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Foreword

When we got together in 1994, the members of what was to become known as the New London Group 
could barely have imagined how far and wide the ideas we explored and fashioned in that week might travel 
over the ensuing fifteen years. This is all the more surprising in a context where the world of meaning-
making and representation a decade and a half later have been radically transformed, and in ways that 
could hardly be imagined back then. Today’s world, saturated as it is with websites, wikis, blogs, digital 
images, MP3s and digital video, was barely conceivable then. And perhaps soon we face the imminent 
demise or at least radical recasting of the newspaper, network television, bookstores and maybe even 
books, the music industry, cinema—some of the most familiar and foundational sites for the creation of 
meaning in the modern era. Nobody could have envisioned the proportions of these changes.

Yet somehow the ideas that emerged from our conversations have proven conceptually apt, and it 
seems from the growing use of these concepts, practically useful as well.

We wanted to say that the emerging world of meaning making would be more multimodal—the 
first of two facets of ‘multi’-ness—in which written, oral, visual, spatial, gestural and tactile modes of 
representation would be more closely intertwined. An alphabetical definition and pedagogical practice 
of literacy not only restricted literacy teaching to an artificially narrow spectrum within the range of 
human meaning-making; that narrowing, we felt, was becoming increasingly anachronistic. We could 
not have imagined the scale and speed of the drift towards multimodal communications that has sub-
sequently occurred.

We also wanted to say that, despite its imperiousness, global English was becoming more and more 
internally differentiated and the range of its social languages was burgeoning—a marker of diverging 
and proliferating cultural identities, technical domains, professional practices, personal interests, affinity 
group sensibilities, peer group dispositions, and sites of formal or informal community. This was the 
other side of our two-faceted ‘multi’-ness. Here too, heritage English teaching was missing the mark, 
teaching exclusively to a single ‘standard’ form and singular literary canon. It was time to recognise, we 
claimed, that the main name of the representational game was to cross boundaries between the discourse 
communities in our everyday working, public and personal lives, rather than to teach to a ostensibly 
singular standard. Here too, nobody could have envisaged the pace of subsequent development of a deep 
civic pluralism and radical globalisation.

To address these profound transformations, we suggested that as literacy educators, we need to re-
orient our pedagogical practices in some fundamental ways. These we captured in an overarching vision 
of meaning-making as design, and translated this into a pragmatic pedagogy of Multiliteracies: situated 
practice, overt instruction, critical framing and transformed practice.

The design idea brings agency back into the meaning making process. A meaning maker has a 
range of available representational resources at their disposal (contextually variable grammars of the 
linguistic, the visual etc.). These we called ‘available designs’. They draw on these meanings to make 
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meaning, always remaking the world as they go and always in ways never quite heard or seen before, 
expressing the timbre of their voice, the uniqueness of their life experience, the depth of their identity, 
all in the most subtle but nevertheless important ways. This we called ‘designing’. Meaning-makers also 
transform themselves, building their identities through the act of meaning. These then become residues 
in the world of meaning. These are ‘the redesigned’. In turn, the redesigned becomes available designs 
for others, found representational objects for a new cycle of meaning making.

Moving away from the legacy didactic pedagogies of modern institutionalised schooling, where learn-
ers were to imbibe the disciplines of correct form, we suggested a pedagogy which recognised agency, 
difference and transformation, and which used these as resources for learning. Once again, we could 
never have envisaged the scale of the subsequent transformations in meaning making and the breadth 
of the participatory cultures of the new media which have blurred the once clearly defined social roles 
of writer and reader, creator and consumer, artist and audience, professional and amateur.

We have come to call this a shift in the balance of agency (Kalantzis & Cope, 2008). Video games 
are now a bigger business than Hollywood, and instead of a vicarious involvement in the narrative, a 
player assumes a role and the outcomes of the narrative contingent. Generic, mass produced products 
are being displaced by customised and customisable products. Top 40 playlists on broadcast radio are 
being displaced by personally constructed and infinitely varied iPod playlists. A handful of broadcast 
television stations are being replaced by a myriad of cable channel choices, interactive TV in which view-
ing options are customisable, and tens of millions of YouTube videos where amateur and professional 
stand undifferentiated. Everywhere, the balance of agency is shifting from a society of a few creators 
and many consumers, to a society of users, a more participatory culture, a culture of vibrant and by and 
large respectful difference.

This is a book which captures the spirit of our times. One cannot but be struck by the vivid stories 
of learners and their schools, and the astounding variety of their concerns and practices: the grade one 
students and their teacher working on digital storybooks; children’s interactions with Barbie, American 
Girl, Transformers and Hot Wheels, simultaneously on websites, with objects and in social relation-
ships; Beatrice, Will and Dana, three students in a hallway discussing how they are going with their 
digital videos; students comparing Australian to American television humor; an Indigenous Australian 
boy whose mother’s art narrates their country; a school doing spatial literacy as it adds a gallery, a des-
ignated environmental space, and a walking tour to its physical setting; students working in computer 
cam-capture literacy zones; the video two young women made on the subject of peer pressure; a new 
literacies course in Hong Kong centred around a model of collaborative and dispersed ownership in a 
wiki; ICT used to support second language learning of Malay in Singapore classrooms; using the Mul-
tiliteracies pedagogy to teach chemistry; the multimodality of robotics in the curriculum. It would have 
been hard to imagine any of these vignettes of life in school even a decade ago.

This book brings a kaleidoscope of new learning practices to the light of day. Together, these tell of 
innovative uses of new media in learning, deep sensitivity to learner difference and the application of 
pedagogies of engagement and transformation. It is a powerful evidence base exemplifying new learning 
experiences and supporting new teaching practices.

It is also a book full of big ideas, difficult ideas, challenging ideas. Too often, educational research 
that is evidence rich is theoretically poor. This book represents big thinking and hard conceptual work 
at the same time as it is grounded in a powerful evidence base. It is a milestone in the evolution of ideas 
that began on the cusp of a new era, some fifteen years ago. It adds significant clarity to new pedagogies 
and new sociabilites which are yet still emergent and whose shape is sometimes blurred by the pace of 
contemporary transformations.

— Mary Kalantzis and Bill Cope
 June, 2009
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Preface

What is the Global classRoom?

This handbook represents a collaboration of researchers from the US, Canada, Singapore, Australia 
and Hong Kong. These theorists and teachers are unified in the use of technology to transform educa-
tion. At the beginning of the 21st century, technological transformations are not a periphery concern for 
educational practice, but organising factors that involve government, democracy and the ways in which 
pedagogy and educational power are being redistributed in contexts of high technology. In the 1990s, 
the development of the Internet gave rise to conceptions such as the global village, and new ways of 
teaching and learning involving hypertext, multimodality and virtual classrooms. In this handbook, 
these conceptions of education are being redrawn to take into account the actual working practices of 
classrooms that may or may not been hardwired into the global classroom.

One could therefore say that the global classroom is a place where the educational uses of technology 
are coming together in terms of development and application and new ways of teaching and learning 
are becoming apparent. At the cutting edge of this plane of change is the relationship between tacit 
and designated learning opportunities that new technologies give rise to. For example, the learning 
communities that one finds online or in social networking software programmes are at the same time 
part of the complex identity units and distribution facilities for ideas about current culture. Teachers 
in these situations need to be aware how new forms of language, values, group dynamics and shifts in 
behaviour will change the learning requirements of their cohorts. This does not mean that one should 
become immediately conversant in SMS (short message service) messaging to be a teacher - but that 
understanding about how cultural homogeny mediated through technology determines the ways in which 
students may take a stance or hold attitudes that have previously been part of face-to-face performances 
(Pullen, Baguley & Marsden, 2009). Dialogic pedagogies such as debating or asking leading questions to 
get at the truth are transformed in an online environment into straw poles and contributions to discussion 
groups. The global classroom is the place where the transformation and translation from old ways of 
working into the new are taking place, and includes regressions, misunderstandings and retardation as 
well as fast-paced and irreversible change.

The global classroom is consequently not an ideal space. The parallel development of communication 
technology with liberal democracy, has given rise to the ways in which these two practices cross over 
and project each other’s virtues. Communication may be seen as ‘perfectable’ in this context, and this 
conception is enhanced by the unreal clarity that digital technology may afford, especially with respect 
to the reproduction and malleability of images. Likewise, democracy has entered another phase, con-
tained within the context of digital networks and media distribution that blurs the boundaries between 
the active choice-making of citizens and the manipulation of issues by interested parties. The global 
classroom is contained within this conjunction as a means to consolidating democratic rights and active 
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participation in the processes of government that are increasingly involved with global capital flows, 
and the ways in which civil society is under pressure from the forces contained within global capitalism 
(Cole, 2007). Every classroom now has the global classroom running through it, not as an ideal way in 
which technology may join the learning space to every other classroom in the world, but as a flow of 
matter and ideas that takes students, teacher and administrators further into a technological mediated 
world where values may be conjoined through “affinity spaces” (Gee, 2005).

Decisions about the make-up and uses of the global classroom are therefore vital to the future of 
liberal democratic society. Research into its functioning is the only way in which coherent educational 
policy and knowledge frameworks may be developed in order to prepare populations for new curricula. 
This research may take the form of qualitative studies, charting insider-knowledges and user-end stories. 
Investigating the global classroom may also produce factual evidence of a statistical nature that helps 
one to appreciate the ways in which this space is full of diverse elements that are competing for access 
and resources to augment fluid capital exchange. The research nexus is the point at which this handbook 
plugs into the global classroom. The coverage of three continents that this volume achieves, and by using 
a variety of educational methodologies, both gives the reader an expansive view of the changes that are 
apparent due to the global classroom. The global classroom may be characterised in this context as a plane 
of transformation involving personal and group identities learning through technological mediation.

One could counter that there are still places in the world where the notion of a global classroom is 
irrelevant. Serious conflicts, poverty and remote rural communities may still interrupt the idea that tech-
nology is producing a new space for learning that joins the behaviours of populations. Yet within these 
potential social barriers to technological access are the ideas and links to becoming involved with the 
global classroom. For example, serious conflicts may eventually lead to peace or a social equilibrium 
where access to new learning behaviours becomes all the more important in an effort to avoid future 
conflicts. The world’s poor are joined by the struggle to overcome their material conditions, and research 
has shown that the most significant factor in order to achieve this is education. The global classroom 
is therefore present in the lives of the poor as an escape route from their circumstances, perhaps in the 
absence of organised educational facilities. Remote rural communities have potential access to new 
technology as it becomes more mobile and affordable. Hand-held computers and satellite communication 
may beam in the ways in which learning is changing to rural areas - as access is driven by the search for 
new markets. The global classroom is therefore ubiquitous, though fluid and resistant to characterisation 
as an ideal outcome of localised educational practice.

hoW do multiliteRacies and technoloGy enhance education?

Since the characterisation of multiliteracies in (1996) by the New London Group, much has changed in 
the field of literacy studies. The landmark aspect of the article in the Harvard Educational Review was 
to make a connection between the multiplicity of literacies that are present in learning contexts, and 
the wider plane of social change, so that teachers may make sense of this multiplicity of literacies and 
utilise it in the form of new pedagogies that correspond to diverse learning options – and with special 
reference to evolving technological applications. At the end of the article, the authors voice the hope 
that their article would be a beginning of changing educational conditions - so that the ideas contained 
within it could be distributed and used by teachers to improve educational outcomes through multiple 
literate opportunities in real classrooms. Has this hope materialised? How successful was their vision 
of new realms of literate and educational behaviours?
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Opinion in the field of literacy studies about these questions remains divided. There is a large and 
powerful body of evidence, which states that direct intervention in the literate behaviours of children, 
is the best way in order to initiate change. The many studies that have explored this phenomena use 
investigations into the application of synthetic phonics, to show how direct intervention has resulted in 
improved literacy results. Recent reports in the US (NICHHD, 2000), UK (Rose, 2006) and Australia 
(NITL, 2005) also criticise literacy ideologies that are based on constructivism or whole language 
ideology, and that may lead away from the direct intervention in the literate progress of children. The 
framework of multiliteracies stands on both sides of this fence, as it advocates switching between 
pedagogic modes, and utilising both direct instruction and situated practice that may be derived from 
progressive approaches to teaching wherever necessary. It is therefore unclear from the perspective of 
mainstream literacy research as to how successful or otherwise the multiliteracies framework has been 
in shaping real change in literacy classrooms.

