adapted from Yin, 2003) 

 

Dependability  
Qualitative research is not designed for replication in the way experimental 

research is. Instead, in qualitative research the important question becomes to what extent 

are the findings consistent with the data (Merriam, 2009). The idea shifts from the 

demand that subsequent researchers obtain identical results through replicating an 

experiment to a concurrence between researcher and readers that the findings make sense. 

Dependability is ensured in many of the same ways as credibility, including triangulation 

and reflexivity. An additional strategy I used is what Yin (2003) calls a case study 

database. An organized and complete database helps ensure dependability because, at 

least theoretically, another researcher is able to trace all sources of data and thus, the 

Finding	  

Documents	  

Interviews	  

Artifacts	  

Observations	  
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evidence supporting one’s findings. This includes all field notes, photographs, videos, 

documents, artifacts, transcripts, and analysis notes and documents. I created a secure 

folder on my computer where I store all files related to this study. I also have a secure file 

cabinet in which I will keep hard copies of all files and physical artifacts. Both are 

organized so that each focal student’s data is kept together, as are files pertaining to 

general classroom observations.   

Transferability and Generalizability 
The goal of transferability is to describe as richly as possible the setting, 

participants, and their surrounding context(s) so that readers have enough information to 

reasonably decide if and how this research relates to their work, whether that work is by a 

researcher, teacher, policymaker, etc. I have addressed this issue by being as detailed and 

specific as possible with my descriptions of the setting and participants. 

 Generalizability is also still a goal of qualitative research, although it means 

something different than in quantitative research (Eisner, 1991; Yin 2003). Yin argues 

that it is only shifted in purpose. So, instead of trying to generalize results to a 

population, the goal here is to generalize findings to theory. In my case, that means being 

able to talk about how my findings relate to sociocultural identity theory (Holland et al., 

1998), and sociocultural theories of language (Bakhtin, 1981) and learning (Vygotsky, 

1978). Eisner (1991) described the process of generalizability this way, 

“Human beings have the spectacular capacity to go beyond the information given, 

to fill in gaps, the generate interpretations, to extrapolate, and to make inferences 

in order to construe meaning. Through this process knowledge is accumulated, 
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perception refined, and meaning deepened (p. 211; quoted in Merriam, 2009, p. 

227). 

Thusly, I hope this research will add to the body of knowledge regarding the relationships 

among identity, language, and literacy, as well as work in the field of classroom 

community. 

Confirmability 
This addresses the danger of findings and interpretations emerging from the 

researcher’s predispositions instead of the data. One strategy I used to help ensure 

confirmability was through negative cases; I searched for examples in the data that did 

not fit with my findings. I also talked with a fellow doctoral student about my data and 

findings (peer debriefing) at various points throughout data collection and analysis.  

Researcher Reflexivity 
In qualitative research, part of trustworthiness includes researchers being as 

transparent as possible about themselves, giving details about background, stances, 

beliefs, and biases. Making these known is important because it provides important 

information for helping readers decide the strength of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Merriam, 2009).  But the process of making this information known also ensures that 

researchers are aware of their predispositions as well. This is especially important in 

qualitative research, since one of its strengths is the position of the researcher as the 

primary instrument of data collection.  
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As is part of the qualitative research tradition then, it is both appropriate and 

necessary to make explicit my positionality as the researcher. As a White female from an 

upper middle class background who has always experienced success in academic settings, 

I come with a certain position and set of experiences through which I filter my 

understanding of classroom settings. For example, in my classroom observations I found 

myself drawn to students who were quiet (as I was/am), students with senses of humor or 

personal styles I shared or liked, and those who appeared to me to be out-of-the-box 

thinkers. I also align myself with a certain set of beliefs regarding literacy—how I define 

it (as a set of situated practices) and how I believe it should be practiced in schools 

(student choice, centered around talk, for real life purposes and audience, process-

oriented). This undoubtedly influenced my interpretation of the literacy practices I 

observed in Ms. Hall’s classroom.  

 Limitations 
This study does have limitations. One of the biggest was my inability to be in the 

classroom all of the time. Data collection is such a time-extensive endeavor, and that 

means missing many important things simply by virtue of not being able to in the 

classroom every day. Another significant limitation involved the identification of focal 

participants. I was limited in my choices based on the students who returned the original 

consent forms, and several students did not return these. For example, of all the students 

served by the Special Education program, none returned consent forms. Because these 

students overlapped almost exclusively with students identified as English Language 

Learners, I was also unable to gain access to students who would add that perspective to 
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the study. This is a major limitation of my study, but it also suggests an important line of 

research itself. I want to understand the possible reasons why these parents and students 

opted not to participate. I also was unable to observe the focal participants in settings 

outside of school as I originally planned. While I was able to conduct interviews with 

them, and they recorded videos, this study would be stronger if I had additional 

information about their lives outside of school. Finally, these findings do not represent all 

of the different voices within this classroom. Having more students represented would 

add weight to my findings, as would being able to add in Ms. Hall’s thoughts and 

opinions about the findings. 

The next chapter is the first of three findings chapters. It details my findings 

regarding the composing practices of students outside of school. 
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Chapter Four: Participants’ Composing Practices Outside of School—
Sites of Tension, Spaces for Creation 

Viewing composing practices from the perspective of Bakhtin, it is impossible to 

understand them apart from the social language, cultural practices, and ideologies that 

make up the figured worlds authors have access to. In this chapter I detail my findings in 

regard to the literacy practices participants engaged in outside of school. Unsurprisingly, 

an analysis of these composing practices suggests the participants actively drew from a 

vast array of texts, experiences, and social relationships in their writing. Of particular 

interest are the many ways in which they drew from tools and artifacts, both concrete and 

abstract, in crafting texts (videos and print-based). The participants’ texts stand as fixed 

artifacts themselves, stabilizing a moment in time and allowing us to view a constructed 

representation of each participant in that particular moment, providing insight into how 

they constructed their identity. While not all of the participants’ writing represents a 

dramatic statement regarding identity, some do, and all are significant for what they can 

tell us. This chapter then details the complex, multimodal writing situated in the students’ 

outside-of-school lives. 

I will discuss the participants’ multimodal composing practices in terms of what 

their writing has to say about their literacy practices and their identity constructions when 

their composing is relatively unbounded by someone else. The work of this chapter is 

also necessary to the analysis that follows in chapter five, which describes the contrasting 

composing practices existing inside the classroom. 
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As I analyzed the data, including field notes, interviews, writing samples, and 

videos, I noticed that many of the focal participants did not speak of themselves as 

writers, or at least did not have much to say about their writing. More than one expressed 

a view of writing as an unpleasant activity that is done for testing purposes. However, the 

participants’ views of themselves as writers and of writing in general contrasted sharply 

with the complex and multi-layered compositions the participants wrote, dramatized, and 

filmed both on their own and for this study. When left basically to their own devices, 

each of the participants composed a text in some form. In doing so, their compositions 

were built from many different ways of using language and influences from many figured 

worlds. 

The nature of the participants’ composing practices outside of school invited me 

to consider these compositions in dialogic terms (Bakhtin, 1986), as sites of 

interconnectedness and unapologetic heteroglossia. What I mean is that these 

compositions, at least in part because someone else did not predefine them, allowed 

students to compose what and how they wanted. Analyzing these compositions allowed 

for additional insight into the language, literacy, and identity practices that the students 

privileged, in ways different than were possible when someone else defined the structure 

and content of their writing. I leaned particularly on this supposition of Bakhtin’s:  

In our enthusiasm for specification we have ignored questions of the 

interconnection and interdependence of various areas of culture…we have not 

taken into account that the most intense and productive life of culture takes place 
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on the boundaries of its individual areas and not in places where these areas have 

become enclosed in their own specificity (1986, p. 2). 

Taken together with this from Derrida:  

This is what deconstruction is made of: not the mixture but the tension between 

memory, fidelity, the preservation of something that has been given to us, and, at 

the same time, heterogeneity, something absolutely new, and a break (Caputo, 

1996, p. 6). 

The participants’ texts—utterances on paper or on film—preserve what has been 

given to them, while simultaneously breaking from it: they are sites of heteroglossia 

unencumbered by the direct imposition of boundaries that serve the purposes of others. 

They call for an analysis then of the complex, hybrid, layered practices of literacy and 

identity the participants drew from in the creation of their texts and of the selves who 

made them. This is the guiding construct for the analysis presented in this chapter, that 

the compositions students designed outside of school are sites of connection and tension, 

of preservation and creation. All writing is a place of intersecting boundaries, but when 

the boundaries are set more by the writer and less by an outside authority, it creates space 

for a different text. To explicate this finding, I present examples of participants’ writing, 

analyzed for their form (literacy practices) and content (identity work). 

JACK: NEWS ANCHOR AND STOP MOTION FILMMAKER 
When I asked Jack to talk about himself as a writer, he said: 

I really don’t like to write. Well, part of it is, like, school influenced me some. 

‘Cause in school, like on the [state accountability test] and everything, it’s boring 
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stuff. Like, I sort of like to write if it’s like sci-fi, action. But if it’s all like, “Write 

about a time you had a vacation”—boring! Like every now and then, I’ll scribble 

down an idea for a story, but never really have the time to actually write it, mainly 

because my stories, when I think of them—like last night I had an idea and it was 

like a person, and like he was genetically upgraded and then he went mercenary, 

started killing people and they found an organization that did that and killed them 

all, basically. The end. That is the kind of story I like (Interview, 3/17/11). 

Jack’s statement tells us several important things about his identity as writer. His initial 

statement is definitive: he does not like to write. Then he tells why not (writing in school 

is boring). But then, suddenly, a sliver of hope appears: he does “sort of” like to write—if 

it’s something he’s interested in and if he has the time. Over the course of the study, Jack 

did not share with me any print-based texts that he wrote at home. However, his videos 

are full are texts. While he may have been deterred from putting a pencil to paper, Jack 

was definitely a multimodal composer.  

 Among his compositions were a series of news reports he recorded with a friend 

of his, Hillary. (She was actually a major contributor in all of his videos.) When I asked 

him to tell me more about the reports, he started by explaining their most basic criteria, 

saying, “We wanted something that we could easily do and also be really, really funny” 

(Interview, 5/22/11). He continued, explaining some of the texts he drew from in 

composing these texts: 

And so we just decided to sit down and do like a newscast. I hear [newscasts] on 

the radio. Mom leaves the radio on like 90% of the time. She listens to [NPR], 
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then like Fresh Air and everything. So anytime in the house you can hear the 

radio. “So like today we have a weather of blah, blah, blah.” And then there’s 

music and then news. Some really weird news story about some random thing. 

Most news stories are bad. The evening news is when the reporter person tells you 

“good evening” and then proceeds to tell you why it isn’t (Interview, 5/22/11).  

There are several important pieces of information in Jack’s comment. He was 

interested in something easy and funny. He was very familiar with the genre of 

newscasts, since he listened to them often. And the newscasts genre provided him with 

the opportunity to make a bit of societal statement; he’s noticed something about the 

evening news that he finds a bit ridiculous—everything is very bad news delivered rather 

pleasantly. Composing his own newscast provided him an opportunity to comment on 

that, to make a satirical statement. 

From the series of newscasts (five in all) he and Hillary made, Jack’s favorite 

involved some out of control poodles. Notice the offbeat humor throughout, as well as 

how Jack and Hillary construct themselves as news anchor and reporter, respectively. 

Jack (the anchor; deep voice and austere tone): Today on [Life On Mary Street1]: 

There has been massive traffic jams on account of several traffic accidents. These 

accidents have been caused by random poodles running around and jumping on 

cars. However, once these poodles sniff some gas they go completely berserk and 

try and kill everything. 

                                                
1 Mary Street is the name of the street where Jack and Hillary live. 
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Hillary (off-camera; serious and inquisitive tone): How do you deal with 

poodles? 

Jack: Police are standing around and shooting poodles whenever they see them. 

Several pedestrians have been killed by poodles and by rogue bullets. Also, there 

have been several ninjas trying to kill poodles, too, on Mary Street. And there’s 

also been a Buddhist monk sighted on top of a pickup truck meditating. He was 

killed by a poodle, too, sadly. Um, we are sorry to bring you these very horrible 

news reports and we advise you to stay off Mary Street. However, you may go 

down Mary Street sidewalks because they are covered in acid and, therefore, are 

poodle-slash-ninja-slash-bullet-slash-police officer-free. 

Hillary: And [that’s the end of] Episode 15 of “What You Never Knew About 

Your Neighborhood”! 

This text shows the level of knowledge about the news genre Jack and Hillary 

have, which is reflected in several ways: the content of the news report (disaster!); the 

tones of their voices; the interplay between anchors; and specific uses of language, such 

as the phrases “Today on…” and “We are sorry to bring you….” There is also evidence 

of the humor and ease that was important to Jack and Hillary when they decided what to 

compose: they break into laughter at several points during the broadcast (it’s funny) and 

they use no props or costumes (it’s easy).  

Jack has knowledge of this genre from more than just listening to NPR, however. 

Part of his understanding of the genre comes through his grandfather. The joke he made 

about the news (“The evening news is when the newscaster tells you ‘good evening’ and 
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then proceeds to tell you why it isn’t”) was passed along by his grandfather in an email. It 

was extremely humorous to him because he had heard enough newscasts to get it. When I 

asked Jack to say more about the statement, he said,  

“I get a lot of things like that from my grandpa. It came from an email—[it had] 

statement[s] that starts off normally and then [have] some kind of bizarre twist. 

Like, ‘War is not a measure of who was right, only who was left.’ He sends email 

to us with interesting things he found on the web” (Interview, 5/22/11).  

As Jack alludes to, his own text is in dialogue with his grandfather and the originator of 

the email he sent, part of that chain of utterances. What at first glance may appear to be 

two friends goofing around, is revealed through analysis as a complex text situated in the 

language and literacy practices of many figured worlds, most notably Jack’s family and 

NPR news. Considering this text as a site of heteroglossia, Jack is speaking into 

conversations about media and its role in shaping reality; he is sharing an inside joke with 

his grandfather; he is countering all the times in school he has been asked to write about 

an assigned (boring) topic. He is asserting an identity as someone irreverent and funny. 

The newscast text also shows Jack and Hillary drawing from other texts they themselves 

have made. Jack told me the poodles showed up in this report because Hillary had 

referenced them in another video they had made weeks earlier (Interview, 5/22/11). The 

content was further influenced by the kinds of books Jack and Hillary read. They both 

love “action, sci-fi, genetically altered book thingys” (Interview, 5/22/22).  

Jack did not just compose newscasts. He also filmed (along with Hillary and 

another friend, Judah) a stop-motion animated film. Stop-motion is defined as “a 
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cinematographic technique whereby the camera is repeatedly stopped and started, for 

example to give animated figures the impression of movement” (Apple Dictionary). The 

photographs below are from a set of seventeen pictures which, when viewed in rapid 

succession, create a stop-motion animated film.  

Jack explained how they composed the film this way: 

Remember how…we did those little news videos—like the poodle crawling onto 

the snow? Well, these were the same ideas. We just did it for fun, really. We 

could just take a picture and as long as the video camera stayed in place…We 

didn’t really have a story [at first]. We couldn’t put in any sound, so we just had 

one kill the other” (Interview, 5/22/11).  

The first three and final four images of the film (Figure 2) are on the next page.   
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Figure 2. Jack’s Stop-Motion Film 

 
 
 

      

       
 

Again the text is the product of social interaction, shared literacy practices, and it 

draws from ideas carried in texts Jack and Hillary have previously read. These texts 
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demonstrate the social nature of composing, its inherent heteroglossia, in other ways, too. 

Jack’s friend, Hillary, is a co-composer in all of the texts he made with the video camera. 

They composed together, building the texts from the sharing of their ideas. The texts also 

are social because they are designed with the knowledge they will be shared—at least 

with each other and with me. (The videos were made for fun, but also with the 

understanding that I would see them.) Additionally, Jack’s knowledge of the news genre 

and stop-motion film is influenced by other texts shared with him by other people, 

including his friends, his mother and his grandfather. Even listening to NPR news reports 

is social, a communicative practice between parties across time and space. 

Texts are also designed in part through the tools the authors had access to and 

knowledge of. In this case, that is a video camera that also takes photographs. Had I 

asked Jack to write stories on paper—in a journal, for instance—there’s a good chance he 

wouldn’t have written anything. Even if he had, it’s likely the product would be vastly 

different. Having access to a video camera then also influenced the texts Jack composed. 

Some of that influence is seen in the decision to compose a newscast, a genre that 

demands its authors perform roles and which is recorded and shared through audio and 

video channels, not through paper or word processing. The other text analyzed here, their 

stop-motion film, is a type of text inherently dependent on using a camera. 