In Australia, multiliteracies has been incorporated into curriculum statements and state funded lit-
eracy projects. Educational research has however shown that the penetration of these ideas is limited. 
Even though teacher training in Australia has taken up the ideas contained in multiliteracies and shared 
them with their pre-service students, evidence shows that once the students get out into the workplace 
and practise teaching - the theoretical and practical aspects of multiliteracies seem to separate. Teach-
ers readily identify with the use of critical literacy in the field, in that students should be taught how 
to critically analyse text, and teachers often combine critical literacy with Multiple Intelligences - so 
that their pedagogy does not always employ language, but also includes images, music, synaesthetics, 
numbers and spatiality. Multiliteracies is therefore transformed into multiple opportunities to critically 
analyse differing text styles and forms. The framework of multiliteracies is more pertinently identified by 
teachers in the long run with the use of technology in education, and the fact that software applications 
simultaneously require linguistic, visual, mathematic and logical skills. The practice of multiliteracies 
is therefore qualified and delimited by the technical confidence of the teachers, the technological facili-
ties of the school and the ways in which technology has been integrated into the curriculum and how 
the teachers follow such mandates.

The identification of multiliteracies with the use of educational technology has perhaps been its most 
abiding relationship in practice. In the UK, the term technological literacy is more readily employed to 
explain this situation. In the US digital literacies are more frequently referred to. The field of educational 
practice and research has also seen a mushrooming of new literacies, which sit between multiliteracies 
and actual technological applications as a type of map that shows how the field of ICT (information and 
communications technology) innovation and capital flow are forming new ways to communicate and 
build relationships. The questions about how technology changes and potentially enhances education 
and where multiliteracies fits into this are therefore complex. Some argue that the introduction of ICT 
into the curriculum heralds a new dawn of educational practice as any knowledge field can be uploaded 
and transmitted through digital media. Educational technologists might advocate desktop computers 
in every classroom, where students can access their files, work though the curriculum in an electronic 
form, and make their designs, calculations and explanations given available knowledge on the subject 
focus and any corresponding syllabus outcomes. Traditional ‘face-to-face’ apologists in education might 
throw up their arms at this suggestion and point to the lack of social and communal contact that this 
situation would encourage. It could also be argued that the wide-scale introduction of this kind of indi-
vidualised computer technology might also be a ploy on the part of computer and software companies 
to shift product.

The truth of the matter lies somewhere in between these two scenarios. Education has been en-
hanced and is still being enhanced through new developments in ICT. Yet there are still many areas of 
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education that do not and should not use ICT as a form of mediation. For example, physical drama may 
be put forward as an important part of education that embodies narrative, ideas and concepts without 
recourse to digital technology. Students should have access and training in the most relevant and useful 
ICT applications, as the contemporary workplace increasingly requires such entry skills – yet educators 
should also be wary of the tendency to overload the curriculum with computer mediated activities that 
might take away from the students’ abilities in physical forms of learning and performance. Educational 
enhancement could therefore be sketched out as a balance between digital mediation and the physical 
embodiment of ideas (Cole & Throssell, 2008). Students involved with a balanced curriculum will be-
come competent in working with new digital environments and be able to actively embody these ideas 
through their actions. Multiliteracies has this perspective written into its programme through the desire 
to create social futures. These futures are not dominated by ICT provision in education, but point to the 
ways in which technology may be deployed purposely in order to make life better…             

the chapteRs of the handbook

This Handbook commences with an introductory overview of literacy, technology and introduces the 
concept of multiliteracies. The purpose of this first chapter is to orientate the reader, both new and fa-
miliar, to the notion of what is multiliteracies. Following this orientation the authors demonstrate how 
multiliteracies is shaping our understanding and practice of what it means to be a literate person in the 
digital age.  

Chapter Two is Multimodal, Multiliteracies: Texts and Literacies for the 21st Century. Radha Iyer 
and Carmen Luke have brought together the knowledge processes of different text types with the central 
multiliteracies notion of Design. The authors argue that new textual types that ICT gives rise to and allows 
for have a direct impact on the literacy creativity of students. This creativity is figured as the process 
of connecting existing literacies to new literacies through design. The chapter incorporates a vignette 
of grade one students creating a digital storybook to illustrate this theory. The theory evident in this 
chapter draws heavily on the multiliteracies framework, and steers a path around print based definitions 
of literacy practice. The authors argue that the New London Group’s definition of multiliteracies has 
become more relevant since its inception due to an increasing number of ICT applications that are now 
part of everyday life. Furthermore, the importance of social justice as a transformative force in education, 
and the ambiguous notion of Design as a central pillar of multiliteracies, both add to the flexibility and 
applicability of the framework in changing learning conditions. The authors finish their overview of 
relevant multiliteracies ideas by describing its pedagogy, which they argue enhances the creativity of 
classroom practice and focuses on knowledge processes in multimodal texts. The vignette that is provided 
in this chapter shows how students in one particular grade one class produced a digital narrative. The 
teacher employed PowerPoint, Microsoft Paint software and audio recording so that the students could 
place story frames in sequence. This vignette demonstrates the principles of multiliteracies in action, and 
points to the knowledge processes of multimodality and the ways in which they may transform student 
creativity through learning.

Chapter Three is named, Convergence: A Framework for a “New” Critical Literacy. Working in 
Alaska, Jennifer C Stone & Ryan A Schowen have recognised the significance of critical literacy to 
multiliteracies. Their chapter uses Jenkins’ theory of convergence to analyse students’ online participa-
tion in recreational websites. This participation has been shown to be an important activity in young 
people’s lives and a subsequent factor in their development that deserves critical attention. The authors 
firstly contrast the ways in which critical literacy has been used to examine online  web sites in the re-
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search literature. On one side, critical literacy has been deemed to be an extension of reading practices 
and the cognitive elements that accompany such activities. Web sites incorporate new ways to represent 
information and therefore new ways to read, and critical literacy is considered by some to be part of this 
changing practice. On the other side, and in line with the multiliteracies frame, critical literacy peda-
gogy importantly uncovers the political and ideological nature of text. The authors side with the second 
definition of critical literacy, that they propose is a preparation for real life encounters with text and any 
possible manipulations of meaning that are especially relevant in online environments. This is where the 
authors deploy the notion of convergence as a means to critically explaining the processes of meaning 
integration in web sites. The authors focus on the convergent aspects of textual practices, relationships 
of consumption and social relationships to critically analyse online texts. They analyse four web sites for 
aspects of ideological gender manipulation, and find that their critically convergent frame is a useful way 
of understanding how these web sites engage and keep young participants as users. This chapter shows 
how multiliteracies may be built upon through criticality and convergence in order to explain important 
cultural processes that have an impact on school life as well as the lifestyle choices of children.

Chapter Four has the title, The Dynamic Design of Learning with Text: The Grammar of Multilitera-
cies. Lisa Patel Stevens & Molly Dugan deploy notions taken from complexity theory to conceptualise 
the dynamic nature of multimodal texts in an educational setting. The fundamental problem that perme-
ates their chapter is to achieve a coherent theorisation of learning spaces that parallels multiliteracies. 
The authors include two case studies in their work that exemplifies this problem and points to possible 
solutions. It is noted that educational spaces are not necessarily set up for learning, and that they are 
“traditionally marked by relatively inflexible patterns of interactions”. This inflexibility can lead to a 
reversion in linear pedagogic modes of transmission when exploring multimodal text types, and that is 
clearly a hindrance with respect to following the divergent options that multimodality can lead to. To 
explain a means to circumventing this blockage, the authors suggest that one looks at the underlying 
grammar of multimodal texts, and henceforth fit this grammar into ‘schooling’. Grammar in this context 
is defined as sets of parameters and constraints, which show how different modes of multimodality func-
tion. This grammar is at odds with educational practice as defined by linear and normalising processes 
such as lesson plans and rigid curricula maps. This is the pivot at which complexity theory can lend a 
hand to educationalists in that the notion of enabling constraints is a basis for learning design that al-
lows diversity to flourish. The authors describe two case studies to show how complexity theory works 
in this context, the first being teacher education, the second is a high school classroom. Both studies 
show how enabling constraints work to free up the relevant notion of text and help to fit corresponding 
pedagogies to this emerging textual dynamics. The chapter closes with an informative discussion about 
how the application of enabling constraints often works to simultaneously reveal institutional practices 
of power, and these can be explained with reference to the habitus.

Chapter Five is called, Riding Critical and Cultural Boundaries: A Multiliteracies Approach to Read-
ing Television Sitcoms. Julie Faulkner & Bronwyn T Williams describe a cross cultural study between 
the US and Australia, that examines graduate student participation in watching ‘foreign’ TV sitcoms and 
commenting on the corresponding cultural norms and resultant multiliterate practices. The American 
students watched Kath and Kim, whilst the Australians viewed Arrested Development. The author’s 
position multiliteracies as a manner of understanding the multiple ways in which young people now 
become literate through exposure to the media and computer mediated texts. Furthermore, the cultural 
differences and consequent literate identities of individuals and groups are now caught up in the ways in 
which texts interrelate across cultural borders, and form new ways of understanding communication and 
society. This chapter uses these changing cultural conditions to investigate the ways in which audience 
behaviour in relation to popular cultural is also caught up in multiliterate mores. In the past, audiences 
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of cultural events were perhaps considered as passive receivers of information and values, which could 
only be discussed with immediate contacts. Now, online forums and email give audiences instantaneous 
ways in which to communicate their reactions to cultural artefacts. In fact, audience participation through 
electronic communication could now be figured as a critical factor in cultural growth. The study of this 
chapter places humour as a bridge between the societies the US and Australia, as the two TV shows that 
were chosen for the study have humorous affects in their respective host cultures. The authors analyse 
the two audience reactions to the shows and deconstruct the responses in terms of the cultural, linguistic 
and social parts. These parts are important elements in order to understand how multiliteracies relates 
to global cultural convergence and any consequent social practice.

Chapter Six is about Rethinking Literacy in Culturally Diverse Classrooms. Jennifer Rennie writes 
about the differences in literacy practice between Indigenous and non Indigenous students in Australia. 
These differences are explored through a mixture of narrative excerpts from the lives of Kelly and 
Arnie and theorisation about the types of literacy practice that their stories exhibit. The author takes the 
position that literacy is a social practice, so one must describe the social life of the two boys in order to 
understand their respective literacy. Kelly, who lives in an urban context, has access to technology and 
does well at English even though he does not enjoy the books that he is asked to read. Arnie struggles 
with his English studies - he comes from a remote Aboriginal community, and does not have easy ac-
cess to the latest technology, even though he likes to play computer games. Rennie uses ideas from the 
multiliteracies framework to help explain the differences in literacy practice between Kelly and Arnie 
- as literacy may be seen as a function of design, learning and place. Kelly has access to many learning 
opportunities in his place, whilst Arnie is dislocated from his community as he moves from his rural 
setting to an urban high school. Arnie’s school needs to design literacy practices that take account of his 
lifeworld, whereas Kelly is empowered at his school and in the design of his literacy activities due to his 
lifestyle, social position and place of residence. The author latterly concentrates on the situation of Arnie 
because the questions of literacy that his case raises are of particular importance and interest. There has 
been a lot of research into indigenous literacies in Australia, and the disparities in achievement that has 
often been noted. In the particular case of Arnie, designing literacy activities that positively includes his 
social background could mitigate the move to a highly organised high school and help him to explore 
the new institutional ways of learning with reference to his place of origin.

Chapter Seven is Pragmatism and Philosophy: Enriching Students’ Lives through a Critical Inves-
tigation of Spatial Literacy in Shared Spaces. Margaret Baguley, Toni Riordan and Martin Kerby have 
investigated the concept of spatial literacy in an Australian boys’ boarding school established since 1891. 
The inherent tensions they encountered were between the design of building structures which catered for 
a traditional form of teaching instruction and a contemporary curriculum which required less rigid learn-
ing and teaching spaces. A substantial building program, in conjunction with a whole school curriculum 
plan, sought to challenge preconceived notions of what the college represented. The investigation of 
spatial literacy was contextualised through this curriculum plan which seeks to educate students through 
a student-centred curriculum that aims to develop critically aware and culturally sensitive world citizens. 
The increasing use of school spaces in order to address political, philosophical and environmental issues 
supports the multiliteracies approach and has worked effectively with the students who appear to learn 
more effectively through physical encounter. The history of the college is also physically evidenced in 
a range of monuments scattered around the campus which students pass as they move between build-
ings. The monuments, buildings, and environmental areas have subsequently been utilised as valuable 
ways to discuss the history and tradition of the college whilst simultaneously critically examining issues 
through the use of spatial literacy with the students.  
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Chapter Eight has the title, Cam-Capture Literacy and Its Incorporation into Multiliteracies. Da-
vid R Cole and Vikashni Moyle have expanded the multiliteracies framework to include cam-capture 
literacy, which may be defined as the social practice of using small cameras attached to computers for 
communicative purposes. Cam-capture literacy consists of visual literacy, information literacy and 
personal literacy. The students learn about visual aspects of representation through their self-recorded 
videos, they also have to make decisions about the information they wish to represent, and explore 
personal aspects of representation, especially as they are able to view and share their videos amongst 
themselves and with the teacher. The research context for this chapter is a middle school environment 
in a lower social economic area of Tasmania. In this context, cam-capture literacy is positioned as an 
easy and relatively cheap way to empower the students with a technologically mediated practice. The 
participants in the study spoke about their mainstream school literacy studies, their hopes and methods 
for improving their literacy, as well as taking standard spelling, reading and writing tests at the begin-
ning and end of the research. The authors perform a social qualitative analysis of the self-recorded video 
data, to produce what they terms as the, ‘cam-capture zones’. The quantitative results of the research 
reveal significant improvements in the print literacy skills of the students who took part in the project. 
The cam-capture zones are useful markers for literacy teachers in order to reengage their students in 
their designated activities. Cam-capture literacy can be deployed by teachers for self-reflection and as 
a purposeful link between traditional print literacies and the new literacies that are becoming apparent 
due to digital technology.

Chapter Nine is named, Theorizing Media Productions as Complex Literacy Performances Among 
Youth In and Out of Schools. Theresa Rogers has taken data from two major research projects in British 
Columbia and applied it to understanding complex identity construction in a multimodal context. The 
individuals involved with the research have shown a reluctance to engage with mainstream print literacy 
exercises, but become fully involved with the processes and potential messages that media production 
presents. The author argues that this change in agency that is brought about by media production; shows 
how education may be reorganised to include such processes in the learning cycle. The chapter includes 
a theoretical background in imagining, designing and communicating, whereby the ‘youth’ involved in 
the project may explore their identities. Furthermore, the social and cultural stereotypes of youth, boys 
and girls, are put into erasure through this research as the author has encouraged the participants to 
explore these questions of identity and labelling. The case studies have been taken from an alternative 
secondary school and an anti-violence project. They illustrate the creativity and messages that media 
production may unlock in youth, and the ways in which making videos and songs and art may be deployed 
to extract important self-reflective moments. One of the many impressive aspects of the case studies is 
the deep analysis and cultural significance that may be attached to the products. For example, the use 
of discursive play and cultural critique are both important teaching and learning themes that should be 
incorporated into pre-service training.

Chapter Ten is about teacher training and has the title, Practicing or Preaching? Teacher Educators 
and Student Teachers Appropriating New Literacies. Margaret Lo & Matthew Clarke in Hong Kong 
have implemented a 12-hour new literacies course in their teacher-training programme. The chapter 
describes how the new course had been designed and the ways in which the students have approached 
its completion. The context of research that is learning English in Hong Kong means that the pre-service 
teachers following the course are playing a ‘high-stakes’ game in terms of their qualifications and future 
job prospects. The investigators of this project are therefore faced with a potential contradiction between 
the theoretical background to understanding how new technology may be employed in literacy learning 
and the institutional reality of pre-service teachers in Hong Kong. For example, many of the teacher 
trainees were familiar and competent with respect to the social networking aspects of digital technology 
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such as Facebook. Yet the trainees would not always make a connection between this behaviour and the 
types of online communities that the lecturers and researchers were trying to encourage. The theoretical 
background that the authors draw upon includes the ideas of a ‘community of practice’, ‘affinity spaces’ 
and ‘the new literacies’. These theoretical strands mark important parts of the multiliteracies framework 
that also includes the pedagogy of transformed practice and critical literacy. The Hong Kong new litera-
cies course was based around a shared wiki, webblogging, fanfiction and producing a multimedia unit 
of work for a secondary school. The chapter includes fascinating data from the pre-service teachers who 
have taken part in the course and their reactions to the openness and the ‘freedom’ of the new pedagogic 
structure. The authors finish their investigation with an earnest reflection on the power related issues that 
their new course has highlighted, and they describe possible ways forward for teacher education.

Chapter Eleven is ICT Integration in Second Language Writing: A Malay Language Case Study. 
Christina Gitsaki, Abduyah Ya’akub & Eileen Honan present an interpretive case study of two Singaporean 
secondary schools. In this context, the pedagogic value of ICT has been investigated, and in particular 
the ways in which computer use has impacted (or otherwise) on the Malay language curriculum. The 
authors argue that even though Singapore is an extremely technologically advanced society with ap-
propriate and extensive educational technology policy and provision, the use of computer technology in 
the classroom is still a ‘work-in-progress’. The particular focus of second language writing makes the 
point that more thinking around how to encourage students to write with ICT is needed to fully utilise 
this technology in education. The case study is broken down into process, contextualisation and learner-
centredness, and includes details about teaching styles and classroom action in the two schools involved 
with the case study. These details are in line with the multiliteracies framework that encourages a critical 
investigation of pedagogic roles and the ways in which these roles are changing or under pressure due 
to new technologies. The authors conclude that the under utilisation of computer technology in second 
language writing is due to the socialisation of teachers, and the ways in which knowledge and practice 
have come together in education. In effect, ICT represents a new mode of writing that requires new 
pedagogy and a new way of conceptualising educative writing.

Chapter Twelve is about Multiliteracies in Secondary Chemistry: A Model for Using Digital Tech-
nologies to Scaffold the Development of Students’ Chemical Literacy. This study takes place in the Aus-
tralian state of Queensland, where perhaps the multiliteracies framework has been most widely applied 
in Australian schools. The researchers have used multiliteracies as a means to scaffold development in 
chemistry literacy, and as a manner of gauging representational competence with respect to multimodal 
texts and chemistry. The chapter begins with a discussion about the complicated ways in which students 
are challenged to represent data in chemistry. Digital technology has increased the complexity of rep-
resentation in chemistry, as students now have a fleet of software packages that enable formulas, equa-
tions, diagrams, tables and description to be represented. The authors draw on multiliteracies research 
that has investigated ways in which students represent ideas, and applies these findings to chemistry. In 
particular, ‘writing-to-learn’ research is referred to as a useful means to scaffold chemical understanding. 
Furthermore, the central multiliteracies concept of Design, and the combinational pedagogic approach 
contained in the multiliteracies manifesto, are also explored by the writers as positive ways of scaffold-
ing chemistry literacy. The chapter includes a detailed description of a chemistry unit of work and the 
ways in which applying the multiliteracies framework works in this context. The students were involved 
with conducting experiments and using their results to build data with respect to various biomaterials. 
The results of the study are presented in terms of quantitative and qualitative data, which show how the 
students have improved in their chemistry literacy by using computer technology. The chapter ends with 
recommendations for teachers, students and schools for using multiliteracies in education.
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Chapter Thirteen in the volume is called, Robotics as a Vehicle for Multiliteracies. Classroom 
teacher Marissa J Saville has described the use of robotics in the curriculum as a way of expanding 
literacies and engaging students in multimodal problems. The students may assemble and programme 
robots, and in so doing have to function multimodally in terms of understanding visual, mathematical 
and print text and transferring this knowledge into the kinetics and interactivity of the robots. The author 
supplements the theory of robots with multiliteracies in terms of explaining classroom and recess action 
and the ways in which the robotics club has enthused and excited her students. The action of ‘playing’ 
with robots could be considered to be a multiliterate educative act, in that it opens up lateral paths and 
communicative powers. The robots are in a sense proxy communication devices that may embody the 
ideas of the users. This is in line with the multiliteracies notion of designing social futures, that may be 
mediated through technological innovation and the cultural paths to the future opened up via robotic 
play – for example, the software/hardware interface that computer operated robots display.

conclusion

The collection of chapters in this handbook demonstrates the diverse range of interests and educational 
locations that multiliteracies may encompass. It is therefore impossible to delimit the scope of the 
project - and to position in it terms of political intent or technological development. The multiliteracies 
framework is crucially where the two worlds of educational technology and the need for social justice in 
education collide. This is a dynamic place - that is figured by users in real time - as much as theorists or 
academics trying to explain the ways in which this dynamic is reshaping learning, society and culture. 
For example, a youth alienated from mainstream education in British Columbia may post their self-
reflective video film on YouTube, and it is latterly watched and the ideas picked up by a dejected school 
student in Singapore, who uses it as inspiration for a piece of multimodal writing! All this happens due 
to the conduits and interfaces now available through digital technology, and the flexible ways in which 
these pieces of the multiliteracies puzzle may synchronously fit together. In contrast to the new literacies 
movement, that could be limited and explained as a mapping of the ways in which digital technology is 
opening up new cultural, social and educative forms; the multiliteracies framework more readily accepts 
the dynamic interface between technology and justice that gives rise to new ways to interpret diversity. 
This gives educators a greater freedom and more precise way of integrating the potential otherness of 
contemporary culture into their everyday lesson and curriculum planning (Cole & Burke, 2008).        
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intRoduction

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to help 
orientate the reader and contextualise the concept of 
literacy and its evolution into multiliteracies through 
a chronological review of literacy, and specifically 
literacy pedagogy, over the last quarter of a century. 
This necessarily brief overview is important in 
providing the reader with an evolutionary under-
standing of the term ‘multiliteracies’. Following 
this journey the concept of literacy is expanded 

on together with the impact of technology on this 
area. This chapter therefore provides the reader 
with an overview and understanding of the field of 
literacy and how technology has resulted in a range 
of multi-modal forms of communication known as 
multiliteracies.

the history of literacy

The history of literacy is a vast and complex subject 
and involves consideration of human development 
in terms of political, social, technological, linguis-
tic, religious, institutional and ideological events, 

abstRact

Due to the importance of literacy as a key component in many education programs it appears that more 
than any other curriculum area its history has been marked by continual change in terms of theoretical 
positioning, shifts in definition and pedagogical practice. Whilst change is often viewed as a positive 
occurrence, recently teachers of literacy have experienced a rapid period of change in both their prac-
tice and the theoretical and research based beliefs that underpin it. This chapter will provide a brief 
overview of some of the ways in which literacy pedagogy has encompassed a diverse range of forms of 
communication and meaning making commonly referred to as ‘multiliteracies’.
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Multiliteracies and the New World Order

the explication of which will not be attempted 
in this chapter. Rather, attention will be directed 
toward a brief consideration of some of the ways 
in which literacy has been conceptualised since 
the latter part of the twentieth century in English 
language literacy teaching. The issue of definition 
is significant in discussions of literacy – what 
literacy “is” and “is not” is just one of the many 
definitional impasses and binaries that require 
deliberation and consideration. As the conception 
of what literacy is has changed, so too has peda-
gogical responses, strategies and philosophies. The 
journey from a hegemonic discourse of literacy to 
the possibilities encapsulated by mulitiliteracies 
is, in some sense, one that is signposted by key 
historical and culturally contingent beliefs about 
what literacy is.

Part of any discussion of a history of literacy 
subsequently also includes a history of education. 
The connections between literacy and education 
are often complex and intractable (Kellner, 2001; 
Larson & Marsh, 2005). Any discussion of one is 
necessarily a discussion of the other. Tradition-
ally, literacy in English speaking contexts has 
been conceived of in relatively narrow terms with 
prominence accorded to writing as the dominant 
mode through which meaning is constructed and 
received. A simplified, uncomplicated and tradi-
tional notion of literacy is that it consists of textual 
practices in which the text is an alphabetic script 
written on a page able to be read for meaning by 
a reader. Being literate is commonly described 
as having the skills and ability to read and write. 
In a traditional classroom context, the skills as-
sociated with reading and writing were a major 
preoccupation for both the teacher and the learner 
and achievement of these skills was considered 
attainment of a literate state. In some ways, this 
has not changed as reading and writing skills are 
still a significant aspect of the needs of readers 
and writers, although it could be argued the form 
and presentation of the text is different.

A traditional approach to the teaching of literacy 
was characterised by a unitary approach to the teach-

ing of skills requisite for reading and writing (Graff, 
1987; Kalantzis, Cope & Fehring, 2002). Such an 
approach involved assumptions about the learner, 
which was for the most part narrowly defined in 
terms of their linguistic, socioeconomic and cultural 
background. In Australia, for example, the student 
was conceived of as being from an Anglo-Saxon 
heritage, had English as a first language, was from 
a two parent wage earning household and could 
reasonably be expected to gain employment upon 
leaving school. The world of work, at least until 
the 1980s, that the school leaving population would 
enter was dominated by opportunities in manufac-
turing and service provision and it was expected that 
the young person would most likely stay employed 
in the same area for their productive working life. 
Schooling prepared the young person for their life 
in the workforce by providing them with skills 
in reading, writing and numeracy in addition to 
broad, culturally heterogeneous understandings 
about their social, natural and political environ-
ment. The discourse of schooling in Australia up 
until the 1960s was one of a dominant ‘top down’ 
curriculum that took very little notice of the larger 
social, linguistic, political and ideological changes 
that were occurring. The interplay between tech-
nology and pedagogical practice was restricted to 
aids for instruction such as film projectors, slide 
projectors and typewriters. Literacy education in 
this context was predominantly based on written 
and oral instruction. Teachers of literacy were 
therefore seen as teachers of reading and writing 
who used predominately written texts to “deliver” 
their teaching.