In addition to shaping the form of a text, the specific tool of the video camera 

afforded a certain ease that Jack took advantage of. About the berserk poodle newscast, 

Jack told me later that, “The first time we tried the poodle one, we had to delete it ‘cause 

I started laughing” (Interview, 5/22/11). This comment, along with others Jack made 
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about writing in general, strongly suggests that the ability to delete a video opened up 

composing for Jack in a new way. It seemed that in Jack’s mind, it was easier to write, 

revise, delete, and start again versus spending hours writing and rewriting.  

I opened this section on Jack with a quote about his dislike of writing. On other 

occasions he shared similar sentiments. During another interview, the only thing he 

would say about writing (after talking at length about his reading habits) was, “I 

hate…writing about boring stuff” (Interview, 3/17/11). And in another interview, “I never 

write at home. I don’t like to write” (Interview, 4/2/11). So I find it important that with 

his video camera, Jack wrote many different texts, in a variety of genres. He laughs and 

smiles throughout most of his videos, suggesting he enjoyed what he was doing (although 

he would not call it writing).  

Jack’s compositions show evidence of his participation in a variety of texts and 

conversations, of social languages and figured worlds. They speak to the dialogic nature 

of texts and the role composing plays as a means in creating sites where varying 

discourses openly coexist in a relatively fixed state. The composing he did with the video 

camera contrasted with his views on writing, which are largely shaped by his school 

experiences. 

GRACIE: SONGWRITER AND PRODUCER 
Gracie, another focal student, wrote on her own before participating in the study. 

Her compositions are also sites of dialogue. Unlike Jack’s, Gracie’s writing often reflects 

an inner dialogue as well, as she struggled with her place among friends and classmates. 

Gracie’s identity as a writer is positive, although, like Jack’s, shaped by her experiences 
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in school. Whereas Jack’s negative view of writing is the result of years of test 

preparation, Gracie’s positive view of herself as a writer comes from being labeled a 

good writer by her teacher. She said: 

My teachers say that I’m a good writer and I’m really creative and when we were 

like learning about the colonial times, I really got into it and I really liked it and I 

thought it was cool to like get in the other person’s shoes in the colonial times. 

“Write as if you lived in the colonial times” and I really like did and it was really 

fun (Interview, 4/15/11). 

Although this chapter focuses on participants’ composing outside of school, this 

comment as well as Jack’s both show how much of one’s identity as a reader and writer 

can be shaped by experiences in school. They both define themselves as writers 

completely in terms of their identities as writers inside of school; that is their only 

identity as a writer. 

Gracie’s statement also connects to her interest and ability in understanding 

others, a pattern that emerged throughout her interviews and writing. This theme is tied to 

her desire for others to understand her, to stand for a moment in her shoes. Early in the 

school year, two of her classmates posted to YouTube a video making fun of Gracie. So, 

when Gracie talks about seeing things from another person’s point of view, she is 

drawing on her own experiences. But when Gracie says, “…it was cool to, like, get in the 

other person’s shoes,” she is directly quoting the yearlong theme of perspective Ms. Hall 

structured her year around. One large bulletin board housed the theme for the year with 

text that read Perspective: Getting in the Other Person’s Shoes. Ms. Hall’s words are 
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inside of Gracie’s utterance, a discourse Gracie drew from personally and in her 

experiences as a writer. 

 Outside of school, Gracie composed regularly. She shared with me the journal she 

kept, which is full of song lyrics, recipes, drawings, and lists. About her song lyrics, she 

told me that, “Usually what they’re about is I hate seeing people get put down or stepped, 

walked all over. I hate it. And usually that’s what it’s about” (Interview, 4/15/11). An 

example of her songwriting is the lyrics to her original composition Song Bird. 

Song Bird 

I usually see you day and night but you 

Never get out of my sight won’t you just 

Leave me alone 

 

[Chorus] Song bird, ohhh, song bird, yeah 

Song Bird you sing all day and night 

 

I usually see you at my window 

Pane. You’re the only one I talk 

2. All my deepest thoughts I share 

With you and only you. 

 

[Chorus] 
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[Bridge] Oh, oh, oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, did you have 

to come to me not like, I don’t like 

Nobody else likes me. So is that y u came 

To me. 

 

[Chorus] 

Song bird, ohhh, song bird, yeah. 

Song bird you sing all day and  

Night. Song bird, yeah. 

Gracie indicated that her song lyrics were often influenced by not wanting to see 

others be stepped on. She struggled with feelings of anger, sadness and loneliness, as 

evidenced in the lyrics above. Her statement in the interview taken with her lyrics reflect 

again her desire for others to understand her, which she often manifests in her own desire 

to understand and stand up for others. In early September of 2010, the fall of this study, 

two classmates posted the YouTube video mocking Gracie. In it, the two girls mimicked 

her mannerisms and speech patterns, saying she was “girlie” (Interview, 5/26/11). Part of 

the way she dealt with this incident was by writing songs:  

This year I had gotten cyberbullied by two people that I thought were my friends, 

but it was only one person’s fault [because she posted the video]. And, um, I was 

really mad about that and so I started writing a song about it and like, some of the 

song lyrics were like, “I hate it” or “Don’t let people walk all over you.” I hate to 

see that happen so stand up for yourself and do what’s right (Interview, 5/26/11).  
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Gracie turned to writing as a tool to help her make sense of her feelings of anger 

and loneliness and to stake a claim for values that were important to her—standing up for 

what is right, and for herself. Thus, Gracie’s song lyrics speak back to the video made 

about her and to the classmates who made it. She does so by drawing from her 

connection with music and her knowledge of songwriting. Also evident is Gracie’s 

dialogue with herself—at times soothing herself and at others articulating the pain she is 

feeling. So, in addition to being a site of intersection, Gracie’s texts are evidence of one 

reason people compose. Whereas Jack’s videos were for fun and entertainment, Gracie’s 

writing took a more therapeutic role. It was not only the content of the participants’ 

writing that varied outside of school, or the form; it was also their purposes for writing. 

Gracie also composed texts using her video camera. One of these videos was a 

short play she wrote, directed, and performed using pipe cleaners to represent her 

characters. The autobiographical plot follows Gracie’s experience at school just prior to 

the making of the video. The video begins with a title card that reads, “Presenting a film 

by Gracie Marshall: A Pipe Cleaning Time”. She introduces herself and several 

classmates as characters, and subsequently shows them going about the day’s routines 

through lunchtime. The story culminates when Gracie is not chosen to wrestle at recess 

(supervised wrestling was instituted during recess the last two months of school by Ms. 

Hall). The transcript of the video begins below Figure 3, a scene from the video. 
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Figure 3. Gracie’s Puppet Show 

 

As Narrator: Presenting a film by Gracie Marshall called “A Pipe Cleaning 

Time, or A Piping Clean Time!” Starring (Holds up various pipe cleaners 

representing different classmates.) Margaret! Sarah!  Robin! (Out of character, to 

the viewer) “Hold on.” (Up-tempo music begins playing in the background.) 

Christina! Sophia! Me!  And the one, two, three purple people! (Holds up three 

purple pipe cleaner “people.”) On this episode we start our space inquiry 

journals. Also, the down is, Gracie doesn’t get to wrestle.  

Already several influences are seen in Gracie’s play. She demonstrates knowledge of 

movies and television through her title card, in the way she introduced each character, 

and by using the term episode. And, while its content reflects available signs and sign 
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systems, the form of the play reflects available tools: the camera, pipe cleaners, poster 

board, and markers.  

As Gracie: Yay! We’re start- (gets script) Yay, we get to research about aliens.  

Gracie’s script is evidence that she is not improvising, but instead wrote out her show 

before performing it. 

As Narrator: Five minutes later. Five minutes later.  

As Sophia: Studying aliens is hard. I can’t find anything.  

As Gracie: I agree.  

As Narrator: Time for, time for recess, said [the teacher]. 

As Gracie: I’m going to wrestle. When I finish my laps, I’m going to wrestle, I 

mean. 

As Narrator: Ten minutes later. 

As Gracie: I’m so excited to wrestle. 

As Narrator: Fifteen minutes later, after Gracie did NOT get to wrestle because a 

lot of people went, the [class] went back inside to research more. About, about an 

hour later… 

As Margaret: Time for lunch! 

As Gracie: Yes, time for lunch. I’m hungry! 

As Narrator: Fifteen minutes later. 

As Gracie: Ooo, the noodles are slimy! ‘Cause we had spaghetti. Look, Sarah. 

As Sarah: I do not want to see that. Oh, look, it’s time to go. [Trumpet sound] 
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As Narrator: And that’s the end of “A Pipe Cleaning Time!” Thanks for 

watching! With your narrator and your voices, Gracie Marshall! Presenting the 

film by Gracie Marshall. Your cameraman, Gracie Marshall! Thank you! Thank 

you! Woo! Woo! Woo! Woo! Yay! (Applause) 

Much like her songs, here Gracie has drawn on a literacy practice to work through 

her experiences and feelings. This video is again a site of heteroglossia, a text in which 

Gracie is speaking back into several conversations and drawing on various influences. 

Gracie is clearly drawing from her experiences at school for the content of her play—we 

see her mention space inquiry journals, recess, wrestling, and research, which were all 

things going on at school at the time, and she uses her classmates’ real names. But the 

play isn’t really about that. It isn’t a fifth grader’s “What I Did at School Today” story. 

As with Jimmy’s compositions, the seemingly simple props and action belie its own 

original complexity. What the play is about are Gracie’s feelings of invisibility at school, 

a part of her identity she mediates through literacy practices. Her writing is a way for her 

to be seen, even if she is the only viewer. (There is more to the story of Gracie and the 

cyberbullying video. This incident plays a critical role in Chapter Six, which in part 

explores ways in which Gracie negotiated her identity within the classroom after the 

incident was made very public.)  

Gracie clearly leaned on literacy practices as a means to work out her feelings and 

to navigate her identity across contexts. Her writing outside of school reveals a person 

struggling with feelings of loneliness, invisibility, and anger. Her experiences—along 

with a discourse of perspective running through her classroom— also push her toward 
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voicing the value she places in standing in other people’s shoes. Those issues don’t 

surface in the compositions of the third focal student, Holden, but his multimodal writing 

reflects a strong connection to play and also exists as a site of heteroglossia, artifacts of 

his participation with specific people and texts. 

HOLDEN: LEGO© STORYTELLER 
Like Jack and Gracie, Holden also used his video camera to compose texts. In one 

video, he and his cousin Kelly compose a story while playing with Legos (Figure 4). I use 

the term playing in a very serious way. They are using Legos as tools, with which they 

tell a story. They are co-composers of the text, some of which has been decided in 

advance and some of which is improvised. Characters include a “Chinese robot person, 

troopers, and armies” (Holden’s Video, 2011). Here is a portion from the beginning of 

the “never practiced skit.”   

Holden (narrator): There’s a dude walking on the wall. 

Kelly (in character): Where’s my hat? 

Holden (narrator):  He’s wondering where his hat is. 

Kelly: There it is. 

Holden (narrator and then commentator): He found his hat. It’s more like a 

necklace. He shook off his hat.  He’s getting into his car.  

Notice how, as the narrative unfolds, Holden’s role in the text shifts among different 

roles. 

Kelly: Hi, guys! 
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Holden (narrator): He is driving his car. He is going up the ladder…while, 

meantime, at my barracks, we have—(shifting outside of the text) Kelly, do not 

mess with my- 

Kelly: Come on, guys! Hurry up, get in! Where’s my light saber? 

Holden (outside of text): He doesn’t have a light saber, remember? I took it from 

him. (narrator) He was not responsible with such, such, such weaponry!  

Kelly: What’s up, people? Are you sure this car is big enough to hold all of us? 

Yeah, I’m sure, I’m sure. This is his little computer. And this is the guy that 

framed him. 

Holden (narrator): (music effect) Walkin’ in, walkin’ in, walkin’ in. Unidentified. 

What? Beep, beep, beep! (in character) Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! 

Figure 4. Holden’s Lego Composition 
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Holden changes his relationship to the text throughout the video; at times he is a 

character, then speaks as a narrator, and still other times, he provides a commentary on 

the action. Even his narration differs, since sometimes he is narrating action that outside 

observers could readily see, while other narration is inside a character’s head. Sometimes 

he is asking Kelly a question about the story, and sometimes he is speaking in character. 

Sometimes his role shifts within a single utterance. Holden’s shifting voice throughout 

the text is particular kind of heteroglossia, which in Bakhtin’s (1980) original treatise, 

was the hallmark of the novel: the multi-voiced-ness of the author, serving the author’s 

intentions in a refracted way, serving different speakers in different ways (1980). While I 

cannot argue that Holden’s utterances here represent the kind of sociopolitical 

commentary suchlike Bakhtin was specifically referring to, I do argue that Holden’s 

shifts serve to highlight the authorial complexity of a text. Holden is voicing several 

roles, within the text (characters, narrator) and outside of it (commentary, informal 

comments to Kelly). We are able to hear the decisions he is making as a composer, the 

multitude of decisions and angles from which Holden is authoring this text. 

Other important elements are evident here as well. Like Jack, Holden is engaging 

in literacy practices with another person in the same physical space. He is also using 

additional concrete tools—Legos (which Jack too used for his stop-motion film)—to tell 

a story. Also like Jack and Hillary, Holden and Kelly began with their story with a basic 

setup or structure, but then just began filming, making up exact dialogue and even plot 

points as they went along. Here again the tools they are using, the video camera and the 

Legos, suggest to them means of composing. The camera affords opportunities to 
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improvise, to see where the story will go, as evidenced by Holden’s changing position 

throughout the text.  

Holden’s Lego text also shows how he and Kelly draw from other texts, or at least 

other genres of text, in telling their story. There are a robot, armies, computers and guns. 

The light sabers clearly reference Star Wars. We hear words and phrases associated with 

crime shows (framed”; “Don’t shoot!”). These texts hold particular discourses, such as 

good vs. bad, which have also made their way into this new text. In short, Holden and 

Kelly are drawing on other texts in composing their own. This text is the nexus of a 

nuanced and complex set of relations.  

SARAH: FANTASY WRITER, PLAYWRIGHT, AND BOOK AUTHOR 
So far, the texts discussed have been multimodal, four of them digitally recorded. 

The fourth participant, Sarah, did not record any narrative texts with her camera. 

However, she wrote in a traditional sense (print-based) more than any of the other focal 

students. Her texts also serve as sites of boundary crossing, as through them Sarah speaks 

back into conversations existing across time and space. Of all the participants, Sarah had 

the most voracious writing life outside of school. As I said, she did not compose any 

narratives with her video camera, but she did maintain regular composing practices 

outside of school that included her own fantasy stories, PowerPoint presentations, and 

making a book on www.shutterfly.com.   

Sarah’s attitude about writing was casual. About her writing, Sarah said, “I just 

make up little stories and write them down… I kinda like to write the same things that I 
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like to read and I just write what I’m thinking about.” (Interview, 3/16/11). Her taste in 

both reading and writing skewed heavily toward fantasy because, 

It just seems so free, like you don’t have to write a certain thing. Like historical 

fiction, you might have to base it on this thing or a mystery you’d have to have 

the suspense, but you don’t have to have really anything in fantasy. You can just 

write what you want. And it doesn’t have to be real or it doesn't have to have 

happened (Interview, 4/19/11).  

Sarah shared many times her preference for books and movies with action and 

elements of fantasy. For example, talking about her two favorite movies, Lord of the 

Rings and Pirates of the Caribbean, Sarah said she liked them because they are “really 

action-packed but [they’re] funny, too. And [they’re] fantasy. I like fantasy” (Interview, 

3/16/11).  About her reading choices she said,  

“I like chapter books. And, um, longer books that are, have more action in them. 

Not as much realistic fiction. And usually if they have to do with animals….Right 

now I’m reading Mockingjay. I like to read books that are more adventurous and 

maybe in a series and, um, I sometimes read books that are recommended to me. 

(Interview, 3/16/11).  

 Sarah wrote stories outside of school completely of her own accord and, as she 

noted in her interview, they are very much like the books she reads.  
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A longer piece she was in the midst of writing during the study begins like this:  

Part 1: Alice 

At Hardwood High School there was a strange girl. She had golden hair that went 

down below her waist, making it seem as though she was wrapped in a cloak of 

gold. Her pale skin made her dazzling emerald green eyes shine like the moon on 

a cool, clear night. She was also shy. So shy, in fact, that almost no one noticed 

her, not even the teachers. But one boy named Jeremy noticed her. 

 

And later, when Jeremy discovers he has been called on to begin a quest,  

EVERLIGHT 

Five must go to slay the evil that has arisen. One dwarf, one elf, one centaur, one 

child and a warrior named Jeremy. Five will come in, three will come out, so bid 

you take care, bid you look for the hater, for one of you is surely a traitor. Take 

care or darkness shall devour us all. 