The texts used by literacy teachers in the past 
were restricted to those that were comprised 
mostly of alphabetic print and were easily por-
table. They included such items as books, comics, 
newspapers, magazines, pamphlets, atlases, maps 
and charts. The operational pedagogic definition 
of literacy as comprised of reading and writing 
was supported by a widely held view of text as 
being print-based (Lankshear, Snyder & Green, 
2000; Larson & Marsh, 2005). The widening of 
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the concept of text in the last twenty years has 
offered a challenge to educators and students. The 
certainty of a text as a print-based artefact has 
therefore been disrupted by a broadening of this 
concept. As Fairclough (1995, p. 3) states, “Texts 
are social spaces in which two fundamental social 
processes simultaneously occur: cognition and 
representation of the world, and social interaction 
… texts in their ideational form constitute systems 
of knowledge and belief”. If the work of literacy 
education is possible only through interaction 
with text, the subsequent expansion of the defini-
tion of text which occurred in the later twentieth 
century must in a significant way alter the way 
in which literacy education is conceptualised and 
performed. What a text “is” and what it “means” 
is essential to the purpose of education.

A traditional approach to literacy education 
positioned the teacher and the student in a stable, 
largely pre-determined relationship to one another. 
The teacher was invested with the bulk of the deci-
sion making in terms of, for example, curriculum 
content, pedagogical approach, time spent on tasks 
and assessment; essentially what “knowledge” 
and “learning” consisted of was determined by 
the teacher. The classroom was viewed as an 
easily identified site in which certain activities 
occurred, for the most part in a similar fashion in a 
suburb, a city, or a nation. It was taken for granted 
that the classroom was an uncomplicated social 
environment with a clear and unambiguous set of 
purposes that could remain largely unquestioned 
and unexamined.

The function of schooling, and in particular 
literacy education, as an important indicator of 
success both within and outside the school envi-
ronment, can perhaps account for the intensity of 
the debate that continues to be generated around 
it. Green, Hodgen and Luke (1997) identified 
four “central visions of a literate subject” which 
are connected to particular historical and social 
periods in Australia. The 1950s was concerned 
with the development of “the moral subject” whose 
schooling involved engagement with traditional 

texts valued for their moral tenor. The “techni-
cal/skilled subject” was identified as an ideal 
literate subject in the 1960s with an emphasis on 
skill development in order to join in a global era 
of prosperity and progress. In the 1970s social 
upheavals such as the Vietnam War and rapid 
changes in public awareness and attitudes towards 
disadvantage and inequality, such as the Feminist 
movement and considerations of Indigenous ac-
cess to education reconfigured attitudes towards 
the value of literacy as a means of social access 
and created a “deficit/disadvantaged subject”. 
Concerns about social justice that were present 
but largely ignored in the curriculum of the 1960s 
were included in educational policy in the 1970s. 
Advances in cognitive science and pedagogical 
applications stemming from disciplines such 
as linguistics, psychology and sociology also 
provided educators with tools for remediation. A 
period of rapid economic change for the Australian 
economy in the 1980s and a need for a workforce 
able to adapt to emerging new technologies pro-
duced conditions for “the economic subject” a 
context in which one who could participate fully 
in an uncertain but vigorous economic environ-
ment (Green, Hodgen & Luke, 1997, pp. 20-21; 
Lankshear, Snyder & Green, 2000).

A praxis between schooling and social change 
results in the formation of socially constructed 
subjects according to dominant discourses of 
schooling. One of the demands of literacy edu-
cation is a utilitarian one, to provide access to 
valued competencies, skills, social and cognitive 
resources to enable full participation in meaningful 
and socially determined activities such as work, 
relationships and creative endeavours. The rapid 
social changes that have occurred in the last two 
decades have altered the way the world “works” 
in terms of the way we represent the world to 
ourselves and to others, the ways in which we 
communicate, construct knowledge and how 
we make and ascribe meaning using a variety 
of semiotic tools (Anstey & Bull, 2006; Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2000; Kalantzis, 2001).
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The emergence of new ways of communicating, 
making meaning, being understood, expressing 
a sense of self and connection to others through 
a continually growing range of technologies 
provides each of us with choices that allow for 
sophisticated visual, auditory, graphic and digital 
representation which require new understandings 
of how messages are sent, received, stored, rep-
licated and reshaped. Some of the skills that are 
needed to negotiate an increasingly multi-modal 
communicative environment have not changed 
– we need to be able to decode alphabetic print, 
know how to make grammatical choices in order 
to construct meaningful written and visual texts for 
particular audiences and generally have access to 
a range of linguistic resources (Kress, 2003; Lar-
son & Marsh, 2005; Unsworth, 2001). The social 
conditions and expectations for becoming literate 
have changed, as they always have throughout the 
history of literacy and education.

liteRacy and the Role of 
technoloGy in education

Literacy in its various guises has assumed promi-
nence in most compulsory education sectors 
(Davis, 2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). Over 
time various forms or models of literacy and liter-
ate practices have been advocated. For example, 
during the 1980s theorists such as Hirsch (1987) 
proposed cultural literacy, and more recently the 
concepts of critical literacy (Freebody & Luke, 
1990) and technoliteracy (Lankshear, Snyder & 
Green, 2000) have been advocated and supported. 
However, advances in technology, specifically 
multimedia capable computers and the World Wide 
Web, together with workplace and educational 
reforms have meant a reconceptualising of what 
literacy is and what literate skills are required for 
the twenty-first century. Given the aforementioned 
changes a group of literacy academics proposed the 
concept of “multiliteracies” in 1996 (New London 
Group, 1996). Multiliteracies is a way to compre-

hend the literacy curriculum as extending beyond 
formal school learning and as being supportive of 
productive participation in the community.

multiliteracies as a concept

The advent of technology, in particular such 
digital technologies as personal computers, 
mobile phones and the internet, has enabled 
communication to rapidly spread from the local 
context to an international level. This rapid and 
global proliferation of technologies and com-
munication mediums has not only increased the 
multiplicity of communication channels but has 
led to an increasing awareness of, and exposure 
to, cultural and linguistic diversity. The prolif-
eration of technology and communication has 
in turn moved the notion of literacy from being 
a singular concept which has tended to relate to 
written and oral language through to the notion 
of literacy practices which encapsulates a broader 
notion of literacy inherently related to specific 
cultural contexts.

During this period of change the notion of 
what is considered to be a text has evolved. To a 
layperson a text is anything that is written using the 
symbols of their language. For instance, a layperson 
may describe a text as a book, newspaper and/or 
a magazine which is identifiable by the use of the 
written word and/or segmented written text in col-
umns using a small font (Kress, 2003). However, if 
the same person was asked to describe the internet 
they would probably describe an environment 
that utilises written text, sound, still and moving 
images and which supports user interactivity via 
hyperlinks. In effect they have described a text 
which is multimodal (Anstey & Bull, 2004; Kress 
& van Leeuwen, 2001). This multimodal nature 
has been enhanced during the latter part of the last 
century due to advances in technology. From radio 
through to television the Internet and interactive 
TV (e.g. TiVo) the presentation of information, or 
text, in a variety of modes such as audio, visual, 
video, text and spatial has been made possible. 
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All of these advances have challenged the nature 
of literacy and what it means to be literate in the 
twenty-first century (Davis, 2008; Goldman, 2004; 
New London Group, 1996).

The broadening of the concept of literacy has 
required educators, whether from the schooling 
or training sectors, to re-encapsulate “what is 
literacy” and “what literacy” skills are required 
for students and workers in a global economy 
- often referred to as the “knowledge” or “in-
novation” economy. In response to the demands 
confronting educating students and workers in an 
ever increasing digitally complex world, the New 
London Group published the article A Pedagogy of 
Multiliteracies (1996) in the Harvard Educational 
Review. The writers of this article formulated the 
notion of multiliteracies as a way of addressing the 
changes facing society resulting from digitalisa-
tion and globalisation. In providing justification 
for the formulation of multiliteracies two members 
of the New London Group, Bill Cope and Mary 
Kalantzis (2000, p. 19) outlined a rationale for 
multiliteracies: “... our personal, public and work-
ing lives are changing in some dramatic ways, and 
these changes are transforming our cultures and 
the ways we communicate. This means that the 
way we have taught literacy, and what counts for 
literacy, will also have to change”.

In providing a rationale for multiliteracies the 
New London Group (1996) based their work on 
two propositions. The first concerns the multi-
plicity of communication channels, their associ-
ated media and their implications for teaching 
practices. In formulating the first proposition the 
notion of literacy was expanded from written, oral 
and aural to encompass other forms which have 
been made available by increasing digitalisation. 
Digitalisation has meant that communication has 
moved away from being primarily linguistic to 
multimodal. Digital technology such as websites, 
video, podcasts and electronic games, for example 
“Guitar Hero” and the “Wii board”, are able to 
incorporate other literacy modes such as linguistic, 
visual, audio, gestural and spatial.

Digitalisation has enabled the globalisation of 
communication thereby increasing cultural and 
linguistic diversity which is the second proposi-
tion of the New London Group. Associated with 
both propositions is identity. “Literacy is …a set 
of discourse practices, that is, as ways of using 
language and making sense both in speech and 
writing. These discourse practices are tied to the 
particular world views (beliefs and values) of a 
particular social or cultural group … a change of 
discourses is a change of identity” (Gee, 1994, 
pp.168-169). As such learning “requires taking 
on a new identity” (Gee, 2003, p. 51) which is 
where the multimodal nature of multiliteracies 
comes to the fore.

The concept of multiliteracies builds on the 
multimodal cross-cultural nature offered by 
digital communication media. This cross-cultural 
aspect in turn causes an ongoing change and 
reconstruction of meaning being offered by this 
form of communication. This continual process 
of transformation brings with it uncertainty and a 
major cultural shift that is contributing to chang-
ing identities and a change in literary practices 
from print to visual (Green & Bigum, 1993) to 
multimodal (New London Group, 1996; 2000). 
These changes are also influenced by the prolifera-
tion of multimodal environments and technolo-
gies which cross social and cultural boundaries 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 1997; New London Group, 
1996, 2000).

The concept of multiliteracies is an attempt to 
understand and bring together the multiple text 
forms that have resulted from new technologies 
and subsequent media forms, such as blogs and 
wikis, through a pedagogy that gives teachers the 
opportunity to present information to students us-
ing multiple text and media forms (See Appadurai, 
1990). The utilisation of multiple text and media 
forms provides students with the opportunity to 
comprehend and relate to the “increasing com-
plexity and interrelationship of different modes 
of meaning” (New London Group, 2000, p. 25). 
Multimodal texts also allow students to interpret 
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and experience the presented information in both 
a global as well as a local context (Kalantzis, 
Cope & Harvey, 2003; The New London Group, 
1996). As such a multiliteracies perspective is 
concerned about using various mediums, such 
as print, audio or spatial. Within an education 
context “the role of pedagogy is to develop an 
epistemology of pluralism that provides access 
without people having to erase or leave behind dif-
ferent subjectivities” (New London Group, 2000, 
p. 18). Therefore the pedagogy of multiliteracies 
is concerned with using the multimodal layers 
of the learners’ world in the classroom to engage 
students with the tools and technology that they 
are already familiar with.

emeRGinG tRends

As noted earlier in the chapter, literacy has under-
gone many significant changes due to the advent 
of technologies and their subsequent effect on how 
people relate to one another in a range of contexts. 
The rapid increase and proliferation of communi-
cation technologies, and the integration of these 
technologies in the workplace, have resulted in a 
disjuncture between the actual skills and knowl-
edge which people possess as opposed to what 
knowledge they are presumed to have. The next 
section will discuss how changes in society, which 
have occurred through technological advances, 
have impacted upon the concept of literacy.

literacy and sociocultural 
perspectives

A sociocultural approach to literacy includes three 
equally integrated dimensions of learning and 
practice: operational, cultural and critical (Green, 
1988; Larson & Marsh, 2005; Street, 1984). Lank-
shear, Snyder and Green (2000) describe these 
aspects as follows. The operational aspect focuses 
on the language aspect of literacy, the ability to 
read and write appropriately within a range of 

contexts. The cultural aspect is concerned with 
the ability to make and comprehend the mean-
ing of the text in relation to other contexts. The 
critical aspect involves an awareness that one 
can participate in an existing literacy but is also 
able to transform and actively produce it. These 
aspects are important considerations in teaching 
multiliteracies in a relevant and meaningful way. 
However, participating in a range of literacies still 
requires the ability to read and write. The ability to 
compare and contrast texts and make meaning from 
them is essential. The critical dimension enables 
the learner to critique the information they are 
presented with and evaluate it in relation to, for 
example, its moral and social implications.