 

These excerpts reflect a deep understanding of fantasy and how its authors make 

decisions to draw readers in. Her knowledge is reflected in choices she’s made, such as 

beginning the story with a strange and mysterious character and tone, and by juxtaposing 

this by giving the school a concrete name, Hardwood High. Other moves she made 

include her use of strong imagery and adjectives (“pale skin made her dazzling emerald 

green eyes shine”) and developing characters who at first seem ordinary but who later are 

shown to be special or called. As with all of the other texts presented, it is evident here 
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that Sarah’s composition draws on the worlds she inhabits and the knowledge and 

practices she has access to through them; other texts, her own preferences, discourses and 

ways of using language from various figured worlds are not just present in her story; they 

are what constitute it. I come back to this point because it is so important: the writing 

these children did reflect who they are, what they read, who their friends are, the music 

they listen to, the toys they play with, what they find funny. They are dialogic texts of 

dialogic lives. 

 While Sarah’s preference is clearly for fantasy stories, she also wrote other pieces. 

For the school talent show, she ended up performing with friends a comedic script she 

originally wrote just for fun (Interview, 4/19/11). When I asked her about writing the skit, 

which earned big laughs at the talent show, Sarah recalled that she got the idea from a 

similar skit she saw at camp the summer before. About the original skit, she said,  “All I 

remember was it was with hot chocolate and the lady gave too many choices, and so I 

based it off of that. I wrote down what I remembered and added some things where, like, 

there were holes” (Interview, 4/19/11).  

The play, Joe’s Cafe, features a running punch line where the employee offers a 

plethora of choices to the customer. Every time the customer makes one decision, it just 

leads to another choice. First it’s the kind of hot chocolate, then whether or not she wants 

a marshmallow, then a straw, then what type of cup, then milk and what percent. The 

customer ends up leaving exasperated. Here is the beginning (Figure 5): 
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Figure 5. First Page of Joe’s Café 

 
  
Part of the humor comes from the way the employee lists the choices, going on and on. 

One example, the employee listing the kinds of hot chocolate available: “We have 

creamy, rich, nonfat, dark, light, in-between, yet my PERSONAL favorite would have to 

be the Chinese Tang.”  
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Here is the last page (Figure 6), which includes an illustration indicating how the stage 

should be set up: 

Figure 6. Last Page of Joe’s Cafe 

 

As a site of heteroglossia, this text is composed from a rich set of texts and 

experiences: 

• A skit she saw at camp 

• Knowledge of cadence in creating humorous dialogue 

• Knowledge of stage design 
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• Her own sense of humor 

• Her experiences in the world; if you’ve never been faced with a ridiculous 

number of choices, this won’t be funny.  

The final example of Sarah’s writing outside of school is a book she made on the 

website www.shutterfly.com. The book featured photographs and details about her 

experience attending the state library association conference when she was in third grade. 

This gave her the opportunity to meet the authors who had been awarded that year’s 

association award. She was one of only ten students in the state of Texas selected to 

attend. “It was our school’s turn and our librarian picked people that she thought would 

be good at it. [She said], ‘If you would like to do it, enter a reason why’ and only two 

people entered and she picked me” (Interview, 5/23/11). Sarah decided to make the book 

on her own and designed it herself, work that included compiling the photographs and 

other artifacts, writing the text, and designing the layout of the 22-page book. Below are 

two pages (Figures 7 and 8), which are side-by-side in the book: 
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Figure 7. Page from Sarah’s Shutterfly Book 

 

Figure 8. Opposing Page from Sarah’s Shutterfly Book 
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In the book, we see her excitement in preparing interview questions for authors. 

Discourses mediating this text include an inherent value of literacy, of literature for 

children, and of honoring writers who write for children. There is also a message here of 

value in regard to Sarah. Like all texts, this one is the product of the tools and 

experiences available to its author. It highlights a particularly privileged experience, 

made available to Sarah by certain gatekeepers. This type of privileged experience hints 

at her positioning in the classroom, which is part of the subject in Chapter Six.  

Before moving into Chapter Five, which details the participants’ composing 

practices inside of school, it is important to emphasize that, without exception, the data 

here shows the participants composing a substantial amount and variety of texts, on their 

own, outside of school, and regardless of whether or not they viewed themselves as 

writers or even enjoyed writing. Some of this composing was traditional, print-based: 

fictional stories, diary entries. But other texts were not print-based and would not be 

considered writing by the participants. When the definition of writing or composing is 

shifted, every participant becomes a writer. This finding carries important implications 

for school-based language and literacy practices, to be discussed in the next chapter.



 108 

Chapter Five: Classroom Literacy Practices as Authoritative Discourse 

Outside of the classroom, students’ compositions exhibited connections to a wide 

variety of social languages and figured worlds, which reflected their interactions with a 

diverse set of texts and artifacts. However, these influences and, subsequently, their 

corresponding social worlds, were less evident in the writing participants did inside the 

classroom. The language and literacy practices in that space were highly mediated by 

accountability pressures, as those forces drastically shaped the form and content of the 

literacy practices. This in turn shaped the spaces for the identity negotiations in which 

students engaged through those literacy practices. For example, spaces one might 

normally expect to be open for thoughtful discussions built on the exchange of ideas 

(such as book clubs) were overlaid by assignments designed to prepare the students for 

the state accountability test.  

While the literacy practices and available tools in the classroom served their purposes 

in terms of stated curricular goals (they were explicitly structured to prepare students for 

state accountability measures), in doing so, these practices kept students’ selves from 

being fully available to them as they took up classroom literacy practices. A comparison 

of the texts participants created on their own versus the ones they made in school forces a 

consideration of what tools are available in classrooms and why; that is, it encourages 

more broadly a (re-) examination of the social and curricular goals we have for 

students—what is the purpose of school? Who do those purposes serve? 
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In the previous chapter, students’ compositions were lifted as examples of 

heteroglossia, the term Bakhtin used to describe the multi-voiced nature of the novel. 

Because of its “heteroglossic” nature, Bakhtin considered the novel the highest literary 

genre. Since it held divergent voices and viewpoints together in one text—sometimes in 

one utterance—the author was able to speak subversively through a variety of speakers. 

The novel then is a site where centrifugal forces—forces working to decentralize belief 

systems, language and literacy practices, and social worlds— not only were able to exist 

relatively freely but were the substance of the text. In Bakhtin’s theory, the counter to 

centrifugal forces are centripetal forces, those social languages, ideas, and ideologies 

dispensed by the authority with the intent to unify a group of people, in part by giving 

them a common language and in part by suppressing other voices. His writing on the 

oppositional forces working through language, centripetal and centrifugal forces, 

highlights the very political nature of Bakhtin’s theory of language, as these forces 

represent the theoretical manifestation of his belief that language in all its forms cannot 

be separated from ideology and as such, always serves an ideology. This chapter is about 

how in this classroom the authoritative discourse of accountability was so loud and so 

strong that outside dialogues the participants may have wanted to speak back to were 

drowned out. This is not an indictment of the teacher, Ms. Hall. She is one of countless 

teachers negotiating within a system whose knowledge, goals and acceptable outcomes 

are decided by people far away from the classroom.  

The three major literacy activities students participated in during language arts were 

an autobiography project (writing), book clubs (reading), and test preparation groups. I 
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have foregrounded these practices in my analysis because they represent the official 

literacy practices available during language arts instruction. These classroom literacy 

practices, both their structure and content, were shaped in large part by the authoritative 

discourse of accountability. Since literacy practices are spaces for identity negotiations, 

these negotiations were in turn influenced by the discourse of accountability. This 

influence seems especially clear in contrast to the rich literacy practices students engaged 

in outside of school as shown in the previous chapter. 

PARTICIPANTS’ VIEWS OF WRITING IN THE CLASSROOM 
When I first met with Ms. Hall to discuss her participation this research project, she 

was quick to tell me she didn’t view herself as a strong writing teacher (Interview, 

6/14/10). Since she taught fifth grade, she said, she viewed writing as something the 

students coming to her had a lot of practice with the previous year, since in that year 

students take the state writing test. She said she felt like the fourth grade teachers covered 

writing and she had other things she needed to cover—the things fifth graders are tested 

on, including science, which is only tested (in elementary school) in students’ fifth grade 

year (Interview, 6/14/10).  

Throughout my interviews with the student participants, no one ever said Ms. Hall 

was not a good writing teacher, although some of them did note how little writing they 

did throughout the school year. When I asked Sarah to talk about the writing in her 

classroom she said,  

We don’t do writing a whole lot, but it’s kind of like when we were studying 

functional, expository, informational, we were writing a story that was one of those 
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three. For another project, for an electricity project, you could write a story with a day 

with no electricity. And for Veterans’ Day we could write poems (Interview, 

5/19/11).  

This was her complete statement, meaning on May 19th, she remembered three writing 

assignments for the entire school year. Also, as her electricity project shows (Figure 9), 

the amount of writing was not extensive. 

Figure 9. Sarah’s Electricity Writing Project 

 

Jack had similar comments, saying, “Sometimes we don’t do writing. Like 

sometimes writing is off and on, “ (Interview, 3/16/11). When I asked Holden to tell me 

about the writing he did in school, his first response was about the writing he did during 

content area instruction:  
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[We mostly write in] math and science. Doing work, either from writing a 

reflection in science to inquiry or doing personal reflections [on their work]. 

“When you’re finished with your work, work on your personal reflections” said as 

if he were the teacher]  (Interview, 3/20/10). 

As Holden noted, students also did engage in writing in the content areas. Gracie’s quote 

from Chapter Four shows, she enjoyed a writing assignment they did for social studies 

when they studied the Colonial Period (Figure 10).  

…When we were learning about the Colonial times I really got into it and I really 

liked it and I thought it was cool to like get in the other person’s shoes in the 

colonial times. “Write as if you were in the Colonial times’ and I really liked it 

and it was really fun” (Interview. 4//15/11). 

Figure 10. Gracie’s Colonial Times Writing Assignment 
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Content area writing throughout the year included reflections after science 

observations or experiments detailing what students learned, Colonial period letters, and 

a PowerPoint about one of the fifty states. Most content area writing was in the form of 

notes written by the teacher on the overhead and then copied by students in their science, 

math, or social studies notebooks. 

NEGOTIATING INTO AUTOBIOGRAPHY PROJECTS 
 In mid-November, the class began autobiography projects called All About 

_______.  The inspiration for this project was the yearlong theme of perspective that was 

intended to shape instruction throughout the year. This project was meant to help students 

understand their own life histories and then, as the projects were shared, to better 

understand their classmates. For the project, each student was required to compose an “I 

Am” poem, a family tree, a life map of positive and negative events, and an 

autobiographical narrative, called a reflective composition. Students were given a piece 

of paper explaining each component that outlined what to include on each specific page 

of the autobiographical narrative, and a calendar letting them know when each 

component would be worked on during class time (See Figures 11 and 12).  
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Figure 11. Instructions for Autobiography Unit  
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Figure 12. Calendar for Autobiography Projects 

 

Jack brought up the autobiography project in one of our interviews, saying this: 

Well, writing’s not very high up on my list. It just doesn't sound that interesting, 

writing about myself. I already know about myself, better than anyone else 

actually. My favorite kind of writing assignment is like research, then write. In 

fourth grade I got basically a dream assignment like that where Ms. Brown just 
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told us, “’Kay, you can research anything in the world you want and just write a 

paper about that.” (Interview, 3/16/11). 

As we know from Jack’s comments in Chapter Four, writing about things that are 

interesting and fun is motivating to him. The structure and content of the All About 

_______ project represent the antithesis of those things to Jack. His reflective 

composition is shown below (Figure 13). It does sound like Jack, based on my 

interactions with him in interviews and observations of him in the classroom. That is 

important because it suggests that even when the structure and content was 

predetermined, he did negotiate into the writing. 

Figure 13. Jack’s Autobiographical Narrative 

My life as Jack 
 
My name is John Samuel Parker.  But I just go as Jack.  I have dirty blonde hair and brown 

eyes.  I am fifty four inches tall and weigh sixty seven pounds.  Unlike most people, I have never 
moved.  I have stayed at the same house for all of my eleven years in the ____________ neighborhood. 

 
 We are a family of five.  Not your typical family of four, Mom, Dad, Sister, Brother. We are 
Mom, Dad, Sister, Brother, (me), sister.  I am the oldest child.  My oldest sister’s name is Claire and 
the youngest name is Anna.  My family comes from Ireland and Italy.  My uncle Sam died 
parachuting.  He was kicked in the head and knocked unconscious.  He could not pull the ripcord, the 
parachute never came out.  
  

I have not done many interesting things in my life, but I have done a few.  One of the most 
interesting things is that I got a splinter.  I know that right now you’re thinking, ”I have gotten splinters 
before.”  But the really interesting part is I needed surgery to get it out.  It had gone so deep it nicked 
the muscle.  Now tell me that ain’t rare.  Also, I have gone tubing, most fun thing in the world.  All it 
is is hooking a tube onto a rope and hooking the rope onto a boat.  Then you hang onto the tube with 
all your might as the pilot try’s their best to knock you off all this stuff is not very exciting, but it is a 
whole lot better than nothing. 

 
 One of my greatest dreams is to go on a world tour of Europe.  Seeing every major city, Paris, 
London and Madrid.  My middle school of choice is Keating. I want to be challenged by going to a 
magnet school.  I wish to continue soccer, my sport of choice.  I have played since I was four.  I want 
to go to a good college, get a good job, and live a good life.  It would be cool to go to a college like 
Oxford or Harvard. 
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Jack’s logical and practical personality come through via his sense of humor, such 

as when he writes, “I know right now you’re thinking, ‘I have gotten a splinter before,’” 

or later, describing his adventures, “All this stuff is not very exciting but it is a whole lot 

better than nothing.” His desire to be intelligent and to be challenged is indicated by his 

writing about wanting to go to magnet school, travel across Europe, and go to a college 

like Oxford or Harvard.  

Below is Gracie’s narrative. Also following the predefined structure, she gives 

similar types of information, as is required.  

Figure 14. Gracie’s Autobiographical Narrative 

My life as we know it 
By: Grace Marshall 

      
My name Grace Penelope Marshall. 

When I was really young I hated my name and said that I was going to change it to hazel. Anyway I’m a brunet with dark 
brown eyes and I’m five foot and one half inch. I love my birthday it’s April 20, 2000. People even say I have the same 

birthday as Hitler who knows. 
 

My family history is pretty cool. First off I have 1 brother and 2 sisters Jordan, Bria, and Brandie I love them so but we 
don’t get along as well as you think. Second on my mom’s side of the family my ancestors are from Ireland and Scotland. 

But the most amazing thing of all is about how my mom got my name is she had a moment of “Grace” funny right. Wrong 
my name comes from the holy bible just one night she was looking through and saw Grace and thought it would be the 

perfect name for me. 
 

My family may seem to you that we don’t do a lot but you’re so wrong. 
Just some pretty cool things have happened to me this past year. On thanksgiving break I went to the mission of 

Goliad were the apache Indians and (coronal) Fannin’s soldiers lived it was really cool you even got to ring the bell. I 
also made another stop on the way la Bahia is its name. Remember (coronal) fannin well he and his men had gotten 

captured there by the Mexican soldiers and killed. But fannin is a different story. The soldiers granted him three 
wishes he said not to shoot him in the face, give his pocket watch his family, and a proper Christian burial. But they 

did the opposite they shot him in the face, kept his watch, and then burnt him. How cool Is history I just love it. 
 

I have many hopes and dreams for the future. One of my hopes is for next year. I hope to get into the best 
middle school possible. Like keeling magnet program or Ann Richards. I also have dreams for adult hood. My 

career goal is to become a forensic scientist because I think it would be cool to help families figure out what 
happened to their family. 
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Gracie negotiates herself into this composition in several ways. The “who knows” 

at the end of the first paragraph, questioning if she really does have the same birthday as 

Hitler, is one example of Gracie negotiating into the predetermined structure and content 

of this assignment. She employs this same technique of direct questioning in the next 

paragraph when she rhetorically asks her reader, “Funny, right?” about a joke people 

often make about how her mother decided her name. She continues to directly address 

her reader later in the text when she tells them “you’re so wrong.” She also chooses 

vernacular words, such as “cool.” Also coming through in this text is Gracie’s interest in 

history, which she spoke about when she recalled writing a letter in social studies as if 

you lived during the Colonial period of United States history. Recounting a trip to the 

mission of Goliad and the legend of the death of James Fannin, she writes, “How cool Is 

history I just love it.”  

The writing in this classroom was generally shaped by accountability most 

notably in its absence. This is the result of accountability pressure in two related ways: 

one, writing was not Ms. Hall’s focus because the students had taken a writing test the 

year prior and two, she used their time to prepare her students for the tests they would 

take that year.  

BOOK CLUBS 
Across the year the main instructional framework for reading instruction, aside 

from test preparation, were book clubs. While the mediation of accountability into 

writing practices was reflected in few writing projects, reading instruction was present. 
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However, its shape was different from how it would have been without that mediation 

through district, state, and federal tests and policies.  

Book clubs met for roughly three weeks at a time and culminated with students 

completing individual projects. Each time a new book club was announced, students were 

given a choice of five books that tied in content-wise or thematically to whatever the 

class was studying concurrently in social studies. For example, during the American 

Revolution unit, the book club choices were historical fiction novels set during that time 

period. For the Civil Rights unit, the book choices were all Jerry Spinelli books because 

his books revolve around issues of social justice. (Ms. Hall alternated social studies and 

science, so during the weeks of science instruction, book club/reading time was spent 

either doing science work or in leveled groups reading TAKS practice passages.) 

Each day during book clubs, which lasted from 9:00-10:00, students met in small 

groups. Students were not required to meet with the same small group each day. Instead 

they were free to choose any person or group to meet with as long as they were reading 

the same book. During the hour, the groups were responsible for reading aloud a 

predetermined number of pages, usually a chapter, and then completing an assignment. 

The reading aloud (students could choose their method, and they usually chose Round 

Robin) took on average 45 minutes, leaving the last 15 for students to complete an 

assignment. This structure made it challenging for students to talk about what they had 

read, other than any discussion that may have been required for completing the 

assignment. Assignments rotated among Main Idea & Supporting Details, Word Wizard, 

Sequence of Events, One Word…Many Meanings, Inferences and Generalizations, and 
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Summarizer (See Figures 15-18 for examples). Students were required to do several of 

each assignment as book clubs proceeded. Assignments were due on a rotating basis, 

which were noted on a book club calendar students kept in their notebooks (see Figure 

18). The assignments necessitated only surface level discussions, such as explaining the 

directions (Field Notes, 9/30/10; 10/14/10). Often, students completed the assignments 

independently, so no discussions took place. About the book club format, Ms. Hall said,  

When I studied for my degree, [my literacy professor had us] read the purple 

literature circle book [Literature Circles, Daniels, 2001], um, so I came in with 

that and that was, you know, kind of the expectation when I was student teaching, 

so I had that experience. [My first year] I team taught with a teacher who was 

much older than myself, but she only had two years of classroom experience, so, 

she had gotten her degree a long time ago, but hadn’t been in the classroom, so I 

kind of had an open slate and could do whatever I wanted, and so we started book 

clubs. And we actually started true literature circles with the discussion director 

and all those roles, but it was too difficult for us to manage and be realistic 

about the test we had to prepare them for, so we did true literature circles 

probably two years and then it slowly evolved into kind of a mesh of literature 

circles and the big expectations for good reading instruction. Um, and besides 

the book clubs, uh, we’ll have, we’ve had interest groups with reading like social 

studies stuff over the years, which, you know, aren’t the novels like I really do 

with book clubs now. It’s pretty much all fiction or historical fiction, um, but in 

the past we’ve done little like explorer biographies and things like that that they 
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would read. We’ve done this a long time. I really like the book clubs. I'm 

comfortable with it and I like bringing in new novels, but I really like how it’s 

organized, so…I feel comfortable with the combination of literature circles 

with teaching for the test. Like a happy medium but still giving them time to 

have fun with the text, and have good discussions, and at the same time practice 

those skills and graphic organizers that they’re gonna see on the [state] test. 

They’re gonna see a sequencing question on the test, so the sequence sheet they 

have to do, and the inferencing. And they get to work on that with a group and 

decide their groups and have time at the end to chat about their novel (emphases 

mine; Interview, 10/14/10). 

Ms. Hall is honest and unapologetic about the impact standardized testing has had 

on the way she structures book clubs. The work assignments students complete each day 

are directly related to what they will see on the test and this is a big part of the way she is 

working to prepare them for the TAKS test (Interview, 10/14/10). Again, we see her 

explicitly name accountability (through testing) as a major force shaping her teaching. 

She also equates literacy practices measured on the test with “good reading instruction.” 

This suggests that not only does accountability shape her teaching practices, but also her 

philosophy and beliefs about what constitutes good teaching. 

Below I discuss one example of each assignment; the first is Main Idea & 

Supporting Details (Figure 15). This task was designed to help students prepare for state 

test questions where they are asked either to choose the main idea of the passage from a 
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set of choices or to choose a supporting detail from a set of choices of the stated main 

idea. 

Figure 15. Main Idea & Supporting Details 

 

This example is one of several Sarah turned in for the book Maniac Magee 

(Spinelli, 1990). Her job is to tell the main idea (defined as “what the reading was mostly 

about”) of a certain portion of the book (here, that is the prologue through chapter 4) and 

then “copy 3 sentences to prove your MI.” As you look at the assignment, you’ll note that 

except for the sentence in the center oval, the rest of the writing is literally copied from 

the book, per the instructions. Also notice the main idea is that “Maniac Magee ran away 

and nobody really saw or talked to him.” This book was part of the unit that purposely 

coincided with the social studies unit about the United States Civil Rights movement of 
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the 1950’s and ‘60’s. Isolation, discrimination, racism, and prejudice are all plot points 

and thematic elements of this book and of the complementary social studies unit. Yet 

instead of talking about them, Sarah has written one sentence that reveals no relationship 

to any of those ideas. Then she copies three sentences to “prove” (accountability) her 

main idea statement. 

 Word Wizard (Figure 16) focused on vocabulary. For this assignment, students 

are supposed to choose what is called a “stop” word, or a word they don’t know, from the 

day’s reading. After copying the sentence that contains the word and writing the word in 

syllables, students must do a series of tasks that directly mirror specific strategies they 

will later employ when answering a vocabulary question on the test. First they write 

down “clues” to the meaning of the word, which are words around the unknown word 

that may help one figure out the meaning—context clues. Since context clues are 

notoriously unreliable in many cases in actually helping a reader figure out a word’s 

meaning, students are taught not to rely on those alone for the test. They learn to next 

“plug in” other words (on the test these would be the answer choices) in place of the 

“stop” word and see which one makes sense. Finally, students are prompted to look the 

word up in the dictionary (some test questions have a dictionary entry and students must 

choose the “best” meaning for the word as it is used in the passage) and then write a 

sentence of their own making with the unknown word. Upon completion, they will have 

successfully “transformed” their “stop” word! 
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Figure 16. Word Wizard 

 

 The third type of assignment focuses on sequencing (Figure 17), another skill 

tested on the state test. For this assignment, students were asked to list five important 

events in complete sentences from the section of the book they had read that day and then 

draw a picture of each event.  
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Figure 17. Sequence of Events 

 

Next on the assignment rotation is another vocabulary-oriented worksheet. For 

One Word…Many Meanings (Figure 18) students are supposed to choose the correct 

meaning for the vocabulary word as it’s used in the passage. Again, this is modeled after 

a specific type of test question. And again, copying is a major source of the writing 

students do. Students copy the sentence where they found the word and then copy the 
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various meanings of the word from the dictionary. Then they circle the “best” meaning 

and give a justification.  

Figure 18. One Word…Many Meanings 

 

The next assignment involves inferring (Figure 19). For this assignment, students 

write a conclusion, circle its key word, and then (again) copy three sentences from the 

text to justify their conclusion. In the sentences they copy they are supposed to put a box 
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around the words that serve as the evidence (accountability) that proves their conclusion. 

Then they tell which sentence was “best” of the three in proving the conclusion. 

Figure 19. Inference and Generalizations 

 

 Finally, there is the Summarizer (Figure 20), for which students draw pictures 

representing the beginning, middle, and end of the portion of the book they read that day. 

From those pictures, they construct a written summary and then write a prediction of 
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what they think will happen next. Students are routinely tested on the state exam on their 

ability to identity the best summary; while they don’t have to write one for the test, this 

assignment is designed to help them understand how they are constructed, ostensibly 

making it easier to identify “good” ones or to pick out which sentence from a set of 

choices would complete the summarizer. 

Figure 20. Summarizer 
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None of these assignments encouraged students to make connections from the 

readings to their own lives. Nor did they ask them to make connections to what they were 

learning in social studies. They also did not ask students to stretch or question their 

thinking about the book, or share what they enjoyed or hated or didn't understand. In 

short, these assignments prepared them for the test questions they would answer—as they 

were designed to. The connection between the work students did and the test was not lost 

on the students. Jack’s opinion: 

Like with the sheets, I don’t get to learn as much…I like to learn new things. 

That’s the bad thing about [the test]: they just devote everything to it. Like we 

could’ve learned, I don’t know, a ton of stuff in that amount of time. 

Still, even though he didn’t readily admit it, Jack also felt pressure from the test, as Ms. 

Hall did. Still even with the pressure, he felt the preparation was overkill. 

I don’t really feel pressure from the test—well, this year I do a little bit because it 

determines middle school and everything, but the tests actually aren’t that hard. 

Ms. Hall says—and she’s right—that it’s all the stuff we’ve learned before. So 

why do we have to practice it so much? It’s annoying (Interview, 3/16/11). 

Participants’ opinions on the book clubs themselves varied. Holden said, “Usually 

they’re NOT the most exciting books. But, yeah, we get to read and stuff. So that’s fun. 

[But it would be better] if you actually got to choose your own book. (Interview, 5/3/11). 

Jack said, 

Well, I don’t enjoy them a lot. They have really good books, BUT I don’t like the 

way we have to do work after each chapter or something. I would do it more like 
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our G/T book club that I do where you read the book on your own and you’re in 

charge of getting that done, but then you just get together and talk about the book. 

Like G/T book club is left more open, but I would say since the main purpose is to 

actually learn in G/T book club, it’s more fun (Interview, 3/16/11). 

 Jack brings up an important point here about the different opportunities available 

to different students. He is acknowledging the varying opportunities and literacy practices 

afforded him as an identified G/T student, which are different from the ones afforded 

non-G/T students, which are themselves different from the ones offered to “low” students 

and to those labeled as special education. Jack’s comment serves to illustrate the drastic 

difference between a book club where the point is to read and discuss the book, or to 

learn as Jack put it, and the book clubs most students experience, which served as test 

preparation. In contrast to the Gifted and Talented group, which met in the hallway, the 

most restrictive grouping was made up of students labeled special education. They met in 

the same group each day, which was led by the inclusion teacher (Interview, 10/14/10). 

She guided the reading, doing much of it herself, stopping often to ask basic 

comprehension questions (Field Notes, 2/17/11; 2/24/11; 2/25/11). However, the 

alternative the teachers faced was for these students to be removed from the classroom 

during language arts and receive instruction in the resource classroom (Interview, 

10/14/10; 11/11/10).  

The culminating assignment for each book club was a Book Club Project. For the 

project students were given a variety of choices (such as crossword puzzle, character 

study, game) and were also always required to write a short summary of the book using 
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the SWBST “formula” (Somebody Wanted But So Then). These summaries served as the 

largest amount of original writing students would do in relation to book clubs. Below is 

the book project information sheet for the final book club project of the year, for which 

the students read Jerry Spinelli books (Figure 21). Students were also responsible for 

completing a Reading Rubric (Figure 22) each day. This form served as a self-assessment 

of how productively students used their time. I’ve also inserted and will discuss the final 

Spinelli projects for each of the focal students.  

Figure 21. Book Project Sheet 
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Figure 22. Reading Rubric for Book Club 

 

Jack read Wringer (Spinelli, 1997), a book about a boy who, upon turning 10, 

would be required to become a “wringer,” a boy who must kill wounded pigeons at his 

town’s annual pigeon shoot. He did a life map of Nipper, the pet pigeon the main 

character secretly keeps. His summary reads: 
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Palmer did not want to be a wringer. But, when you turned ten, you had to be a 

wringer. Also he got a pigeon named Nipper. He kept Nipper secret. Then Nipper 

was almost shot at Family Fest but Palmer rescued him. On the day of the 

festival, Palmer simply just was not a wringer.  

Figure 23. Jack’s Book Club Project 

 

Gracie also read Wringer. Gracie’s summary: 

Palmer LaRue wanted not to become a wringer. But when he turned ten you have 

to become one. So he tried many different things, he even had a pet pigeon he had 

to keep a secret. Then in the end he decided to stand up for what is right.  

Of the two options for the project, Gracie chose a character study of Dorothy, so she had 

writing in addition to the summary. For the character study she wrote: 
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Dorothy is a spunky brown haired girl. She is very outgoing and very stubborn at 

the at times [sic]. She always used pride and perseverance. She is a long time best 

friend of Palmer and joined at the hip until Palmer started hanging out with the 

gang.  

Figure 24. Gracie’s Book Club Project 

 

For the Spinelli book club, Holden read Maniac Magee, about a boy who, after 

being orphaned, makes his way to a new town in search of a home. While there he 

becomes a sort of town hero, while at the same time ignoring the racial boundaries and 

rules long in place there. The book is often considered a study of identity and the search 

of one’s cultural identity (Enciso, 1994). Holden used SWBST (Somebody Wanted But 

So Then) to write his summary and a life map for Jeffery (Maniac Magee). Holden’s 

summary: 
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Maniac Magee runs from his old home, he lives in the zoo and he wants a true 

home, but people get in the way of his dream home. So he resolves problems with 

people. Then he gets a new home with his new family and friends.  

Figure 25. Holden’s Book Club Project 

 

 Sarah also read Maniac Magee. Her summary:  

Jeffrey ‘Maniac’ Lionel Magee’s parents died, leaving him an orphan and 

homeless. He wants a home and a family, but every home he comes to he must 

leave for one reason or another. A black girl and boy named Amanda Beale and 

Mars Bar Thompson convince him to leave the zoo he is staying in and go live 

with Amanda permanently. Maniac helps the town realize blacks aren’t different 

from whites.  
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 I’ve included these summaries to emphasize the disconnect between the books the 

students read, which were chosen because of their thematic content (social justice issues 

such as discrimination, authoritarian control, unjust laws) and the ideas communicated in 

these summaries. There seemed to be no space, either through oral discussion or in 

writing, for the students to touch on or make sense of what the books were about 

underneath the surface. The form of the writing (summary), made important because of 

its presence on an accountability measure, is part of the reason the space is not conducive 

to critical transactions with the text. 

Figure 26. Sarah’s Book Club Project 

 

TAKS TEST PREPARATION GROUPS 
For the two months of school right after winter break, most students’ reading 

instruction took the form of explicit test preparation. Students were broken up into ability 

groups to work with teachers as they learned and reviewed test-taking strategies. The 

lower a student’s perceived ability, the smaller their group. This also meant that the 
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“higher” students had more freedom because they were under less direct teacher 

supervision. For example, the students who were identified as Special Education students 

were in a group of five and met with the Inclusion teacher. The “bubble” students, a 

group of about ten who were considered to be at slight risk of not passing, met with Ms. 

Hall. The students considered “average” met with another fifth grade teacher; this group 

had about twelve students. The very highest students (identified Gifted and Talented 

students) did not read test passages or review strategies, but instead participated in an 

extra book club (The Hunger Games, Collins, 2008) in the hallway. 

 The test preparation groups followed a standard procedure. The students 

completed a practice passage the night before as homework. Then in class they went 

through with the teacher and deconstructed each question and answer, including the 

(required) strategies used to figure out the correct answer. Students gave themselves 

kernels of popcorn for participating after each question. After a certain number of kernels 

were reached, the group got to share bags of popcorn. These groups were teacher-led. Ms. 

Hall sat at the front of the group with the test passage on the overhead and called on 

students to share their answer choice and how they arrived at it. Other students were then 

invited to share how they arrived at their choice, if it was by using a different strategy or 

reasoning (Field Notes, 1/25/11; 1/28/11).  

My goal throughout this chapter has been to demonstrate the concrete ways in 

which the authoritative discourse of accountability was at work in this classroom. It 

caused Ms. Hall to change the form of her instruction, as well as her purpose. The goal of 

her book clubs actually was not discussion in response to literature, or to push students’ 
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thinking on critical issues. Rather, the goal was explicitly stated as test preparation.  

Bakhtin wrote, “The authoritative word demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it 

our own; it binds us, quite independent of any power it might have to persuade us 

internally” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 342). Ms. Hall was at least in part internally persuaded that 

such a heavy focus on test preparation equaled the best instruction she could offer, if the 

students remained unconvinced. The strength of accountability as an authoritative 

discourse was so strong it demanded deference and became the overarching influence of 

classroom instruction and the language and literacy practices therein. 