At the beginning of this decade Gee (2000) 
described the term ‘new literacy studies’, which 
emphasise that literacy is a social practice. This 
term has evolved from the recognition that 
literacy is a part of, and subsequently shapes, 
social relations and structures (Barton, Hamilton 
& Ivanic, 2000; Larson & Marsh, 2005). This 
emphasis on the social context of literacy appears 
to correspond with the increasing effects of glo-
balisation described by Bruffee (1993, p. 21) as 
being an era of ‘necessary interdependence’. As 
traditional concepts and roles are overturned at a 
progressively faster rate, societies are seemingly 
becoming more reliant on one another. This has 
resulted in a greater willingness by communities 
to accommodate difference and to work in coop-
erative and collaborative ways.

The increase in cooperative and collaborative 
approaches is evidenced in global efforts to con-
trol pollution, population, and more recently the 
threat of terrorism. This contradicts the traditional 
Western approach which has emphasised competi-
tiveness and self-promotion (Barrentine, 1993; 
Burns, 1978; Clark, 1996; Hellriegel, Slocum 
& Woodman, 1992; Rogoff, 2003; Sharpnack, 
2005; Sowers, 1983). Additionally, technologi-
cal advances in communication have resulted in 
a greater awareness of the global community in 
which we live and interact. New communication 
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technologies have resulted in meaning being made 
in increasingly multimodal ways (Anstey & Bull, 
2004; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kalantzis, Cope 
& Fehring, 2002). Therefore, literacy is evident in 
many different formats many of which encourage 
multiple authorship through sites such as blogs and 
wikis. The social context of literacy has evolved 
from the lone author/reader with a portable print 
based text to multi-modal sites which can be cre-
ated, constructed and shared with large numbers 
of people. The ability to discover and use sites 
based on personal interest enables people to create 
electronic social groups who may never meet one 
another but who are connected daily.

literacy and the education context

The development of new technologies has impli-
cations for the way literacy is taught. As Durrant 
and Green (1998, p. 3) state “the creation of 
new technologies continues to change society’s 
concept of literacy, just as it has always done”. 
Although there are a number of important benefits 
to supporting technological literacy, significant 
concerns are being raised regarding the importance 
of maintaining a sound theoretical understanding 
of technology in combination with maintaining 
high quality literacy practices across a range 
of educational contexts (Lankshear, Snyder & 
Green, 2000; Scanlon, 2009; Solvie, 2008). The 
importance of this approach is described by 
Lankshear, Snyder and Green (2000, p. 133) who 
state: “ ... educational work is high-level work, 
not amenable to easy solutions and quick fixes, 
electronic or otherwise ... enhanced practice at 
the literacy-technology-learning interface calls 
for a good deal of reflective, interpretive think-
ing work, together with a strong foundation of 
personal experience of social practices involving 
new technologies”.

It appears that one of the primary social prac-
tices which need to be considered before meaning-
ful teaching and learning can occur is the belief 
that young people are technologically literate. 

The term “digital native” describes anyone born 
after 1980 that has grown up in a world saturated 
with digital technology (Palfrey & Gasser, 2008; 
Prensky, 2001). “Digital Natives” is also the name 
of the interdisciplinary research collaboration be-
tween the Berkman Center for Internet & Society 
at Harvard University and the Research Centre for 
Information Law at the University of St Gallen 
(www.digitalnative.org/#about). The aim of the 
project is to understand and support young people 
as they grow up in a digital age. However, as the 
website notes, those who were not “born digital” 
can be just as connected, if not more so, than their 
younger counterparts. Therefore, not everyone 
born since 1981 is a “digital native”. Prensky 
(2001) also highlights a distinction between 
the “natives” (students) and the “immigrants” 
(teachers). He describes teachers as “immigrants” 
because of the perception that they are struggling 
to teach a group of people a new language using 
the outdated language they already use.

With an awareness of these issues and a man-
date to engage students from this technologically 
literate context, university administrators are 
creating courses which they believe will cater 
for students’ alleged affinity with technology. 
Some academics such as Scanlon (2009) however, 
have found that a majority of his ‘digital natives’ 
approach computers cautiously and in fact find 
them just as frustrating as many older students. 
This observation coupled with a substantial review 
undertaken by Kuiper, Volman and Terwel (2005) 
of the ability of students to research on the Internet 
found that they often had difficulty locating and 
finding relevant and reliable information and were 
unable to effectively evaluate and compare data 
with other sources; an indication of issues pertain-
ing to technological illiteracy. Scanlon (2009) 
contends that the divergence between claims about 
‘digital natives’ and the reality of the classroom 
is related to class, commercial interest and confu-
sion. For example, students from less privileged 
backgrounds do not have the same access to, or 
affinity with, computers. This situation creates an 
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equity issue amongst students who are unable to 
afford computers at home and have limited access 
to computers at their educational institution.

Commercial interest has been generated in 
the technological literacy area evidenced in the 
creation of numerous game-based programs. 
Education providers seek to remain current with, 
and provide the most effective and recent innova-
tions in teaching and learning in order to attract 
and engage students. These game-based programs 
ostensibly seek to attract the technologically liter-
ate skills of ‘digital natives’ yet also are cleverly 
marketed to appeal to a perceived need in the 
educational context. Lankshear, Snyder and Green 
(2000, p. 132) note that this trend is especially 
apparent in literacy education “where commercial 
developers, freelancers and university ‘researcher-
consultants’ fight it out for the chance to ‘deliver’ 
off-the-shelf, packaged approaches to literacy, 
remedial intervention programs, diagnostic kits, 
together with training in their use”.

The increased use of technology in educational 
settings has also been observed by Freebody (2007) 
who notes that attached to these programs are 
also expectations about more sophisticated and 
efficient learning. However, Scanlon (2009) pro-
poses that the ability of ‘digital natives’ to navigate 
around and download material from ready-made 
online environments such as Facebook or Google 
does not necessarily reveal a general ease with 
technology. As he states: “From my experiences 
in the computer lab, once students stray outside 
of the safe confines of pre-built, pre-configured 
online environments provided by the likes of 
Hotmail or Facebook, they often turn out to be 
just as confused as the rest of us” (Scanlon, 2009, 
p. 33). Scanlon contends that it is important that 
educators assess students’ individual strengths and 
weaknesses, such as determining their affinity with 
computer technology, in order to equip students 
to operate effectively in a digital world.

This view is supported by Solvie (2008) who 
examined the use of computer technology through 
utilising Wikis in teaching preservice teachers how 

to teach reading. She found that the collaborative 
writing encouraged by Wikis did not ensure that 
all participants were equally represented in the 
process, although all were given the opportu-
nity. Therefore the technology employed in this 
teaching and learning process resulted in some 
students either not being able to use, or resisting 
the opportunity to demonstrate, their technologi-
cal literacy. Solvie (2008) proposes that although 
current technologies should be used to teach 
literacy, reflective and interpretive consideration 
should also be given to what constitutes literacy, 
how it is used in daily life and evaluating effec-
tive practices for literacy instruction. Lankshear, 
Snyder and Green (2000) agree that the education 
sector is a complex field and does not benefit from 
ill-considered ‘solutions’ to perceived problems 
in the sector.

In Australia, the Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
proposed the institution of a one billion dollar 
“education revolution”, in a policy paper during 
his term as Opposition Leader in 2007. This pro-
posal, which is currently in the process of being 
instituted, aims to provide access to a computer 
for every secondary school student from year’s 
nine to 12 (Archer, 2007; Australian Labor Party, 
2007; Coorey, 2007). Rudd based this decision on 
recent data from the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) which 
indicated that Australia spends well below the 
average on early childhood education and has 
one of the lowest retention records for secondary 
school students. Rudd contends that Australia’s 
prosperity will decline unless the quality and 
funding of education from early childhood through 
to adulthood is raised substantially. He states 
that “there is now incontrovertible evidence that 
education should be understood as an economic 
investment” (Coorey, 2007). The “education 
revolution” appears to support his understanding 
that technological literacy is essential to enable 
students to function effectively in society.

Research undertaken by Papert (1998) and 
Dickinson and Tabors (2001) indicates that the 
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majority of classroom literacy practices are still 
grounded in traditional reading and writing lit-
eracy models. They contend that students who are 
technologically literate are being denied access 
to multiple modes of literacy and therefore are 
disadvantaged. Although Luke (2003) recogn-
ises that there are inequities to students’ access 
to various form of technology, and consequently 
multiple forms of literacy, he believes that with-
out support, the socio-economic gap between the 
advantaged and the disadvantaged will become 
wider and eventually affect developed countries’ 
social and economic successes. Gee (2003) argues 
that technologically literate students perceive text 
heavy learning environments as being irrelevant 
in preparing them for life outside of their educa-
tional institution.

“Reverse mentoring” is seen by many educa-
tional institutions as an important collaborative 
approach in overcoming some of the obstacles 
mentioned in the previous section. Reverse men-
toring has been used in the business sector to help 
support older personnel in learning about, and 
becoming comfortable with, digital environments. 
The skills and knowledge of technologically 
savvy, and often younger, employees is utilised 
(Hendricks, 2002; Miller, 2001). This strategy has 
been co-opted by the education sector through 
projects such as GenYES, originally known as 
GenWHY, which has spread to hundreds of schools 
throughout the world. Originally created in 1996 
in the United States, it is one of the largest of 
several global curriculum projects which supports 
technologically literate school students to teach 
their teachers about using technology (www.ge-
nyes.org). This approach subverts the traditional 
teacher/student relationship by replacing it with 
an approach that is more collaborative and one 
in which the participants are learning together. 
The website states that the resulting collaboration 
provides the students with project-based learning 
and teachers with on-site sustainable technology 
integration and support. Although many schools 
currently rely on the goodwill of technologi-

cally savvy students to assist their peers, and in 
some cases their teachers, this program actually 
formalises the relationship through a curriculum 
initiative. As Lankshear, Snyder and Green (2000) 
note, an enormous amount of pressure is placed 
on teachers who are often underprepared for the 
task of integrating new technologies and therefore 
another form of literacy into the classroom context. 
This observation is also supported by Mantei and 
Kervin (2007) who reveal that many teachers feel 
ill-equipped to use technology to support learn-
ing even when they are provided with in-service 
opportunities.

This brief overview has described a number of 
issues which educators are dealing with in the con-
text of literacy. As in any learning context there are 
learners with a wide range of skills and expertise. 
Technological literacy is a skill which needs to be 
learned in order to interact with a range of digital 
environments. The rapid increase of technology 
however has, in many cases, required a collabora-
tive approach to learning which has subverted the 
traditional teacher/student relationship.

the twenty-first century 
and multiliteracies

In the twenty-first century a broader view of 
literacy has emerged which is part of a larger dis-
cussion regarding educational global reform. Van 
Heertum and Shane (2006) propose that provid-
ing students with skills in technological literacy 
fosters creativity and motivates young people 
whilst improving their economic opportunities. 
Creativity is also seen to be the new economic 
driver for international competitiveness in the new 
economy known variously as the “knowledge” or 
“innovation” economy (Davis, 2008; Robinson, 
2001; Sawyer, 2006, Wind, 2006). The value of 
arts-based pedagogies, multiple ways of know-
ing and multiple intelligences (Bamford, 2006; 
Eisner, 2002; Gardner, 1993; Wright, 2003) 
have been advocated by educators in enhancing 
the effectiveness of learning environments for 
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students. In addition to fostering opportunities to 
engage students in multiliteracies, these contexts 
also support the contention of Davis (2008) that 
high-level creativity is increasingly becoming an 
essential skill for students.

Chiapello (2004) notes that the business sec-
tor is also realising the value of innovation and 
creativity, even likening business attributes to 
artistic ones: “Management literature has gone out 
of its way to explain that while wage labourers 
may have lost job security in the latest transfor-
mation of the world of work, they have gained 
more creative, more varied, more autonomous 
labour, closer to an artistic lifestyle” (p. 593). 
Conversely, ostensibly creative areas such as the 
arts have been urged towards business models, 
evident in the rise of the “creative industries”, and 
a call for art to be made comprehensible to the 
public. As Van Heertum and Shane (2006) note, 
the contradictory nature of multiple literacies 
sits within the broader critique of these changes 
described by Robins and Webster in Times of the 
Technoculture (1999). The authors propose that 
educational progressivism characterised by flex-
ibility, adaptability, cooperation, creativity and 
relevant student autonomy may paradoxically 
prove disempowering to students and inevitably 
empower corporations “to dictate the content and 
nature of education towards their needs and ends, 
eliding the more holistic approach progressive 
educators once stressed” (Van Heertum & Shane, 
2006, p. 253).

This approach has been recently evidenced in 
the arts, often the visual barometer for issues in 
society, in Australia. Perkin (2006) contends that 
although the Government remains the chief pro-
vider of funding for the arts, increasingly cultural 
organisations are being encouraged to develop and 
sustain relationships with the corporate sector. 
Chiapello (2004) believes that the effectiveness 
of the arts, which have traditionally provided an 
active critique of society, is slowly being lessened 
due to their gradual commodification by the busi-
ness sector. Shillito, Beswick and Baguley (2008) 

argue that the arts build capacity for creativity and 
innovation within students; however they cannot 
effectively operate against a corporate agenda. 
Multiple literacy education therefore provides 
a necessary focus on the needs of twenty-first 
century students by acknowledging socio-cultural 
differences and the importance of developing and 
sustaining skills in a range of communication 
technologies. This ability to interpret and use a 
range of texts that employ linguistic, visual, audio, 
gestural and spatial modes of meaning for social, 
cultural, political, civic and economic purposes in 
various contexts identifies a person who is mul-
tiliterate (Anstey & Bull, 2006; Kalantzis, 2001; 
Kalantzis, Cope & Fehring, 2002). This approach 
also prepares students to not only meet the needs 
of the new economy, but to actively critique issues 
of gender, race and class and in the process cre-
ate an authentic and equitable democracy (Cobb, 
1992; Davis, 2008; Heertum & Share, 2006). 
Lankshear, Snyder and Green (2000) believe 
that this approach can be achieved if learners are 
involved in a coherent social practice in which 
they are able to make genuine connections with 
what they know, which in turn will assist them in 
evaluating and engaging with different social and 
cultural contexts. This is particularly important if 
teachers lack knowledge and experience in current 
communication technologies and are consequently 
unable to accommodate the “language” of their 
students.

Competency in a range of literacies in the 
twenty-first century is considered essential in 
effectively engaging with and operating in a so-
ciety which has seen a rapid increase in a range of 
communication technologies and various modes 
of communication. Although there has tradition-
ally been a disjuncture between the knowledge of 
teachers and their students due to a range of factors 
such as cognitive development, it has become ap-
parent that “digital natives” possess high level of 
skills and expertise in digital environments which 
may far exceed that of their teachers.
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leadership and multiliteracies

Recent conferences such as the Australian Future 
Directions in Literacy: International Conversa-
tions 2007 provide an important indicator and 
forum regarding future international developments 
in literacy pedagogy and practice. The keynote 
address from the conference emphasised that lit-
eracy is a collective responsibility throughout the 
school and wider community (Freebody, 2007). 
It is evident that cooperative and collaborative 
leaders in education are becoming increasingly 
important in engaging with the complex area of 
multiliteracies and specifically communication 
technologies. Mattessich, Murray-Close and 
Monsey (2004) reveal that this form of leadership 
relies on a mutually beneficial relationship which 
suggests that educators, students and the wider 
community need to feel a sense of ownership for 
both the teaching and learning process. For some 
educators this requires a shift in their thinking 
from the traditional role of the educator as the 
ultimate authority to someone who recognises 
the skills and expertise students already have 
and a preparedness to work with them during 
the learning process. It also requires educators to 
recognise limitations they may have in specific 
areas, such as accessing and navigating digital 
environments, and a willingness to further their 
knowledge and skills.

Mantei and Kervin (2007) have found, through 
their research on a teachers from Kindergarten to 
Year 6, that those who used technology in their 
daily lives, such as paying bills on the internet, 
downloading music and movies or searching for 
information to enhance their pedagogical practice, 
were more likely to incorporate technology into 
their teaching and learning. Abas and Khalid 
(2007) note that even though educational institu-
tions may be able to afford the latest technology it 
will be to no avail without appropriate inservice 
opportunities and willingness by educators to 
engage with technology and more importantly 
with the pedagogical issues to effect purposeful 

learning. As Roblyer (2006) notes, technology is 
an opportunity to help teachers communicate more 
effectively with their students, and although it can 
make good teaching better, it cannot improve poor 
teaching performances. Essentially, technology is 
not a substitute for sound pedagogical practice.

However, the use of technology in an educa-
tional setting does not translate to instant engage-
ment with learning by students. This finding sup-
ports that of Lankshear, Snyder and Green (2000) 
who contend that effective learning results in the 
creation of socially meaningful places which oc-
curs when learning is linked to authentic social 
practices. Drath and Paulus (1994) propose that 
making meaning collectively creates leaders 
through such processes as framing problems, 
setting goals, engaging in dialogue and building 
and testing theories. Technology can therefore be 
used to enhance the learning experience of students 
from a range of social and cultural backgrounds by 
enhancing their skills in multiliteracies by enabling 
them to find relevant information in a global con-
text. This in turn will assist them in constructing 
their opinions and hypotheses about the world in 
a supportive environment which encourages and 
values cooperative and collaborative learning.

The collaborative leadership style of the educa-
tor combined with highly developed pedagogical 
skills are important attributes for the twenty-first 
century learning context. The current proliferation 
of communication technologies and globalisation 
has resulted in a rapidly changing educational 
landscape. Shriberg, Lloyd, Shriberg & Wil-
liamson (1997, p. v) propose that easier access 
to information has resulted in a re-evaluation 
of the leader as “omnipotent hero.” Bensimon 
and Neumann (1993, p. 12) believe that collab-
orative leadership is necessary to respond to the 
saturation of information and complexity of the 
twenty-first century and describe the ideal leader 
in this context as:

... someone who knows how to find and bring to-
gether diverse minds – minds that reflect variety 
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in their points of view, in their thinking processes 
and in their unique capacities as well as unique 
limitations … Moreover as the world grows more 
complex … it is likely that we will stop thinking of 
leadership as the property or quality of just one 
person. We will begin to think of it in its collective 
form: leadership as occurring among and through 
a group of people who think and act together.

This relational form of leadership necessarily 
involves the wider community and thereby allows 
everyone, even those who have traditionally been 
marginalised, to make important contributions. 
Lankshear, Snyder and Green (2000) propose the 
leadership required to enhance classroom practice 
at the literacy-technology-learning interface is 
instigated through a whole school approach. This 
approach would include regular all-staff activities 
to evaluate the school’s current situation and would 
be supported by school based policy, planning 
and development. In addition they believe it is 
powerfully educative for schools to seek outside 
expertise from people with relevant experience 
in various forms of technology which could be 
utilised in the classroom. Through this process 
equity issues such as lack of professional develop-
ment opportunities, the ability to provide current 
and relevant information to students, resourcing 
and time could be addressed by the collaborative 
leaders of individual schools with the support of 
the wider community.

conclusion

“Old” and “new” are problematic constructs in that 
they are largely relativistic and situated in specific 
historical, political and ideological contexts. To 
talk of “old” and “new” conceptions of literacy 
and literacy pedagogy is to reduce the complexity 
of the issues and to invoke absolutist overtones. 
It is possible, however, to map out changes, shifts 
and activities and attempt to describe them in 
terms of a larger narrative of education. Such 

narratives are important as they seek to remind 
us that literacy, as a socially constructed practice, 
has always been shaped by the social conditions 
in which it is created.

This chapter has provided an overview of lit-
eracy and the general changes that have occurred 
as the concept of literacy has evolved into the 
multi-modal form of multiliteracies. The history of 
literacy is complex and has been affected by human 
development and a range of innovations such as 
developments in communication technology. The 
incorporation of communication technologies in 
the workplace and home environment, resulting 
in rapid social change, has necessarily affected the 
education sector. Therefore it is evident that the 
traditional approach to literacy, based solely on 
reading and writing, is not appropriate for effec-
tive engagement in a twenty-first century context. 
Additionally, the traditional positioning of the 
teacher as the sole source of information did not 
allow for meaningful and effective engagement 
with students.

The growing range of technologies has resulted 
in a diverse range of modes and discourses to 
occur resulting in a global context in which to 
search for and present information. Educators 
have necessarily re-evaluated what literacy skills 
students require in order to function effectively 
as members of society. A number of assumptions 
about learners have been made in this process 
including that young people are necessarily tech-
nologically literate. However, it appears that this 
cannot always be assumed and that a cooperative, 
collaborative approach is required throughout 
society to enable its participants to understand and 
communicate using the various modes related to 
a range of electronic texts.

Educators have to be willing to learn about and 
engage with new technologies so that, as with any 
discipline area, they are aware of new develop-
ments and how these can be used to inform the 
learning environment. The complex role of the 
educator has been made more difficult by pres-
sures which can occur both within and outside 
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an educational community. This can result from 
externally imposed expectations on teaching and 
learning, for example through the benchmarking 
of results; issues of equity and access in relation to 
funding between schools; commercial gain related 
to technological innovations and the pressure to 
use particular programs; and the disparity between 
students of particular competencies related to 
their learning.

Strategies such as providing computers to every 
secondary student in Australia are only beneficial 
if supported by the whole school, adopted into 
policy and practice with significant professional 
development given where it is needed. The rec-
ognition that some students are a vital resource in 
terms of technological literacy and may be able to 
provide mentoring within the school, both for their 
peers and teachers, is a significant development 
within education global reform. Technological 
literacy has been found to foster creativity and 
the ability innovate and create is valued as an 
important commodity in the current “knowledge” 
or “innovation” economy. A multiliterate person 
will, for example, be able to analyse and evaluate 
how the commercial sector uses various modes of 
meaning-making to promote particular products 
and brands. This ability to interpret and also use a 
range of texts prepares students to live and work 
effectively in the new economy but also to be 
critical and active agents of change in a variety 
of social and cultural contexts.
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intRoduction

The literacy landscape in the 21st century has shifted 
from a print saturated system to a multimodal se-
miotic system (Kress, 2003; A. Luke, 1996). While 
schools celebrate print literacy practices, young 

children increasingly engage with multimodal, 
multimedia practices along with print based lit-
eracy practices in informal settings. Therefore, as 
critics (Boulter, 1999; Durrant & Green, 2000; C. 
Luke, 1997; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; Mackey, 
1994; Unsworth, 2001) observe, changes to literacy 
practices as increasingly multimodal, plural practice 
needs to be taken into account.

abstRact

The shift from traditional definitions of literacy focused upon print, primarily reading and writing, to 
multiple literacies has highlighted the significance of attending to different modes of text design and 
multiple forms of knowledge processes. Today’s students engage with complex semiotic systems; there-
fore, while teaching and learning attends principally to print media, multimodality and multiliteracies 
have become central to effective pedagogical practice. Some teachers have moved away from a singular 
focus on print texts to incorporating multiple design modes that are linguistic, spatial, visual, gestural 
and aural – to enable valuable, comprehensive learning for today’s multiliterate, multiskilled students. 
In this chapter, the authors discuss the Design modes proposed by the New London Group (1996; 2000), 
and the Learning by Design pedagogy advocated by Kalantzis and Cope (2005) to highlight effective 
learning based on multimodal, multiliteracies. The chapter provides a vignette of a multimodal activity 
in a primary class and argues for the extension of such learning through the incorporation of multi-
literacies. They conclude the chapter by providing a framework for a possible multiliteracies project 
incorporating multiliteracies pedagogies and learning from the classroom vignette.
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In this chapter, we discuss a digital text pro-
duced by a primary class using western fairy tales 
as an illustrative exercise in multimodal activity. 
Further, the chapter examines the possibility of 
extending narratives such as personal narratives, 
fairy tales, myths and legends through a multilit-
eracies project demonstrating Learning by Design 
proposed by Kalantzis and Cope (2005). In order 
to achieve this aim, the chapter examines the 
theoretical framework and various Designs for 
learning proposed by the pedagogical approaches 
of multiliteracies (Kalantzis & Cope 2004; The 
New London Group, 1996; 2000). In doing so, we 
recognise the importance of Learning by Design 
and explore how a shift from a print based to a 
techno-oriented philosophy of teaching aims at 
an inclusive, holistic focus on literacy.

The chapter first examines the theoretical 
framework of pedagogies of multiliteracies and the 
four knowledge processes. Secondly, the chapter 
describes the pedagogical actions of a teacher in 
producing a digital text with her Grade One class 
as a multimodal activity developed from the four 
knowledge processes. Drawing on these theo-
retical and lived understandings, the chapter then 
proposes a schema for using narratives as a basis 
for real life projects utilising various Designs and 
knowledge processes. More generally, the chapter 
suggests ways that can extend classroom activities 
to incorporate multicultural knowledges, thereby 
producing deeper insights in understanding and 
gaining from social and cultural differences and, in 
turn, what this implies for literacy. We conclude by 
discussing how a multiliteracies framework helps 
to develop a local/global interface and reinforces 
the social and cultural context of literacy.

one literacy leads to another

The arrival of ICTs in classrooms has meant that 
reading, writing, visual, spatial and aural litera-
cies have changed considerably (C.Luke, 2000; 
C. Luke, 2003; Jewitt, 2005a; Jewitt, 2005b; Ken-
ner, 2004; Kress, 2003; Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2001; Nixon, 2003). There has been a substantial 
dissolving of the linear, rigidly compartmental-
ised literacies of earlier times and recognition 
of multicultural, multimodal, multiliteracies as 
necessary to a relevant pedagogy. Building on 
concepts proposed by Kalantzis and Cope (2000a, 
2000b, 2004, 2005), in this chapter we explore 
the powerful intermix of print and visual literacies 
through the representational means of ICTs. In the 
process, it is discovered that an engagement with 
these Designs calls almost instinctively for the 
incorporation of other Designs such as gestural 
and aural, illustrating the multifaceted, complex 
literacies children engage with every day.