There was another authoritative discourse in the classroom, which was at work in 

its social domain: a discourse of community. The next chapter describes how this 

particular classroom community was discursively created and maintained. Membership in 

the classroom community, through its stated values, classroom language, procedures and 

expectations for behavior affected two of the participants differently specifically, causing 

one, Gracie, to shift almost completely from the identity she cultivated outside of school 

as she sought to be recognized as a member of the community. 
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Chapter Six: Classroom Community as Authoritative Discourse 

It’s nearing the end of the day on a Friday afternoon in early March. Ms. Hall and 

her students are gathered in a circle on the carpet, about to begin their weekly class 

meeting. Ms. Hall told me during lunch she was nervous about this meeting because the 

problem being addressed singled out a specific student. She had spoken with him the day 

before and let him know that he would have an opportunity to respond, but still she was 

nervous (Field Notes, 3/4/11).  

As Ms. Hall reads the I-Message2 that has prompted the meeting, I’m surprised. It 

was written by Gracie, who wrote in part, “I feel annoyed when Jacob is being very 

distracting and I can’t focus on my work.” I’m surprised for two reasons. One, Gracie has 

never struck me as being very confrontational. Throughout the school year, I’ve watched 

her engage in talk and play with a variety of her classmates, even the two girls who in the 

fall posted a video on YouTube mocking her. But mainly, I’m surprised because Gracie 

and Jacob are really good friends. They have sat next to each other for months at the 

same Tribes table and are constantly laughing and talking. Further, I’ve observed their 

talks venture into deeply personal experiences. For example, one day during small group 

work time, I overhead Jacob telling Gracie that his parents were yelling at each other a lot 

and that they yelled very loudly. Gracie responded that her parents did that too, right 

before they got divorced (Field Notes, 10/23/10).  

                                                
2 The I-Message was a form students filled out when they had a problem they wanted to be addressed in the 
weekly class meeting: I feel _________ when _______________. At the bottom of the form there was a list 
of feeling words for students to choose from. They were also required to write down the community 
approved strategies they had already employed in trying to resolve the problem or conflict. 
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I begin with this story because it is an incident that has come to strongly shape the 

way I understand the impact of the authoritative discourse of community in this 

classroom. It shows the extent to which Gracie was willing to go to be seen as a member 

of the community—this will be explicated later in the chapter. Chapter six examines this 

aspect of the classroom environment, with a focus on the “what” and the “how” of its 

language (discourse and discourses) and literacy practices related to community 

membership. These practices were enacted through frameworks, procedures, and specific 

language community members used to participate in the classroom community. A cross-

case analysis of two students, Gracie and Sarah, demonstrates how different members of 

the classroom enjoyed different positioning, creating differential access to spaces and 

tools. These two participants’ different positioning within the classroom, academically 

and socially, affected the degree to which an identity shift between outside and inside of 

school was necessary for membership.  

ESTABLISHING A DISCOURSE OF ACCEPTANCE AND DIVERSITY 
Ms. Hall was very clear that the social aspect of her teaching was her main 

priority. She placed a high value on the intentional creation and maintenance of a 

community in her classroom and provided spaces explicitly for this work to be done.  To 

her, a defining characteristic of the classroom community was that all were welcomed 

and accepted (Interview, 10/19/10). To understand identity construction and performance 

in Ms. Hall’s classroom, it is imperative to see that work as taking place within a 

discourse of accepting others and valuing diversity. About classroom community, Ms. 

Hall said: 
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My number one goal is to get them to work together cooperatively, um, accepting, 

understanding differences and different perspectives. I love this theme 

[Perspective: Get Into the Other Person’s Shoes] this year. It’s so perfect for the 

goals I have…I’m very purposeful in, um, focusing on the lifeskills3 and target 

talking with the lifeskills, um, so they get those ingrained and hopefully move on 

knowing what integrity and responsibility means and how to act upon it. Um, and 

I always take time to, ah, do like class problem solving. If it’s not the formal class 

meeting, just stopping action and asking them what’s going on, how’re we gonna 

                                                

3 Lifeskills were defined by the school as such:  

Lifelong Guidelines 

•    Trustworthiness  – To act in a manner that makes one worthy of trust and confidence. 
•    Truthfulness – To be honest about things and feelings with oneself and others. 
•    Active Listening – To listen with the intention of understanding what the speaker intends to communicate. 
•    No Put-Downs – To never use words, actions and/or body language that degrade, humiliate, or dishonor others.                                                   
•    Personal Best  – To do one’s best given the circumstances and available resources. 

Lifeskills 

•    Caring – To feel and show concern for others. 
•    Common Sense  – To use good judgment. 
•    Cooperation – To work together toward a common goal or purpose. 
•    Courage –  To act according to one’s beliefs despite fear of adverse consequences. 
•    Curiosity – A desire to investigate and seek understanding of one’s world. 
•    Effort – To do your best. 
•    Flexibility – To be willing to alter plans when necessary. 
•    Friendship – To make and keep a friend through mutual trust and caring. 
•    Initiative – To do something, of one’s own free will, because it needs to be done. 
•    Integrity – To act according to a sense of what’s right and wrong. 
•    Organization – To plan, arrange, and implement in an orderly way; to keep things orderly and ready to use. 
•    Patience – To wait calmly for someone or something. 
•    Perseverance – To keep at it. 
•    Pride – Satisfaction from doing one’s personal best. 
•    Problem solving – To create solutions to difficult situations and everyday problems. 
•    Resourcefulness – To respond to challenges and opportunities in innovative and creative ways. 
•    Responsibility – To respond when appropriate; to be accountable for one’s actions. 
•    Sense of Humor – To laugh and be playful without harming others. 
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fix this problem. Lotta group problem-solving, group understanding, um, group 

dynamics. You know, getting those cues from one another and learning those 

cues…. Peaceful environment, safe environment. That’s one of my goals, to make 

this a safe environment for everyone (Interview, 10/14/10). 

Figure 27. Bulletin Board Display of Yearlong Theme of Perspective 

 

The lifeskills Ms. Hall refers to were a large part of the discursive structure of the 

classroom and the school as a whole. She also mentions structures such as group work 

and class meetings, both structures employed to help students learn to work with others 

and to solve problems. Ms. Hall was purposeful in the ways she structured language and 

participation to meet her goal of building a community that valued diversity. 
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 In creating a strong classroom community, Ms. Hall is far from a rogue teacher. 

Educators and researchers often posit that the type of community Ms. Hall aimed to have 

among her students is not only optimal for learning, but that it is necessary. The import of 

community in a learning environment is in large part due to Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of 

learning, which defines learning as taking place within and through social interactions. 

Situating teaching and learning within the Vygotskian perspective requires a 

consideration of the social environment and interactions (Cole, 1996; Lave & Wenger, 

1991). Dewey (1916; 1938) and is also alluded to in Ms. Hall’s teaching philosophy, as 

she aims to facilitate students’ abilities to participate in democratic, dialogic societies. 

My point here is that by focusing on her classroom community, Ms. Hall is doing what is 

considered best practice, supported and encouraged within the educational community. 

Within the local community, Ms. Hall is considered a leader in shaping community 

within classrooms. University professors regularly send student teachers to her classroom 

to observe her class meetings and to talk with her about her beliefs and practices in regard 

to community (Interview, 10/14/10; Field Notes, 3/4/11). She is also a Tribes leader, 

speaking with other teachers about the framework and helping them get it started in their 

own classrooms (Interview, 10/14/10; 11/11/10). 

 However, the construct of community is often unexamined within educational 

practice and research (Furman, 1998). Furman suggests that educators often use the term 

with its traditional connotation of sameness. Instead, she argues, schools should develop 

cultures that value diversity and difference (these values were a part of Ms. Hall’s 

construct of community). Winklemann (1991) argues for the term collectivity in place of 
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community, since that term better represents a dynamic group that is actually 

characterized by difference and builds itself from the positive effects of diversity in 

shaping participation. Similarly, Linehan and McCarthy (2001) deconstructed the 

community metaphor into two opposing meanings. For some, community is defined as 

norms of interaction, wherein collaboration is necessary for learning and these 

relationships are unproblematic when everyone is following the norms. The other use of 

the community metaphor, however, recognizes that social relationships are in large part 

defined by conflict. As such, individual membership within a community is always 

negotiated, with the “individual and community mutually emerging from particular 

relations, which entail the sociocultural and personal historical contexts from which they 

emerge” (Linehan & McCarthy, 2001 p. 146). What community meant in Ms. Hall’s 

classroom in theory and in practice were not always in concert. 

 Community was practiced in Ms. Hall’s classroom through a variety of social 

structures and relational norms. Ms. Hall had two structures in place specifically for the 

purpose of building community and working through community issues: community 

circle, which met each morning, and class meetings, which met weekly. Furthermore, the 

classroom had clear norms for general interaction among class members. The norms were 

displayed throughout the room on posters and charts. In addition to being posted in the 

room, these norms were lifted often in conversation as Ms. Hall reminded students of 

what to do in various social situations. Together, these structures and norms provided 

students with clear expectations for community membership and participation. And in 
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large part, they were successful; students accepted these norms and took up the positions 

offered to them.  

Tribes 
The overarching framework guiding the social domain of Ms. Hall’s classroom 

was Tribes (Gibbs, 1995), a set of structures and activities designed to create a classroom 

community. Tribes probably had the strongest influence of anything or anyone on Ms. 

Hall’s teaching. In fact, it would be difficult to overemphasize the influence of Tribes on 

her teaching. She said, “I love it. That’s one thing I could never ever teach without is 

Tribes” (Interview, 10/14/10). The grouping structures she employed, the words she used, 

and the discourses shaping classroom norms—namely community and acceptance—are 

all a part of the program. Those ideas resonated with Ms. Hall’s personal values and 

beliefs, as well, and it is through Tribes that she communicated them to her students 

(Interview, 10/19/10).  

The purpose of Tribes is to foster a community where every member is accepted, 

heard, and valued (Gibbs, 1995). Teachers draw from the Tribes book to facilitate the 

work of building a community; it includes activities that help members learn more about 

one another, as well as ways of constructively managing conflict. Social learning and 

helping students become productive members of their own community, and the United 

States democracy at large, were some of Ms. Hall’s main teaching goals; Tribes is the 

framework she drew on to help her achieve them (Interview, 10/14/10). The framework 

of Tribes so strongly structured the classroom that Ms. Hall referred to as her 

“management system” (Interview, 10/14/10). The two main structures for community 
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building a Tribes teacher employs are community circles and class meetings. There is 

also the Solution Square (Figure 28) designed to scaffold students’ independent problem 

solving, along with guidelines for behavior and conflict resolution as outlined in the 

Community Agreements (school-wide) (Figure 29) and Classroom Agreements 

(classroom-specific) (Figure 30).  

Figure 28. Solution Square 
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Figure 29. Community Agreements 

 

Figure 30. Classroom Agreements 
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Community Circle 
 Every morning at roughly 8:15, Ms. Hall led her class in community circle. 

Students were invited to the carpet where they sat in a circle. Often the community circle 

would consist of students sharing something that was going on in their lives, but most 

mornings there was a planned community-building activity that structured their 

participation. One example of a Community Circle activity is “Two Truths and a Lie” in 

which the rest of the class tries to guess which of the three statements someone has made 

is false. Another example is an activity where students were split into smaller groups and 

given the name of an object they then had to act out or embody together, while holding 

the arm of at least one other classmate; it was intended to foster cooperation. While 

students did have to participate during Community Circle, they did have some options as 

to the degree. They had “the right to pass,” for example, if they did not want to share 

something in the circle. As the year progressed, the activities Ms. Hall chose were based 

on perceived needs in the classroom community, such as cooperation (Interview, 

6/15/11). 

Class Meetings 
 Class meetings were held once weekly, on Friday afternoons. Their purpose was 

to provide a constructive and democratic space to solve problems that students were 

experiencing in the class. Ms. Hall made available a green folder with an I-Message form 

students could fill out if they had a situation they wanted addressed in a class meeting. 

Not all problems could be addressed due to time constraints, so Ms. Hall decided which 

problems would be discussed. As a part of the I-Message, students had to list how the 
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problem made them feel, as well as describing what strategies (from the Solution Square, 

as well as others they came up with) they had already tried in their attempts to solve the 

problem. During the meeting, which commenced with a pledge, the rest of the class 

offered possible solutions. Then the three “Justices” (three students who had been 

selected by Ms. Hall) retreated to the hallway to deliberate and decide on the best 

solution. Clearly, this did not function as a pure democracy, but Ms. Hall did like how all 

students were encourage to offer a solution to a problem and that all students could let a 

problem of theirs be known (Interview, 10/14/11). 

Tribes Tables 
 One of the most basic parts of Tribes is that all students are members of a 

particular Tribe within the classroom. In Ms. Hall’s classroom, a student’s Tribe 

consisted of the people he or she shared a table with. Students changed Tribes twice 

during the first semester and once after the winter break, staying with that Tribe for the 

remainder of the school year (Interview, 6/15/11). One bonding activity new Tribes’ 

tables engaged in was naming their Tribe and then creating a Tribe banner (Figure 31), all 

of which were displayed in the room. Tribes’ tables did some additional community-

building activities just with one another and were the default small group any time there 

was small group work time. Tribes’ members rotated jobs at their table on a regular basis. 

These jobs included tasks such as checking homework each morning or gathering 

materials for the table when necessary. 
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Compliments 
 Compliments were another tool in the classroom intended to maintain a positive 

atmosphere. Attached to the bathroom door was an envelope with compliment strips. At 

any time students or teachers could fill out a compliment strip, naming a person, group of 

people, or the whole class and praising them for something specific. There were shared 

during Community Circle or Class Meetings. 

Figure 31. Example of a Tribes Table Banner 
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Figure 32. Compliments 

 

Lifeskills 
Although not officially a part of Tribes, Ms. Hall and the entire school also 

displayed, talked about, and expected students to exhibit characteristics that were labeled 

lifeskills. These characteristics included caring, common sense, cooperation, courage, 

curiosity, effort, flexibility, friendship, initiative, integrity, organization, patience, 

perseverance, pride, problem solving, resourcefulness, responsibility, sense of humor, 

and truthfulness. Ms. Hall was also deeply invested in lifeskills, saying, “Those lifeskills 

are the other thing I could not teach without…the fifth graders I get [now] who have had 

it since kindergarten…I can just say, ‘Use integrity,’ and they know what I mean. If I 

have a group of kids that come from another school, they just don’t mesh with the Dyer 

kids because they don’t know when their tribe mate is giving them a stop sign or 
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reminding them to get our their binder, they’re really trying to be helpful and they’re not 

being bossy” (Interview, 10/14/10). 

Figure 33. Lifeskills On Display in the Classroom 

 

Lifeskills were an integral part of the classroom discourse. Each week there was a 

targeted life skill, which was read and discussed on the school-wide morning 

announcements. Ms. Hall also foregrounded them of her own accord all throughout the 

day. For example, when students were about to transition to a different activity, she 

would discuss what lifeskills they needed to focus on. This was conscious, as Ms. Hall 

relayed,“[I] make a point before every lesson starts to say this is our skill that we’re 

gonna practice and [give] them those social goals before every lesson” (Interview, 

10/14/10).  So if they were moving to group work, Ms. Hall would ask the students what 

lifeskills they would need, students would raise their hands and say perhaps 

“cooperation” or “teamwork.” If they were about to go to lunch, they might say 

“integrity” (to follow the rules) or “patience.” When debriefing after an activity, Ms. Hall 

asked students which lifeskills had they used during the activity. Lifeskills were also 

brought up during content area instruction, such as Ms. Hall asking what lifeskills Martin 
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Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks used, or after watching An Inconvenient Truth, what 

lifeskills are needed to help us better take care of the environment.  

The above descriptions of the structures, practices, and language Ms. Hall put in 

place for community building and community membership are important, because it was 

through them that the collective identity of the classroom was created and maintained. 

For each situation, there was a social practice, often a literacy practice, and specific 

language that structured students’ interactions, which in turn shaped a strong classroom 

identity.  

Teacher Language 
Language also worked to position students as a collective group or as individuals 

separate from the group, with Ms. Hall sometime including herself as a group member 

and other times with establishing herself as the clear authority. Below is a table with the 

most common phrases Ms. Hall used, along with the purpose, positioning and other 

effects of her language. 
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Table 10. Patterned Forms of Teacher Language 

Teacher Language Purpose Positioning Other Effects 
If you’re the kind of 
person who wants to be 
organized, then you will 
have your notebook 
prepared in this way. 
 

To encourage 
students to make a 
certain decision or 
exhibit a certain 
behavior 

Teacher as authority, 
though indirectly 
implied through 
weak modality (if) 
 
Student compliance 
expected 

Places value of certain 
behaviors over others 
 
No discussion about why 
certain behaviors may be more 
highly valued 

Now you may. The signal for 
students to begin 
transitioning to the 
next activity 

Teacher as authority 
 
Modality is weak, 
showing courtesy 
 
Compliance still 
expected from this, a 
command. 