We present here the digital storybook project 
undertaken by a group of twenty-eight Grade One 
students as an exercise in multimodal literacy ac-
tivities: the teacher and children imagined a project 
that was inclusive of speech, gestures, images and 
text. In creating the digital storybook, a popular 
children’s narrative was modified through the 
superimposition of western fairy tale characters. 
In the process of re-writing the text, the popular 
fairy tales were also modified to suit the narra-
tive and visuals, thereby successfully re-creating 
a new, imaginative version of both the fairy tales 
and the original text of the narrative. More im-
portantly, the intermix of the different Designs 
and student creativity within the narrative and 
visuals shifted the entire process from a literacy 
activity using ICTs to an imaginative and original 
exercise invested with an engagement with differ-
ent knowledge processes. This process served to 
foreground complex understandings of different 
literacies by primary level students. Building on 
a rather serendipitous exercise by an enterprising 
teacher, this chapter suggests ways that can extend 
literacy engagements into a multiliteracies project. 
Thus, one of the significant questions posed in 
this chapter is: given the multimodal knowledges 
students bring to school, how might a teacher 
extend these knowledges through multiliteracies 
pedagogic practices to illustrate literacy as an 
inclusive, fluid practice?



20

Multimodal, Multiliteracies

backGRound

Teachers today are faced with the challenge of 
using multimedia techniques and multimodal 
literacies to provide a holistic learning experience. 
As Cope and Kalantzis (2000) reaffirm, “literacy 
is in its nature multimodal – a matter of visual as 
well as linguistic design” (p. 234). Teachers have to 
re-envision their teaching to include the diversity 
of their students in situated contexts. The shift from 
print based literacy practices to multimodal, mul-
tiliteracies has demanded a change in the manner 
in which teachers approach curriculum, planning 
and teaching. Moving away from the transmis-
sion mode has meant an insightful engagement 
at the curriculum orientation level with the four 
knowledge processes (Kalantzis & Cope 2004, p. 
64) in a conscious and critical manner. Briefly, 
as explained by Kalantzis and Cope (2005, p.73), 
these four knowledge processes are: experiencing 
the known and the new, conceptualising through 
naming and theorising, analysing functionally and 
critically, applying appropriately and creatively. 
In Table 1 we represent the four knowledge pro-
cesses and the curriculum orientations. In Table 
1 we represent the four knowledge processes and 
the curriculum orientations.

multiliteracies: the concept

Since literacy assumed a central role in education, 
various conceptions of literacy have had historical 
prominence (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003, p.10). 
Various forms and models of literacy and literate 
practices were advocated since the 1980s with 

theorists such as Hirsch (1987) proposing cultural 
literacy, and the concepts of ‘critical literacy’, 
techno literacy becoming popular in 1990s. 
Prominent models of critical literacy have been 
developed such as the four resource model (Free-
body & A. Luke, 1990), and the three- dimension 
model (Green, 1988).

More recently, advances in ICTs, workplace 
and educational requirements have revamped the 
notions of multimodal and multimedia literacy as 
originally proposed by the New London Group 
(1996; 2000). Through informed debates on the 
changing demands of literacy, the authors contend 
that today’s students have complex requirements 
of literacy beyond the skills of reading and writing. 
Learners are faced with a challenging environ-
ment of local and global changes compounded 
by a complex amalgam of technological innova-
tions from the cell phone, Wi-Fi, PDAs (personal 
digital assistant) to communicative exchange on 
email, FaceBook, You Tube or MySpace. Thus, 
the first challenge signifies social, cultural and 
linguistic diversity and acknowledgement of dif-
ference, while the second proposes the intrusion 
and inclusion of various digital technologies in 
learning. Multimodality, or the application of 
various Designs such as linguistic, visual, audio, 
spatial and gestural are perceived as integral to 
contemporary learning. Making meaning of texts 
which immerse students has, thus, become a com-
plex process of engaging with new knowledges 
and new forms of learning.

For the New London Group (2000) that initi-
ated the notion of multiliteracies, the concept has 
a holistic and inclusive meaning. It is a means 
to comprehend literacy curriculum as extending 

Table 1. The four knowledge processes and their equivalent curriculum orientations (adapted from 
Kalantzis & Cope, 2005, p. 73) 

Situated learning ↔ Experiencing the known and the new Overt instruction ↔ Conceptualising by naming and theorising

Critical framing ↔ Analysing functionally and critically Transformative or transformed practice ↔ Applying knowledge 
correctly and creatively



21

Multimodal, Multiliteracies

beyond formal school learning and as inclusive of 
productive participation in the community. Mul-
tiliteracies is, moreover, dedicated to coming to 
terms with the post-Fordist society that is invested 
in mobility, fluidity and a knowledge society that 
promotes multiple forms of semiotic systems (see 
Kalantzis & Cope, 2005). Multiliteracies is an at-
tempt to comprehend and target the multiple text 
forms that have resulted from new technologies 
and new media forms, through a pedagogy that 
allows students to comprehend and deal with the 
“increasing complexity and interrelationship of 
different modes of meaning” (The New London 
Group, 2000, p. 25). Going beyond print based 
technologies, the New London Group considers 
all forms of semiotic systems as texts – from 
digital modes to music and inclusive of formal 
and informal texts.

Multiliteracies and multimodal literacies are a 
comprehensive response to the mobile semiotics 
of contemporary society. Flows of people, images 
and ideas (see Appadurai, 1990), have meant the 
impact is experienced globally as well as locally 
and contextually (Kalantzis, Cope & Harvey, 
2003; The New London Group, 1996). Along 
with New Literacy Studies (Street, 1998; 2003), 
multiliteracies framework has as its central focus 
a socially just and culturally inclusive curriculum. 
Further, informed by critical pedagogy and critical 
literacy, multiliteracies has, at its conceptual cen-
tre, a transformative pedagogy aimed at effective 
learning across social and cultural differences, 
and across different learning styles. To attend to 
the change in social futures, multiliteracies has, 
at its nexus, student knowledges, lived experi-
ences and student centred resources. A significant 
step undertaken by multiliteracies advocates and 
practitioners is both the inclusion of students’ life 
worlds and a serious consideration of informal 
literacies alongside formal school based litera-
cies. Subsequently, students’ social and cultural 
life world experiences are considered central 
and intrinsic for text production. Thus, studies 
by Labbo (2000), Labbo, Sprague, Montero and 

Font (2000), Marsh (2006), Millard (2005), and 
Pahl (2003), illustrate how print and multimodal 
texts are produced from students’ prior knowledge 
acquisition. Newfield et al., (2003), illustrate a 
successful integration of linguistic, social and 
cultural diversity in their project that resulted in 
student agency and a transformative pedagogy. 
Multiliteracies and multimodal literacies more 
than traditional literacy provide a space for cultural 
diversity to be reaffirmed within formal learning 
while providing a site for an interlinked, inter-
textual transfer of knowledges through different 
meaning making modes (C. Luke, 2000, p. 73).

Central to multiliteracies is the concept of 
Design. The New London Group indicates the 
numerous ways by which signification occurs. 
More recently, as Kalantzis and Cope (2005) 
describe it, “there is a nice ambiguity in the word 
‘design’ … Design can denote morphology or the 
sense of invisible inner structures or inherent re-
lationships of cause and effect” (p. 41). Kalantzis 
and Cope (2005) use Design in a comprehensive 
manner to denote “agency” as the “stuff of the 
characteristically self-conscious pedagogical 
moves, teaching frameworks and organisational 
forms of education as we currently understand 
it” (p. 41). In brief, as Falk (2001) observes, for 
the New London Group, Design expresses “the 
active role of the literacy learner in constructing 
new meaning from existing resources” (p. 314). 
Because Design rejects isolated, abstract and 
decentralised learning, it demands “production of 
the new rather than replication of the old” (Kress, 
2000, p. 141). In Design, the learner is actively 
creating and re-creating while having choices in 
learning that did not exist in traditional print based 
models of literacy.

The modes or Design concepts are: linguis-
tic, visual, audio, spatial and gestural; however, 
the New London Group do not perceive each of 
these literacies as singular and isolated from other 
literacies. Rather, they advance the concept of an 
integrated learning experience that is particular to 
the social and cultural context of the learner. In this 
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framework, multimodality is of particular relevance 
as it “represents the patterns of interconnection 
among the other modes” (The New London Group, 
2000, p. 25). Multiliteracies aims to target literacy 
practices currently favoured in schools as well as 
literacy practices children acquire at home, and in 
other informal settings. In this sense, multiliteracies 
approaches are mindful and inclusive of the diverse 
and complex cultural perspectives of learners and 
their diverse learning styles.

The pedagogy of multiliteracies, as discussed 
by the New London Group (2000), is constituted 
of four components, or knowledge processes: 
situated practice, overt instruction, critical fram-
ing and transformed practice. Kalantzis and Cope 
(2000a) argue that, when all four aspects are 
combined, these are “enhanced and transformed 
by the others” (p. 240). Situated practice enables 
teachers to draw on the socio-cultural practices 
of learners, providing crucial learning sequences 
that are important to learner identities. Overt in-
struction from the teacher is explicit modelling 
and explanation, or theorisation, provided to help 
students develop deep insights and comprehensive 
understanding. Adopting a critical framing lens 
to analyse helps to produce innovative work by 
developing the critical and creative capabilities of 
students. Transformed practices are the demon-
strable ways by which performatives of the task are 
determined. Transformed practice provides critical 
feedback both to the teacher and to the students 
about applicability and creativity invested in the 
task. As Kalantzis and Cope advocate (2000a, p. 
240), the interlinking between these four peda-
gogical processes is significant and must be kept 
in mind. Situated practice when linked with and 
scaffolded by overt instruction becomes a mode 
for analytic and reflective thinking. Overt instruc-
tion – because it works on the lived and situated 
experiences of the learner and operates as teacher 
scaffolding and mediation – is far removed from 
linear teacher directed learning. Similarly, when 
critical framing is linked with transformative 
practice, it is grounded in reflective practice and 

becomes critique that is defended by praxis rather 
than an abstract critique of ideology. However, 
Kalantzis and Cope (2000a) warn that there is a 
danger in perceiving these in “lock-step learning 
progression” (p. 242); crucially, the pedagogy of 
multiliteracies proposes that one can lead into the 
other in ways that continually refresh the learning 
experience (see Kalantzis & Cope, 2000a).

For students who engage with the four knowl-
edge processes there is deep understanding and 
proactive learning:

• Experiencing: through the known and 
the new, where the evidence data from the 
prior knowledge and life experience of 
the learner is combined with immersion 
in new knowledge and new experience in 
meaningful settings.

• Conceptualising: abstract concepts and 
theoretical synthesis by the process of nam-
ing and theorising. This enables the learner 
to define, apply concepts and comprehend 
the abstract generalised meanings in con-
cepts and visual representations.

• Analysing: analysing, interpreting func-
tions capably, through the comprehension 
of the role of knowledge and critically by 
analysing purpose and intentions.

• Applying: knowledge appropriately and 
creatively by understanding suitable situa-
tions to apply knowledge and extending it 
to create new knowledges.

Teachers in the primary grades often use narra-
tives and fairy tales as a means to enable students 
to engage in various knowledge processes and to 
achieve literacy. Envision a group of lower pri-
mary students who are from diverse backgrounds. 
Imagine some students from backgrounds such as 
China, Bangladesh, India, Hong Kong and Japan; 
as a teacher you are invariably confronted with 
complex social, cultural, and linguistic diversity. 
To involve them in literacy lessons, you may read 
well known western fairy stories. This approach 
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would reflect a teacher who is fairly confident 
of the need to expose children from middle class 
families to get familiar with the highly popular 
Disney world. Then you would want them to 
extend the learning by assisting them to add 
their own knowledge of narratives and Designs. 
You develop a unit of work where you explore a 
digital story book. However, you realise it will 
be a brief project. Moreover, it is a multimodal 
unit of learning. How can you extend it further to 
become a multiliteracies project? Thus, a crucial 
question would be: how can a multimodal project 
on myths and legends be extended into a real life 
project; a topic that is meaningful to the lives and 
lived experiences of students in terms of the four 
knowledge processes, its curriculum orientations 
and Design modes?