Students’ bodies are expected 
to remain still until hearing this 
command. 
 
Fits pattern of polite, indirect 
control 

What life skill do we 
need for _____? 
 

To remind and 
encourage students to 
use a particular life 
skill 

Teacher as authority 
 
Students know what 
to do 
 
Weaker modality 
since posing an 
expectation as a 
question 

Places value on certain 
behaviors and characteristics 
 
 

What do we say if we 
don’t want to work with 
someone? 
 

To help students 
know what to say in 
a situation that might 
be difficult 

Students as in need 
of support 
 
Students as knowing 
how to handle social 
situations 

Suggests there are good and 
bad ways to handle situations, 
based on the words we use 

Ms. Hall’s selective use 
of “We” and “I” 
 

“We” establishes her 
identity as part of the 
group 
 
“I” establishes her 
identity as the 
authority of the 
group 

At times as part of 
the greater 
community, while at 
other times clearly 
the leader 

Passively implies teacher 
authority since she decides 
when she is a “we” and when 
she is and “I” while students 
are always part of the “we” 

 

The language in this and every classroom serves several functions simultaneously. It 

is the way in which the teacher may: 

� Set clear expectations for valued behaviors 
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� Create the identity for the community and its members 

� Position self and students 

� Scaffold discussions 

� Cultivate certain habits of mind as readers, writers, learners 

Still, as in every community, each member has a different experience due in part to 

varied positioning within the group. In this classroom, strong though its group identity 

was, some members were offered more privileged positions than others. The next section 

outlines some of these differences, and then details a cross-case analysis of Gracie and 

Sarah in the classroom. 

NEGOTIATING IDENTITIES INSIDE THE CLASSROOM COMMUNITY 
 Gracie and Sarah were both well liked by their teacher and classmates, and both 

were academically successful. However, they were offered different positions within their 

classroom, which caused them to have to do unequal amounts of work in order to gain 

membership (at least in their eyes) in the community. My purpose in presenting these two 

cases is to better illustrate the specific ways these two participants took up available 

positions and tools in their identity constructions inside the classroom, and to show how 

they do or do not contrast with the identities they maintained outside of school. I’ve 

chosen Gracie and Sarah because they have many characteristics in common—they’re 

both girls, both made good grades, and both were socially successful. Their 

commonalities help clarify the ways that their differences affected the positions offered, 

which is key to understanding the ways in which their identities differed from each other 

in the classroom.  
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Sarah enjoyed a position in the classroom of privilege, which allowed her identity to 

be more or less stable across contexts. In other words, the “who” she brought to school 

matched what was valued and expected and therefore, she had to do less negotiating to be 

an accepted, even privileged, member of the classroom community. This privilege then 

was in part because of the identity she brought from outside of school—her interests 

(reading and writing) and personality (easygoing, curious, motivated) were the kinds that 

can make school a relatively easy place to be. Additionally, she shared many of the 

interests and traits of her teacher; her teacher “got” her, so to speak, related to her, and 

liked her (Interview, 10/14/10; Field Notes, 2/10/11).  

Gracie, on the other hand, had to do more negotiating—more shifting—of identities 

in order for her to feel a sense of belonging in the classroom. I want to make clear I am 

not suggesting that shifting identities across contexts is a weakness, or somehow less 

desirable than maintaining a stable identity. Instead, this finding is important because of 

the reasons why those shifts occurred. Gracie was motivated to shift her identity when 

she otherwise may not have chosen to, in order to gain or maintain a sense of 

membership in the community; further, this negotiating was in direct contrast to her 

constructed identity outside of school, which should have been accepted in the classroom, 

according to the community’s stated values. And unquestionably, it is significant when 

some students must make more shifts in their identity than others in order to feel a sense 

of belonging. 
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Gracie 
Gracie was the first student in the class with whom I bonded. Her seat was right in 

front of the table where I would go each morning upon first arriving, and I would often sit 

there for the first few minutes as I began taking field notes. It never took long for Gracie 

to turn around to see what I was up to and to offer me a warm smile. I began to pay 

special attention to Gracie and as I did, I noticed how she much effort she put forth in her 

friendships with many different people in her class (Field Notes, 9/30/10; 2/10/11). 

Whenever students were given a choice of partners or groups to work with, Gracie sought 

out different classmates to work with her (Field Notes, 9/30/10; 10/20/10).  

Figure 34. Gracie in her Girl Scout Uniform 

 

These efforts took on a new significance after I learned she had been the subject 

of a YouTube video two of her classmates posted of them mocking her, an experience 

that represents a critical intersection where various identities met—namely, Gracie in 
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school and Gracie outside of school—and where she made a choice to surrender or at 

least modify the identity she cultivated outside of school in order to be seen as a part of 

her classroom community. I am going to first outline the various discourses and artifacts 

she used to build her identity outside of school and then discuss the cyberbullying 

incident and the ways in which it shaped her identity in school, as coupled with the 

classroom community discourse of acceptance. 

Gracie described herself during one of our interviews as a person who sewed, 

played the violin, and was a huge animal lover (especially cats). She also was excited 

that, after recently moving to a new home, she finally had her own bedroom (Interview, 

4/1/11). Her family is, “Loud. Outgoing. Crazy. We are a whole mix of many things.” 

Through her interviews, videos, and writing, an image emerges of a confident, strong 

young person, working to making sense of various identities that do not always easily 

coalesce. She is “girlie” but also “can act like a dude” (Interview, 5/26/11). She is unique 

and proud of that, actively working to be different from her peers. At the same time, her 

writing and interviews show a person who is at times insecure and wants to feel accepted. 

Gracie’s identity constructions drew from a variety of figured worlds—including girlie-

ness and pop music singers like Lady Gaga—which were performed in her own identity 

through signs and artifacts, such as her choices of music, her participation in Girl Scouts, 

her clothing, and bedroom posters. Her identity work was also in large part evident in and 

carried out through her writing. As discussed in chapter four, she regularly wrote song 

lyrics and diary entries at home about her feelings, even though she did not see herself as 

a writer. 
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 Gracie had recently experienced change and loss within her family. The youngest 

of three children, Gracie’s parents were divorced in the last couple of years (Interview, 

5/26/11). Her older brother was spending his first year away at college during the year of 

this study; she told me she realized after her brother left home how much she loved and 

missed him (Interview, 4/1/11). She was much closer in age to her older sister; they had 

shared a bedroom until the year of the study when the family moved to a new home. She 

described a loving relationship with her sister, but one that also involved arguments over 

clothes and personal space. She spoke at length about her mother, describing her as a 

person who is understanding and tries to help if you have a problem (Interview, 4/1/11).  

It was clear through talking with Gracie that she was very close to her family and that 

they provided support and security to her, even through the recent changes in the family 

structure. 

 In the classroom, Gracie was an average-achieving student (Interview, 10/12/10). 

She was placed in the “middle” group for test-prep instruction and was not identified as a 

Gifted and Talented student. I observed her working very hard to do well in school. For 

example, during group work, she was often the student trying to keep the rest of the 

students on task, or the one who would explain the instructions to the others (Field Notes, 

9/30/10; 10/28/10; 2/10/11).   

 Unlike some of the other participants, Gracie was an avid writer outside of school. 

Towards the end of the school year, she shared her personal journal with me, which was 

filled with song lyrics and poems, amid other writings such as recipes. She leaned on 

writing to help herself through difficult situations (Interview, 5/29/11). Her writings also 
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provide important insight into her ongoing identity work. Analysis of Gracie’s 

interviews, artifacts, videos, writing, and my field notes suggests three main themes 

regarding her identities. Outside of the classroom she worked hard to be unique, yet in 

school she acquiesced to group norms and behaviors. She also was negotiating her gender 

identity, trying to balance an accepted form of “girl-ness” in the classroom with her own 

preferences toward makeup and dresses. 

Being unique 
 The appeal of uniqueness—being different and even weird—arose constantly in 

almost all of the Gracie’s data. “I don’t like everybody being the same. And just 

following the same old routine is really boring. And like, being different is fun and being 

weird, being kooky, you know. It’s fun and I really like it” (Interview, 4/1/11). She 

wasn’t just different; she wanted to be different and sought out ways to appear so to 

others. In addition to diversity being a part of the classroom discourse, there is also a 

particular discourse in the city in which this research study was conducted around being 

weird; this was a message Gracie had access to in a variety of contexts. 

Gracie loved music, and her preferred artists were one way she positioned herself 

as different. Once a week or so, Gracie wore a Beatles t-shirt to school (Field Notes, 

10/14/10; Interview, 4/1/11). Gracie also had Beatles and John Lennon posters hanging in 

her bedroom (Gracie’s Video, 2010; Interview, 4/1/11). She first discovered their music 

from listening to her grandmother’s old records and later bonded with a couple of 

classmates after discovering they also loved the group (Interview, 4/15/11). Gracie also 

loved Lady Gaga, an artist whose image is in large part built around celebrating 
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uniqueness and who you are. For example, she is known for songs such as “Born This 

Way” (2011) whose chorus includes the lines: 

I'm beautiful in my way 

'Cause God makes no mistakes 

I'm on the right track, baby 

I was born this way 

Don't hide yourself in regret 

Just love yourself and you're set 

I'm on the right track, baby 

I was born this way. (Lady Gaga & Laursen, 2011, track 2) 

To signify her affiliation with Lady Gaga, Gracie wore artifacts such as Lady 

Gaga bracelets and t-shirts and fixed a Lady Gaga sticker on her notebook (Field Notes, 

4/1/11). About her taste in music, Gracie said,  

“I think the reason why I love those bands and singers so much is because 

they’re like really out there and outgoing. They’re eclectic and they’re 

different and people, like some people, most of my friends don’t really 

like Lady Gaga all that much and I’m like known as a Lady Gaga freak. I 

know almost everything” (Interview, 4/1/11).  

In addition to being drawn to these musicians for what they represent, Gracie also clearly 

states here part of her impetus is to be different, someone not like the others. She takes 

pride in this fact and enjoys being seen as someone unique and different.  
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 Gracie’s personal writings also reflect this discourse of uniqueness, almost an 

embodiment of a centrifugal force. On one of the first pages of her journal she drew four 

identical houses and wrote part of the lyrics to folk singer-songwriter Malvina Reynolds’ 

(1962) Little Boxes (a song often interpreted as a comment on suburbia and the 

conformity many people associate with it) (Hitchens, 2008). The lyrics Gracie put in her 

journal read, “Little boxes on the hillside/Little boxes made of ticky tacky/And they all 

look the same to me” (Journal Entry, Date Unknown) 

 Later in her journal pages is a short piece about her “unusual name.” She writes, 

“[My name] is an unusual name. Not really. It’s an English word. But most people get it 

wrong. I’m going by it [and not her nickname] in middle school. Long right. Only 4 

names. So don’t get it wrong” (Journal Entry). Gracie also wrote about her unique name 

in the autobiographical narrative she wrote for school. 

Being/Not being “girlie” 
 The accepted performances of “girl” in Ms. Hall’s classroom were ones that 

deemphasized traditional or stereotypical signs or artifacts. There seemed to be almost a 

repudiation of all things stereotypically “girlie.” Sarah, for example, had a pencil case 

(see Figure 38) prominently displayed each day at her seat reading, “I Hate Pink”—which 

she embellished by adding three exclamation marks. Most girls wore Converse tennis 

shoes and jeans—much like Ms. Hall (Field Notes, 2/10/11). Gracie was working through 

accepted gender discourses and her appearance differed between home and school. Some 

of the photographs she took at home showed her in full makeup and/or posing for the 
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camera, and her birthday party was a slumber party during which the guests all had 

makeovers.  

Figure 35. Gracie at Her Birthday Party  

  

Figure 36. Gracie’s Self-portrait 
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But this was also a discourse that caused discord for Gracie. In the YouTube video, her 

classmates were imitating her, mocking her specifically for being “girlie” (Interview, 

5/26/11). Here, Gracie describes the video and her discovery of it: 

…Well, we had gone off on like a four-day weekend, three-day weekend break 

and I was on my dad’s laptop and I was looking on, I was looking on YouTube 

and I knew my friends had a YouTube account and they did all these random 

videos. So I was looking at their videos and they had, they had one called “Girlie” 

[says this word in an annoyed voice] and so I decided to look at that. At, but at 

first I didn’t really pay attention to it ‘cause I was watching TV while I was 

looking online…So later on I got on the laptop and I looked at it again and at the 

beginning it said, “Gracie, take one.” And they were making fun of me about, 

they think that I’m girlie. And so, I’m not really girlie. I consider myself, like I 

mean like, I can act like a dude and I can do things like a dude, but I mean, I’m 

not girlie…And so it was big because I had never really felt something like that 

before and I knew that they really weren’t my friends ‘cause they’ve said stuff 

about the things I do and the things I wear, but I mean, this like crossed the line 

and it made me mad. And so I really don’t talk to them as much…[I] tried to 

confront them about it; all they did was laugh…they didn’t write, they didn’t say 

sorry. They didn’t write an apology or anything. They just, their consequence was 

writing and researching something about cyberbullying but they never said sorry 

to us or anything…That’s the thing I don’t get…I still want a ‘sorry’ (Interview, 

5/26/11). 
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When another student’s mother called the school to tell them about the video, the 

school responded in a few concrete ways. The principal moved up an already scheduled 

weeklong workshop led by a theater action group about being a leader (Field Notes, 

9/20/10), where the idea was to help students choose to stand up for themselves and 

against hurtful actions by others. The class also held a series of class meetings to discuss 

bullying in general, as well as cyberbullying, and then the two offending students had to 

research and write an essay about why bullying is wrong, which they read to the class 

(Field Notes, 9/9/10; 9/23/10; 9/24/10; Interview, 11/11/10). 

 Clearly this incident had a deep effect on Gracie. People she thought were her 

friends very publicly mocked and shamed her, and the incident was brought into the 

classroom so all of her peers knew exactly what happened. Gracie’s words suggest it also 

made her question the part of her that likes “girlie” things. Her initial response to being 

called girlie wasn’t to embrace it. Instead, she dichotomizes it with traditional, more 

authoritative discourses of masculinity, making these the norm or standard of behavior, 

proclaiming that she’s “like a dude.” Her back is against the wall because at this point it 

isn’t socially acceptable to just celebrate being “girlie,” even for part of the time. She has 

to distance herself from that discourse and at school, she does.  

 In contrast to this repudiation in school, her videos and writings from outside of 

school show a love of some things considered stereotypically feminine: a drawing of 

newly married Princess Catherine, a recipe, dotting her i’s with hearts, writing in purple 

ink, the aforementioned makeover slumber party, perhaps even her membership in Girl 

Scouts. None of this part of her identity crossed over into the classroom, in my 
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observations. This is especially significant since a large part of the classroom discourse 

emphasized acceptance of diversity. Yet here is an example of a student who, for 

whatever reasons, did not bring in parts of herself. Another significance to the 

cyberbullying incident is that no classroom discussion was held regarding what these 

girls made fun of Gracie for—being girlie. This was a huge opportunity to have a 

discussion about diversity and acceptance, ideals the classroom held as identifiers of 

itself as a community—and no conversation was had.  

 The efforts I had noticed Gracie make in reaching out to her classmates took on 

new meaning after I learned about the YouTube video. While her outward persona 

reflected a young girl proud of who she was, striving to be unique, these efforts seemed 

also evidence of someone who felt always on the outside looking in. In Gracie’s lyrics 

from “Song Bird” she writes of her profound feelings of loneliness: “Nobody else likes 

me/So is that y u came/to me?” Taken together with the cyberbullying video, her pipe 

cleaner play about being unseen and unheard and her clear attempts to befriend her 

classmates, there emerges a picture of someone hurt but also indignant, someone at once 

comfortable with herself and positioned as having to defend herself. 

In constructing an identity inside the classroom, as a member of the group, Gracie 

took advantage of tools available to her to position herself within the larger classroom 

community. In order to do so, she had to compromise a close friendship. Her willingness 

to do so is evidence of the pressure children feel to be accepted in general, but 

particularly in this figured world, where the pull to be a part of the classroom community 

was so strong. As discussed at the beginning of the chapter, in mid-February, Gracie 
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wrote out an I-Message, the procedure for submitting a problem to be discussed during a 

class meeting. Filling in blanks in the form, her message (her words are underlined) 

reads:  

I agree to present my problem in a class meeting. I will not interrupt or give put-

downs. Instead, I will use cooperation, caring, honesty, and respect to solve my 

problem. I feel annoyed when Jacob is being very distracting and I can’t focus on 

my work.  

Figure 37. Gracie’s I-Message 

 

After reading Gracie’s I-Message, Ms. Hall asked if others have had a similar 

experience to Gracie. Almost everyone raised his or her hand. They almost unanimously 

agreed that Jacob was distracting. Some of the specific things they mentioned included he 

“makes noises, giggles, makes a clicking noise, and blurts things out” (Classroom Folder 
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Notes, 3/4/11). Various classmates say his behavior makes them feel “annoyed, 

frustrated, weird, and angry,” with one student saying he “laughs along” at times because 

he doesn’t know what else to do (Field Notes, 3/4/11). When so many students raised 

their hands in agreement that Jacob was annoying, I was not very surprised. I often 

overheard students in line or during transitions make remarks about how Jacob was 

“annoying” (always this word, the same word Gracie used) to their friends (Field Notes, 

3/4/11). The prevalence of these comments suggests that Gracie was most likely aware of 

this sentiment, too. She used that knowledge to her advantage; through constructing a 

problem out of her interactions with Jacob, she is now on the same side as her classmates. 

It is an opportunity to gain membership—few things are as unifying as a common enemy. 

Gracie strategically worked to align herself as a member of the community, even though 

it came ostensibly at the expense of her very good friend. By positioning herself with the 

group, she is no longer the one othered—a pervasive feeling we see her working through 

in her writings. She was able to position herself this way by taking up tools and discourse 

available to her in the classroom. 

Sarah 
By contrast, Sarah was not othered in the classroom. In fact, the teacher offered 

her leadership roles and she was much sought after during group work. Sarah’s favorite 

saying is, “I know I’m in my own little world, but it’s okay. They know me here.” She 

said the saying “sums [her] up because I love to let my imagination take me away in my 

writing and reading” (Interview, 3/16/11). It sums up the quiet confidence she exuded. 
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She was comfortable in her own skin, doing her own thing. (It also highlights a major 

interest of hers and large part of her identity: a writer and reader of fantasy.) 

Easygoing leader 
Sarah was a successful, well-liked student in the classroom. She had an easygoing 

disposition, never seeming anxious or nervous and happy to do her own thing. At the 

same time, she was very much a part of the group and her classmates regularly wanted to 

work with her and play with her at recess (Field Notes, 2/24/11). Her classmates 

recognized Sarah as a leader, often approaching during independent work times and 

asking questions ranging from procedural (What are we supposed to do?) to content 

(What does this mean?) (Field Notes, 10/14/10; 2/24/11); 2/25/11; 3/4/11). Sarah was 

positioned over and over again by her teacher and classmates as a leader. This was not a 

position she had to fight for, or one she had to assert for herself, but rather it was one 

offered to her in many ways by many people. Her disposition, along with the positioning 

she enjoyed as a leader, made it relatively easy for Sarah to enjoy success in school, 

which in turn most likely helped her maintain that disposition and will probably ensure 

her continued success in school.  

One of the most concrete ways Ms. Hall positioned Sarah as a leader was by 

making her a Supreme Court Justice, a role she and only two other students held for the 

entire school year. The justices were the students who deliberated in the hallway after 

each class meeting and made the final decision as to how problems would be addressed. 

This meant Sarah was an integral part of decision-making in a classroom designed to be 

democratic. Ms. Hall told the class she chose these students because they were 
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levelheaded, rational, and able to make decisions with others (Field Notes, 1/7/11). Of 

this responsibility, Sarah told me,  

Well, I didn’t really like it that you couldn’t make any laws because you were a 

justice, but it’s cool that, um, even after our government project thing, we still got 

to keep our jobs. ‘Cause everybody else, they weren’t voting on laws anymore, so 

they didn’t get to do anything, but we still run the class meeting (Interview, 

5/26/11). 

Sarah here clearly understood the power and leadership she held. 

Additionally, Sarah was so academically strong that she was afforded more 

freedom in the classroom to read and do things independently. Since she was identified as 

a Gifted and Talented student, she participated in extra, less teacher-mediated book clubs 

while other students were in test preparation groups.  

(Also) not a “girlie-girl” 
One of the most central identities Sarah exhibited was that of a reader and writer. 

She read of her own choosing daily (Interview, 3/16/11; 4/2/11) and as noted in chapter 

four, wrote complex fantasy stories on her own for fun. While I have no doubt Sarah’s 

interest in the fantasy genre (which spanned across movies and television as well as 

books) was genuine, I also noted—much like with Gracie—an explicit effort on Sarah’s 

part not to be perceived as a girlie-girl. In fact, one of the first things I ever noticed about 

Sarah was a pink pencil case she always kept at her seat (Field Notes, 10/14/11). On the 

front, she had written rather prominently, “Hates Pink!”  
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Figure 38. Sarah’s Pencil Case 

  

In interview, she said about the pencil case, 

It’s just, I don’t really, I’m not really a girlie-girl and everyone thinks that pink is 

like pretty ponies and rainbows and I don’t really like that. And I just don’t like 

pink. I think it’s too, I just don’t like the color, how it looks. And it doesn’t look 

good on me either. Yeah, because my little cousins love pink and dresses and 

things like that so they got it for me and it’s the only pencil case I had [so I used it 

but I wanted to make sure people know I don’t like pink] (Interview, 5/23/11). 

Like Gracie, Sarah feels the need to make very clear that she is not girlie. Even 

with her complex identity constructions—including reader and writer of fantasy, kickball 

player, the self-assurance—she still negotiated a way to let others know about her 

repudiation of traditional or stereotypical female gender discourses.  

Environmentalist 
 Another part of Sarah’s identity involved caring for the environment. Part of this 

was probably influenced by her attendance at Dyer. The school as a whole took up 

environmental causes in a variety of ways. Posters near the cafeteria instruct students on 

why they use metal (reusable) utensils, for example. Each class was responsible for 
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cultivating their own garden, from planting to harvesting; part of their care included 

composting leftover snacks and lunch food. Routinely, the students would celebrate their 

harvest by eating the fresh greens and other plants they grew. The librarian, known 

among teachers and students as an ardent environmentalist, sponsored an environment 

club of which Sarah was a member. Ms. Hall also individually championed the 

environment as an important cause. She made this an instructional unit in science and 

spent three days showing the documentary An Inconvenient Truth.  

Sarah also took up this type of care in her time outside of school. A neighbor 

planted baby trees along a street bordering Sarah’s home and wrote an invitation in the 

neighborhood newsletter asking others to help care for them. Sarah adopted two trees and 

later unofficially cared for a third tree when she noticed it wasn’t doing well (Interview, 

3/16/11). Although she did not specifically mention a connection, Sarah regularly wore a 

tie-dye T-shirt and hemp-style bracelets and Tevas, clothes often associated 

environmentalism.  

Because Sarah’s identities across contexts were more stable, it is more difficult to 

separate them into “outside of school” and “inside school” than it is for Gracie. But it is 

precisely this difficulty that is the crux of these findings in terms of Sarah’s identity 

constructions: her outside of school identity provided little mismatch with who she 

needed to be in the classroom in order to be successful there. Particularly in a classroom 

where community was stressed, and where one of that community’s core values was 

accepting diversity, the reality of this discord is significant. While Gracie actively took 
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up language and literacy practices in order to attain membership in the classroom, Sarah 

was offered position that made her a leader in this community
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Chapter 7: Discussion and Implications  

This study was built around the premise that we exist in a social milieu, 

participating in figured worlds with complex and divergent social languages, ideologies, 

positions, and roles (Bakhtin, 1981; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1996). 

Situating this research within a theoretical framework that views identity construction as 

an ongoing process, with each of us having multiple identities (Holland, Lachicotte, et al., 

1996), I was not necessarily expecting the participants to perform the same identity 

across contexts, nor that the language and literacy practices available to them would be 

the same. I know from my experiences as both a student and a teacher that school just 

feels like its own world, and the things we do there and the person we are, often are 

separate from the rest of our lives. I also believe, based on my knowledge and 

experiences, that this separation is unnecessary and potentially harmful. Because school-

based language and literacy practices do often exist separately from students’ “real lives,” 

this perpetuates an unjust line that separates practices that are of greater value, that hold 

greater power, in implicit and explicit ways.  

The theoretical foundations of this study were the identity theory of figured 

worlds (Holland, et al., 1998), Bakhtin’s (1981, 1986) philosophy of language, the 

construct of semiotic mediation in terms of learning and identity construction (Vygotsky, 

1978), and Halliday’s (1978) work on the form-function relationship of language, and its 

use by strategic agents. Together, along with a definition of literacy as social practice, 

this research positions students and teachers as agents, negotiating identities with the 
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tools and practices available to them in various contexts. The research questions that 

framed the study were: How do the participants construct identities within various 

contexts? How do the participants take up available tools for identity construction within 

and across contexts? What are the discourses embedded within the artifacts participants 

draw upon in their identity constructions and performances? In this chapter, I review each 

of my major findings and their implications, along with recommendations for educators, 

policymakers, and researchers. 

LITERACY PRACTICES OUTSIDE OF SCHOOLS AS SPACES FOR CREATION 
The participants in this study were, without exception, composers. Whether with a 

digital camera or paper and pen, they designed and composed texts that reflected the 

original complexity in which they are rooted (Derrida, 1978). I analyzed the participants’ 

writing from outside of school as sites of heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1981), boundaries 

where a multitude of social languages, chains of utterances, and discourses meet and 

cross over. Like the gang members Moje (2000) studied and the All-American Yemini 

girls Sarroub (2005) observed, the participants here engaged in complex and meaningful 

literacy practices outside of school—practices there were not space for in school. 

The texts are important in their own right for what they reveal about their authors. 

Among other things, the texts are evidence of the authors’ senses of humor, values, 

interests, and available language and literacy practices. We are able to see these things in 

part because the composers had full authorial power over the content and form of what 

they wrote. With such open spaces, their texts were wholly of their own making (or as 

wholly their own as is possible). 
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No author is without constraints, however, and one of the important implications 

of this finding is the relationship between available tools and resulting texts. For 

example, Jack spoke multiple times about his lack of interest in writing, finding it boring. 

But of all the focal students, he had the most videos total and the most that were non-

autobiographical texts. It was as if the video camera suggested spaces that were not open 

to him previously and he stepped into them with glee. How would his view of himself as 

a writer be different if composing tools in the classroom were more varied? This issue of 

access and availability of tools is not new, and I am not suggesting that every child in the 

United States be given their own camera (although that would be great!). What I do argue 

is important about this finding is that the type of space that was open to Jack can be 

accessed without a camera, and that does not cost any money. Much the way Bomer, 

Zoch, David, & Ok (2010) showed how what we conceive of as digital practices can be 

recreated using non-digital tools, so can the kind of open space Jack found through the 

camera, without the camera. It is not surprising that he has such a negative view of 

writing; almost all of it he has done (save for one notable exception in Ms. Brown’s 

room) has been prompt-driven and designed for him. Things changed when he became 

the designer.  

The kind of space that Jack found—that all the participants found on their own or 

through access to the camera—is a space that not only allows their complexity to exist, 

but enables it to develop. Complexity is honored in that kind of open space. Gracie, for 

example, made that space for herself through her journal where she wrote song lyrics, and 

by using the camera to record her play. Honoring and building upon students’ complexity 
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in school does not cost any money, but it does require shifting the kinds of spaces for 

composing often found there. Instead of a) little or no writing or b) prompt-driven 

writing, this finding speaks to the absolute need for composing spaces in school that 

allow students to take the lead, that transfer power to them. These spaces, such as writing 

workshop, already exist—people know what they are. The resistance to their widespread 

implementation is ideological. Shifting power away from a centripetal force (standards 

and testing) to centrifugal ones (students’ original complexity; heteroglossia) means 

giving up control. Yet not doing so is wrong because it is inherently wrong to try to mold 

students into one way of being through an enculturation into certain ways of thinking 

through specific kinds of language and literacy practices (see also the next section). It is 

this shift away from such enculturation, the result of the monolithic language and literacy 

practices traditionally taught in schools, and toward a focus on multiliteracies and design 

that the New London Group called for in 1996. It is a matter of necessity, as language 

and literacy practices grow and shift; but again, it is also a matter of equity and fairness: 

[Education’s] fundamental purpose is to ensure that all students benefit from 

learning in ways that allow them to participate full in public, community, and 

economic life (New London Group, 1996, p. 60). 

This is not possible for all students without changing the ways literacy practices are 

conceived of and taught. Schools need a variety of (open) spaces for writing because 

people need a variety of (open) spaces for writing. The kind of spaces and composing 

practices available in school directly reflect ideological positions. This research speaks 



 178 

not only to the strength that lies in valuing heteroglossia as a state of being, but also to 

this stance as one of social justice. 

LITERACY PRACTICES AS AUTHORITATIVE DISCOURSE 
In this fifth-grade classroom, there was one authoritative discourse (Bakhtin, 

1982), accountability, which heavily shaped the form and function of its literacy 

practices. The way this discourse shaped not only the classroom literacy practices but 

also Ms. Hall’s views of them is perfectly explained by Bakhtin himself. To quote him 

again, “The authoritative word demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our 

own; it binds us, quite independent of any power it might have to persuade us internally” 

(1986, p. 342). This was the position Ms. Hall and her students were in. Accountability 

worked as a force demanding to be reckoned with, binding itself to the literacy practices, 

bending them to match its own shape. Writing was not tested and so was largely absent. 

Reading was made to look and sound exactly like it would on the state test.  

What are important are not only the literacy practices that were present in the 

classroom, but also the practices that were not there. Again, writing conceived in an open 

workshop space, where students had control over what they wrote about and how, could 

have been a space that allowed for the kind of composing and its accompanying identity 

work seen in Chapter Four. Again, access becomes an issue here, too: if these students 

had not had the video cameras, would they have composed? For Jack and Holden, I think 

the answer is no. They did not see themselves as writers nor did they particularly enjoy 

writing. What would the other students in the classroom have composed if they had had 

access to the tools and time afforded the focal participants?  
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Reading practices that have the potential to be transformational were also not 

present. Book clubs are by design meant to be spaces of discussion, of conflict, of 

wrestling with complex ideas or different opinions (Daniels, 1994). But the discourse of 

accountability completely replaced that definition of a book club with what on the surface 

seems a benign substitute. In Ms. Hall’s classroom, what were not present were rich 

discussions about issues of inclusion and difference, racism and acceptance. This was in 

spite of the fact that she purposely had students read books that would engender 

discussions about those issues, such as the Jerry Spinelli unit.  

The summaries the participants wrote about Wringer and Maniac Magee (Chapter 

Five) contain little to no mention of the complex themes in those texts. The participants 

needed to talk about these books. What would Holden or Jack or Gracie have said or 

written about their books under different circumstances, after engaging in discussions 

with their classmates? In her summary about Maniac Magee, Sarah framed the story as 

Maniac alone helping “the town realize blacks aren’t different from whites.” This 

thinking hints at the social justice themes in the books, but her thinking could have been 

strengthened and challenged, made more complex, had opportunities been available to 

discuss the book with her classmates. Instead, she is copying sentences from the book and 

definitions from the dictionary. That is what reading instruction has become for very 

many students in this state. The books students read are reduced merely to benign sets of 

words for students to practice the decontextualized skills they will later be tested on. 

However, there is no benign form of language or literacy practice (Bakhtin, 1981, 

1986; New London Group, 1996; Street, 1985). Instead book clubs that could have 
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promoted critical engagement instead required students to practice (literally) literacy-as-

isolated-skills. So not only were students denied the opportunity to participate in 

thoughtful discussions about discrimination, for example, but they also were required to 

submit to what is essentially test-training. This then is reading in school: summarizing, 

proving you are right, putting events in order. The difference over time in the 

development of habits of mind, of dispositions, of available choices (Bourdieu, 1977; 

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1996; New London Group, 1996; Wertsch, 1991, 

1998; Vygotsky, 1978) is frightening—particularly because it is inequitable, as some 

students are more vulnerable in this regard than others.   

Just as important as the way accountability shaped literacy practices is the way it 

also maintained the academic and social stratification of students within the classroom. It 

did this by creating an environment where the teachers felt it best to separate students 

into ability groups, with different groups having different levels of control and access to 

different practices. Students at the lower end of the stratum—students labeled Special 

Education and/or English Language Learners (these mostly overlapped in this 

classroom)—were grouped together every day in the smallest book club group led by the 

inclusion teacher. In their group, the teacher did most of the reading and talking. She 

stopped after every paragraph and asked basic comprehension questions (main character, 

who said what, sequencing). Meanwhile, the students identified as Gifted and Talented 

were in the hallway talking about a book, free from the requirement of accompanying 

worksheets. So again, the discourse of accountability is shaping the space in such a way 

that students with different socially constructed labels are provided different 
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opportunities, which will lead to different habits of mind as they engage in completely 

different types of literacy practices. Literacy teaching and learning for all but the elite 

students comes to exist for no other reason than to be tested.  

Since this research has looked at identity as it relates to language and literacy 

practices, this shift in what constitutes writing has implications for more than just 

composing itself. There really is no such thing as reading or writing just for its own sake, 

composing without a connection to another person, or ideology, or utterance. Opening up 

the definition of reading and writing to include multiliteracies, multimodalities, and for 

purposes of students’ own choosing also means something different for identity 

negotiation in school. School still represents a context that, for many, is separate from the 

rest of their lives. If the literacy practices valued in school were expanded, this divide 

might get smaller, as more of who students are outside of school would be accessible to 

them in school. Identity work as it relates to composing practices would no longer be 

centered around whether one is a writer, or how good a writer, but about the work inside 

the writing: I’m a writer who likes to write songs, or fantasy stories, or with my Legos; I 

write to make sense of the world or myself; or, I write so that I can enact change. Those 

compositions serve the writer, instead of students-as-writers serving policymakers and 

test makers. 

 Of course policymakers are not going to give up their power easily. The discourse 

of accountability that so strongly shaped the literacy practices in this classroom is a 

pressure for every teacher. No teacher, including Ms. Hall, has among his or her options 

the choice to ignore that discourse and design curriculum and literacy practices without a 
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consideration of it. Accountability is present in district curriculum mandates and 

benchmark testing, required progress monitoring and test preparation; even staff 

development sessions often are designed to help teacher help prepare students for the test, 

and not around current research or pedagogical strategies. Discussions and planning 

around testing are a part of almost every faculty and grade level meeting.  

The discourse of accountability in education is strong outside school walls, too. 

Newspapers report on school failures and call for teachers to be paid based on their 

students’ test scores. Mainstream media (such as the movie Waiting For Superman) 

suggests charter schools are better than public education, which some argue are clearly 

failing—just look at the test scores, they say. Even liberal politicians cite low 

standardized test scores in calling for school vouchers and/or charter schools. There is a 

startling lack of difference (in terms of accountability measures) between the Bush 

administration’s No Child Left Behind, and the Obama administration’s incentivized 

funding plan, Race to the Top. These voices outside of the system calling for 

accountability are particularly important because they show the links to a variety of 

figured worlds between the discourse of accountability in this classroom, as experienced 

by a teacher and her students at the most local level, and the discourse of accountability 

on a global levels. If accountability is an authoritative discourse, then these connections 

help suggest who are the people in authority.  

This point is very important for me to make because I would be doing a disservice 

to Ms. Hall if I did not acknowledge it. I do not want to construct her as a bad teacher 

because of the literacy practices in her classroom. Instead, I view her as a teacher who 
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negotiated her own values into her classroom literacy practices as much as she could. She 

faced the dilemma that what she would ideally have in place (book clubs with rich 

discussion) was directly at odds with the test her students must take. That put her in a no-

win situation, and she did what she could, given her available options.  

More than an indictment of Ms. Hall, these findings represent a condemnation of 

our educational system and those in charge of it. More than ever before, curriculum, 

instructional, and evaluation decisions are made very far away from local classrooms. 

This inherently creates a homogenizing set of knowledge and practices made up of the 

knowledge and skills that are valued by certain members of society (and that can be 

efficiently tested)—hegemony. But defining knowledge does not really empower students 

or, it follows, broader society. It deepens disparities that already exist, and even those 

who do well are doing so only within that limited set of knowledge and skills. I would 

suggest that instead, policymakers consider this research study and others like it to see 

the necessity of shifting away from standards coupled with high stakes accountability 

measures and toward classrooms that invite the creation of new knowledge and ways of 

expressing it, built from the interests, experiences, and ideas of the children in them. 

CLASSROOM COMMUNITY AS AUTHORITATIVE DISCOURSE 
Accountability was not the only discourse with such power in this classroom. It 

also had a particularly strong sense of community—a community purposely built, and 

one whose language, discourses, literacy practices and participation structures played a 

forceful role in shaping participants’ identities therein. What makes this finding 

particularly important is that this was the result of a discursive community that was meant 
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to encourage, accept, and invite diversity. This is significant, since analysis suggests it 

was through the discourse of community and its accompanying language and literacy 

practices that students were at times silenced. The language norms, community 

guidelines, and literacy practices worked together to create a classroom that ran cleanly, 

but that smoothed away the messy spaces that are necessary for the deepest reflection and 

growth, particularly regarding identity construction—and especially if one’s goal is 

accepting diversity.  

The discourse of community worked through language and social structures that 

provided clear rules and expectations for membership in the classroom community. 

Procedures, vocabulary, and language were in place for how members of the community 

talked to one another during formal class time, how they solved problems, even for how 

to tell someone you didn’t want to be their partner. The neatness and efficiency of this 

classroom, born from the language and procedures in place, resulted in missed 

opportunities for the kinds of conversation that do the kind of social justice work Ms. 

Hall had in mind.  

One example of a missed opportunity is a discussion that never happened (much 

like in book clubs) related to the cyberbullying video concerning gender discourses. 

While the bullying itself was addressed, the content of it—a particular construct of being 

a girl—was ignored. That conversation is exactly the one that should be held, however, if 

one’s goals include acceptance of others. It is messy and uncomfortable, but that is how 

change happens. The hard work of enacting social justice is often unpleasant and 

inefficient. When students engaged in a Civil Rights unit at the end of the school year, 
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there were no discussions about social justice issues existing among the actual members 

of the classroom. Civil rights and social justice therefore were construed as important 

issues, no doubt, but also issues that existed separately from the students in the 

classroom. They became truths that describe other people’s experiences, but not their 

own. (This becomes even more significant considering the large number of White middle 

class students in the classroom.) This seems to be the opposite goal of a democratic 

society and the kind of community Ms. Hall envisioned. I argue that it was the layers of 

discourse that built the community that ended up impeding real discussion and 

community building. 

Differences between the positioning of specific students within the classroom 

were highlighted through Sarah’s and Gracie’s experiences—students participated in the 

same community, but the community was not the same for all students. While Gracie 

negotiated membership through classroom structures, Sarah was offered privileged 

membership that she did not have to work for. Gracie acquiesced her identity of 

uniqueness and tucked away her pride in herself as she othered her friend Jacob, in the 

hopes that she would not be othered. She negotiated membership into the classroom 

community through the language and literacy practices that created it in the first place. 

Sarah, meanwhile, had little negotiating to do. Her teacher and classmates gave her roles 

and positioned her in ways that equated to leadership and privilege.  

The construct of community within education has become important, if conceived 

of in different ways (Linehan & McCarthy, 2001). For Ms. Hall, the purpose of a 

classroom community was to create a space that mirrored broader democratic society 
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through defined norms of participation (managing conflict; ways of interacting) and 

values of acceptance. This type of classroom is important for students’ future 

participation (New London Group, 1996), but is only effective if teachers and students 

are willing and able actually to acknowledge the complexity of conflict and difference 

and the real possibility that agreement or resolution is unlikely. This finding caused me to 

think more deeply, and more critically, of my own quick advice to current and future 

teachers about the importance of creating a classroom community. It is crucial, I tell 

them, to create an environment where students feel welcome and safe. Many of the hopes 

Ms. Hall had for her classroom community resonate strongly with my own beliefs about 

teaching—the emphasis on inclusion, honoring diversity, learning how to listen to one 

another.  

However, this research experience made me realize just how easy this type of 

thinking makes it to gloss over the hard work that is being a community, and what we 

even mean by that word. It should not equate sameness for members, yet that is often 

how it is interpreted and implemented (Linehan & McCarthy, 2001). It becomes more 

about “how we do things” (classroom management, as it did for Ms. Hall) and less about 

actually existing as diverse members in one community. I have thought before that there 

is something scary about the concept of unity; constructed in a certain way, it can signal 

the silencing of people who do not agree with those in power. The idea that we must be 

unified on everything is more than naïve; it is potentially dangerous. There is the easy, 

almost flippant, way we talk today of “accepting diversity,” and then there is the reality 

of living and working with people who are different from you. I have revised my own 
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thinking about what a classroom community means so that now, I think of it as an 

ongoing process, made up of a series of hard conversations. It is itself a constant 

negotiation, where people at times may be heard but may not be understood. Much like 

the way the theory of figured worlds speaks of identity (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & 

Cain, 1996), I view it as a process that does not have an end goal. The work is the 

process; the process is the goal. Classrooms are microcosms, after all, and that is the 

work of the so-called real world—the work of two steps forward, one step back. 

CONTRIBUTION TO EXISTING THEORY AND RESEARCH 
 It is necessary to explicate how this research expands our understanding of its 

theoretical foundations, as well as how it adds to existing research. Holland, Lachicotte, 

Skinner, and Cain (1998) open their book with a story about a woman climbing up a wall 

and through a window. The story is an important example of how what may look to an 

unknowing observer as something nonsensical is actually an in-the-moment decision—an 

improvisation—based on historical, social, and cultural traditions. The woman made a 

spontaneous decision that reflected long traditions involving one’s place and one’s 

privileges in a particular social order. Thus, her actions represent the negotiation of such 

traditions within a singular moment in time. So, too, does Gracie’s decision to bring her 

problem with Jacob to the class meeting. To an outsider, this decision looks at best 

unnecessary and at worst, cruel. However, when one understands more about the social 

construction of the classroom, along with Gracie’s position within it, it becomes clearer 

why she made the decision she did. 
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Gracie and her fellow classmates were members of a fifth grade classroom whose 

norms of behavior and interaction were discursively defined in implicit and explicit ways. 

Ways of talking, resolving conflict, being in a group, and treating others were all given 

life through various language and social structures—Tribes, lifeskills, when and how to 

transition, the Solution Square, how to thank group members. At the same time, the 

students’ identities and lives outside of school intersected with this particular figured 

world of Ms. Hall’s classroom. For each participant, this intersection meant something 

different. For Gracie, the intersection of the classroom and her identity as a unique and 

different person caused conflict. This conflict is not inherent in classrooms—I am not 

suggesting that the value she placed on being different would have been problematic for 

her in every classroom. But in this particular classroom, it was. This is because the 

discourse of community was so strong and was enacted in so many forms, that it 

demanded some degree of acquiescence. This acquiescence must be understood in the 

context, too, of Gracie’s experience as the target of a cyberbullying video. Thus, it was 

not the clash of her identity with the strong community discourse alone, nor the 

experience of being cyberbullied alone, that must be understood. Rather it was the 

combination of that personal experience and the import of community membership 

within that figured world that motivated her to negotiate a place at the table by drawing 

on the official language and literacy practices available to her. So it is not just one’s 

position within a figured world that matters, or how one takes it up, or a singular 

experience. Understanding identity work within figured worlds requires a consideration 

of the complexity of human experience. It is the intersection, that site of tension and 
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creation, that not only serves as the place where people make decisions based on who 

they are and where they are, what has happened to them and what they want—but is in 

fact necessary for identity work to occur.  

That Gracie’s place came at the expense of Jacob—that she, too, othered 

someone, is important. It shows how strong and/or blinding acceptance was and it 

demonstrates again how even a community whose discourse is build around acceptance, 

diversity, and inclusion can work as a force that homogenizes those who seek to exist 

within it.  

 This work also highlights that figured worlds are understood not only by the 

discourses that constitute them, but also by those that are absent. For example, more than 

one participant brought up appropriate representations of female gender identity—I wish 

this had been discussed in a class meeting or community circle. However, race and 

ethnicity were not brought up, even in the midst of a Civil Rights unit and book club texts 

that explicitly dealt with racial discrimination. Especially because acceptance and 

diversity were constitutive discourses of this classroom, the lack of any mention of 

discussion of race, as it related to specific members of the classroom, is notable. 

I noted in Chapter One that existing research did not address this age group, older 

elementary aged students. While it is inappropriate to generalize to an entire age group 

based on this study, I do think this work helps address that gap. The participants here 

were diverse in their literate lives outside of school, but many did to some degree define 

themselves as readers and (especially) as writers in school terms. For some, their identity 

as a writer was bestowed on them by a teacher (Gracie) or their understanding of what 
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reading and writing are developed through their experiences in school (Jack). For 

students who have been subject to school-based literacy practices for several years, it is 

important to note the different kinds of writing made available to them (versus a 

Kindergarten student, for example) and their relative acquiescence to it. (Regardless of 

whether or not they liked it, they accepted it.) So, some of the more explicitly identity 

work we see in younger children’s writing (Änggård, 2005; Dyson, 1993, 1997, 2003; 

McGillivray & Martinez, 1998; Wohlwend, 2009) is less obvious in the students’ in-

school writing here. 

This research also addressed a need to understand how students are negotiating 

identities within a broad societal context wherein identities with a greater degree of 

accessibility to diverse signs and discourses, while schools are operating with less local 

control, subject to standards and testing regimens imposed by policymakers. The 

participants here did reflect identity work that was the result of a wide variety of figured 

worlds, tools, and discourses—NPR, Legos, Lady Gaga, fantasy. Yet for the most part, 

the participants did not live much of their lives online. While they did have email and 

said they got online occasionally, none of them spent a significant percentage of their free 

time really doing anything online, or even on the computer at all. I think this is important, 

as we do not rush to judgment about children growing up in this digital age: they are not 

defined by the digital tools available to them. However, this research did show how 

deeply the standards and testing movement shape the classroom these students shared. I 

think the findings in terms of classroom community also suggest that, as is expected, 

students in this age group are more concerned with acceptance within their peer group 
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and their cultural group (here that was the classroom) than younger students are, while 

not being as overtly willing or able to challenge those norms as adolescents may be. 

Therefore, they find themselves in a position of wanting acceptance and making difficult 

choices in order to obtain it. 

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS 
The impact of standards and, especially, testing on this classroom is one of the 

most important educational implication this study offers. As previously noted, this 

research is not a critique of Ms. Hall’s teaching specifically, or classroom teachers more 

generally. My position is that the findings offer a voice for teachers and students via 

concrete examples of the deep, lasting, and unjust effects of accountability. Teachers can 

take away from this work the ways that Ms. Hall negotiated herself back into the 

curriculum in a time when teachers are often treated as anonymous and unskilled. 

Choosing to have book clubs, making purposeful text choices, and fighting to keep all her 

students in the classroom are three ways that Ms. Hall worked in the best interest of her 

students, in opposition to the discourse of accountability that held so much power. At the 

risk of sounding redundant, a related implication is the ways in which reading and writing 

have come to be practiced and understood in many of today’s classrooms. The composing 

that the participants did outside of school suggests that there is much value in opening up 

composing spaces and redefining what writing means in school. Again, this does not 

mean that whatever students do at home should look like what they do in school, and 

vice-versa. It means that the literacy practices students do engage in at school should 

extend beyond test preparation and into practices that have meaning and value in their 
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lives and in the world beyond school walls—practices that are in large part shaped by the 

students themselves. Another equally important implication is the need for educators to 

have difficult discussions around social justice issues—gender roles and identity, race 

and ethnicity, fairness and equality. Ms. Hall worked hard in constituting a classroom that 

valued diversity; this work would have been strengthened by taking what were missed 

opportunities to engage students in critical discussions around the very issues that make 

acceptance of diversity an ongoing issue in broader society.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 
The findings of this study suggest important lines for future research. One is the 

ways in which teachers consciously and unconsciously negotiate their own values and 

beliefs into teaching and learning contexts that are increasingly defined for them. The 

issue of teachers’ academic freedom is important. More research is also needed about 

how students reconcile the language and literacy practices at school with those outside of 

school. What are the impacts of those differences, both practically and in terms of 

identity and what is of value? And much more research is needed about the ways 

classroom communities are conceived and manifested. Communities cannot exist without 

norms and values—how can these be in place without compromising the students 

themselves?  

I ended Chapter One with a favorite quote from Holland et al. (1996). I want to 

conclude with the same quote because it, too, suggests how this research can be built 

upon: with the same intent with which it was undertaken: 
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It is now clear that there exists a huge variety of discourses, practices, concepts, 

means, and modalities of the self. The question now is not so much whether there 

are differences but rather what they signify. At issue is the role of historical, 

social, and cultural phenomena in constituting the self. How, if at all, do they 

inform the self that is their object (p. 20)?     

I often think about how we teach children, not reading or math or science. I like to think 

of teaching in this way because it foregrounds the people in our classrooms over a set of 

curriculum standards or standardized tests. If we truly mean what we say when we talk 

about teaching children who bring their selves, knowledge, experiences, and values into 

classrooms, then it seems imperative that we do the work of understanding who these 

children are and why. Then we need to create classrooms where these lives, families, and 

cultural traditions are part of the language and literacy practices in which we call on 

students to engage. 
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