In the following section, we provide an actual 
scenario where the teacher engaged in a multi-
modal project with her Grade One class to produce 
a PowerPoint project that was presented to the 
parents at the end of term (Iyer, 2007). While 
outlining the project we would like to emphasise 
that the vignette was not a multiliteracies project. 
We present the vignette as a means to discuss 
how a multimodal project can be developed into 
a multiliteracies project.

multimodal eXpeRience: 
ViGnette

In a study that was conducted in a primary school 
in Australia, Julie1, a primary grade teacher was 
observed over a term conducting literacy sessions 
with a Grade One class (Iyer, 2007). Julie had daily 
reading aloud sessions and used these to discuss 
themes from stories and to draw on the knowledges 
students brought to school – in a way inviting 
them to share their ‘virtual school bag’ (Thomson, 
2002). This was followed by students sometimes 
reading aloud and by writing activities, with the 
teacher often focusing on the narrative text type, 
inviting the students to write about their weekend 

or any such similar non-school activity. Although 
trained in the traditional mode of teaching, Julie 
was interested in moving beyond teaching sound–
symbol and simple narrative text types to students. 
While classes were incorporating computers or 
ICT based learning, it was more as ‘edutainment’ 
(Underwood, 2000), while Julie was interested in 
integrating learning through computers. Therefore, 
she engaged in developing a digital story book, 
inviting the students to re-write a text by draw-
ing on fairy tale characters. The story taken for 
this purpose was Alexei Tolstoy’s The Great Big 
Enormous Turnip.

Digital storybooks are understood as narra-
tives written and produced through the medium 
of ICT such as PowerPoint, often integrating 
Paint software to produce hand drawn images to 
complement the stories. The students were familiar 
to a certain degree with the use of computers and 
technology as the teacher often used Inspiration 
software to demonstrate concepts. However, the 
experience of writing and producing a digital story 
book with the freedom to use and employ fairy tale 
characters was, indeed, a novel one. Moreover, 
using technology with Grade One students who 
were only just beginning to read and write, and 
employing different groups to do sets of activities 
that could be combined later to become the digital 
storybook, was a daunting task.

In the following sections, we discuss how the 
unit of work became a multimodal digital story 
production drawing comprehensively on the four 
knowledge processes. The four knowledge pro-
cesses were fully ingrained in the entire unit. A de-
tailed discussion follows on how these knowledge 
processes were integrated throughout each stage 
of the unit plan that was taught over the second 
semester of the calendar year. First, a sample road 
map for the unit is outlined in Table 2.
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experiencing the known 
and the new

At the outset, Julie engaged in situated practice to 
bridge the known and the new, getting students to 
share their knowledges. There was active discus-
sion around fairy tales with which the class was 
familiar, and characters were closely examined 
to check their suitability to the task. The teacher 
engaged in a number of critical questions to as-
certain that they knew what a narrative text type 
consists of, and although the class consisted of 
different ethnicities, she also found the children 
were familiar with different western fairy tales.

As new ideas stemmed from experiencing the 
known, the production of the digital story book 
became a multimodal project. The discourses of 
fantasy and myth creation alternated with cur-
riculum discourses of narrative as a text type. 
Creating a digital story book provided greater 
flexibility in the choice of characters; thus Julie 
used the framework of the story to create the order 
of the characters, and a suitable ending that the 
class wanted which, of course, was different to 
the original.2 Thus, while the digital story was 
being mapped on a well known story, it was 
being modified through a list of innovative char-
acters and a completely new ending. Through a 

Table 2. Sample plan for a digital narrative 

Rationale      • Language learners require creative means to share their known knowledges of language, vocabulary 
writing skills and narratives. Such knowledges can be further developed through scaffolded discussion, and 
activities that draw on multimodal, multiliteracies.

Stage One      • Read the original story of The Great Big Enormous Turnip. 
     • Examine aspects of the story book, such as the vocabulary, visuals and paralinguistic cues. 
     • Discuss the narrative aspects: beginning, middle and end. Discuss characters, role, and story progres-
sion.

Stage Two      • Discuss characters, progression of theme and conclusion through the question – what if the story had 
different characters? Elicit from students the characters they would prefer. List characters on white board. 
     • Display student responses on a concept map. Map the sequence of the story on the white board. List 
sentences required for the introduction, transitions and the conclusion. 
     • List any term or phrase students decide to include.

Stage Three      • Investigate student preparedness, interest and knowledge of ICT. Discuss key board skills and computer 
use to establish knowledge base in technology. 
     • Invite parents and senior students to promote preparedness. 
     • Show and discuss examples of digitally produced stories and allow students to explore PowerPoint and 
Paint software. 
     • Provide worksheets to train students in basic techniques of Power Point, Word and Paint software. 

Stage Four      • Form groups to work on one aspect of the story and its visual features. Negotiate student preferences. 
     • Invite groups to choose one sentence from the shared narrative produced and displayed in class. 
     • Hand a copy of the jointly produced narrative to each group and ask groups to choose the sentence they 
want to focus for the text and visuals. 
     • Ask groups to draw and colour on paper the image to be drawn on Paint initially and then transferred to 
PowerPoint slide. 
     • Make arrangements to save work on Word file.

Stage Five      • Scaffold groups one at a time to ensure they are on task; applaud efforts. 
     • Rectify any writing errors by asking students to read and spell. 
     • Scaffold group’s effort to draw using Paint software. 
     • Once all students produce their slide, collate into one Power Point file.

Stage Six      • Print slides to be handed to students to read and practice. 
     • Conduct individual reading practice and training in tone, style, and gestures. 
     • Conduct group practice: Group students in pairs and scaffold each group for practice in tone, style and 
gesture. 
     • Mock presentation in class. 
     • Final presentation to parents.



25

Multimodal, Multiliteracies

concept map, Julie also had to introduce the idea 
of a cohesive story with an explicit discussion of 
introduction, body, and conclusion. The entire 
process of creating a narrative was grounded in 
the lived experience of students telling stories and 
narratives, rather than through teacher dominated 
overt instruction.

In experiencing the new, moreover, the stu-
dents had to decide what software to use and how 
to use it. For example, the class had to decide 
whether to use Paint software to draw images 
or to use images from books and scan them for 
the PowerPoint presentation. In order to suc-
ceed in this highly complex task, the students 
had to develop new skills and gain confidence 
with unfamiliar software and technology. Using 
technology for the purpose of creating images 
enabled students to focus on the symbolism of 
including images, rather than understanding 
them simply as decorative embellishments to 
the story.

conceptualising by naming 
and theorising

In engaging with conceptualising by naming, 
the students attended to the concepts of theme, 
story line, narrative, genre, and coherent text. 
Linguistic concepts discussed were: orientation, 
complication and re-orientation. Conventions of 
vocabulary, sentence structure, transitions, and 
structural cohesion were discussed. In visual 
Design, concepts of colour, framing, slide back-
ground, colour contrasts, font size, and paralin-
guistic cues were discussed. Julie showed the 
class a number of ways to use Paint software by 
modelling different font sizes, and different shapes 
for the face and body, thereby providing students 
with imaginative examples to help complete the 
task. The explicit, overt instruction in PowerPoint 
and Paint software through exemplars and teacher 
modelling resulted in higher order thinking and 
deep understanding of the group activities students 
were meant to do.

Further, in conceptualising by theorising, stu-
dents discussed the importance of the narrative for 
the digital story book. Julie used interactive CD 
ROMs to outline the importance of narrative pro-
gression, and her introduction of the concept map 
of a narrative structure enabled students to learn 
specific aspects of narrative continuity. Finally, 
students theorised the importance of a contextual 
ending, thereby interweaving the traditional fairy 
tales and the mythic past with present practical 
situations. Theorisation also involved students 
trading off the past for the practicality of the task, 
creatively deciding on the selection and mix of 
characters and discussing the significance of each 
character in specific fairy tales. We reproduce two 
of the slides (Figure 1) prepared by students using 
Microsoft Paint technology:

analysing functionally and critically

The scaffolded learning provided students with ad-
equate conceptual knowledge to begin developing 
deep understanding of the story line and proceed 
toward judicious editing of the story to suit their 
purpose. Students chose certain characters over 
others, and there was joyful intermix of various 
characters regardless of the actual role these oc-
cupied in the original tale. Cinderella, Sleeping 
Beauty, the Big Bad Wolf, the Woodcutter, the 
Three Little Pigs and Rapunzel were picked, 
while charming princes and witches were left out. 
Significantly, the framework of a narrative was 
understood accurately to begin with an appropriate 
protagonist, in this case, Pinocchio.

Analysing functionally and critically meant 
students had to comprehend the metalanguage of 
various Designs such as linguistic, visual, spatial, 
gestural, and audio. The students were not only 
able to articulate the new, or use characters in a 
creative manner. They were able to discuss frames 
and background for images, and appropriate voice 
over for audio; in short, developing a language 
to describe the processes of meaning making 
(Kalantzis & Cope, 2000a, p. 246). Similarly, 
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the tools of PowerPoint, and Paint software were 
conceptualised and theorised before being ap-
plied. Thus, font size, background colour, colour 
combinations, slide transitions and Designs were 
comprehended and discussed before being cre-
atively applied.

applying appropriately 
and creatively

The scaffolding over, Julie asked students to create 
their own Designs, practice the audio presentation 
in pairs (which required developing correct tone, 
pitch, and pace) and, in terms of ICT, collate slides 
done by different groups into one appropriate 
PowerPoint presentation. This required students to 
collaborate and decide the sequence of the slides, 
providing a creative order of the characters engaged 
in retrieving the carrot. Appropriate critical ques-
tions and scaffolding by peers and teacher enabled 
students to move beyond the given framework and 
to be creative in deciding the framework of the 
story and its ending. The transformative practice 
occurred with the students reading the digital story 
aloud in pairs to their parents. Thus, with its text, 
visual and sound units, the project had elements 
of hypermodality that Lemke (2002), describes as 
“semiotic artifacts in which signifiers on different 
scales of syntagmatic organization are linked in 
complex networks or webs” (p. 300).

Julie acknowledged that this was not conceived 
of as a multiliteracies project; it was a digital 
story writing task, using multimodal techniques 
of various texts to engage in literacy practices. 
Julie reflected that it had been conceived only 
as an extension to the daily literacy practice of 
reading stories, with an emphasis on comprehen-
sion; a project that accidentally evolved through 
student discussion and critical understanding 
into a digital story book. Julie conceded that if it 
had been a multiliteracies project it would have 
been much more complex, devised as episodic, 
cyclic learning through extensive engagement 
with a number of Design repertoires and through 
a number of different outcomes.

Yet, it was an important pedagogical invest-
ment. In all this extended activity, the teacher was 
shifting her practice from a transmission model of 
teaching to a constructivist model or, as Kalantzis 
and Cope (2005) term it, an “epistemologically 
grounded theory of pedagogy”, where the focus 
is on understanding “how knowing happens” (p. 
70). The teacher as facilitator and co-collaborator 
enabled the children to be creators of text and to 
have as much priority and input as the teacher 
herself. Appreciably, through play and instruc-
tion, Julie built on the knowledges the students 
brought to school; thus, the extended exercise in 
multimodal literacies was an attempt to recognise 
and value the potential of students, and to consider 

Figure 1. Student work samples
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them capable of creatively engaging in a problem 
based task.

The project outlined above as a multimodal 
activity was not without its problems. Julie had 
to accommodate students who were on either end 
of the continuum with regards to literacy and ICT 
knowledges. Some students had adequate literacy 
skills and were proficient in the use of technol-
ogy while others were at the beginning stages of 
reading and writing. While Julie overcame the 
difference in skills by pairing students to work col-
laboratively, there were multiple tasks that required 
careful planning. In conducting the project, Julie 
acknowledged that teachers desiring to conduct 
multimodal projects should acquire knowledge 
of multiliteracies.

Although a complex project for the primary 
level, multimodal exercises such as the one de-
scribed here reaffirm student knowledges and 
highlight the value of formal learning. The mul-
timodal approach demonstrates how cultural and 
knowledge boundaries can be blurred, re- mixed 
and re-texted. The new relationships demon-
strated by the new images and the new text also 
demanded new, critical and creative knowledges 
from students. Their choice of Design modes, im-
ages and text demonstrated different knowledges 
and different learning styles.

Furthermore, literacy knowledges were dem-
onstrated by the manner in which the modes 
were chosen, the pedagogic approaches of the 
teacher, teacher and student facilitation and the 
final artefact. Multimodal approaches, as studies 
have shown (Kress, 2000; Kress, Jewitt, Ogborn 
& Tsatsarelis, 2001; see also Kress et al., 2005; 
Lemke, 1998), use multiple Design modes, illus-
trating the diverse ways in which students make 
meaning. The conceptual change in knowledges 
that were utilized and produced indicated a shift 
from “collection to connection” (C. Luke, 2003, p. 
400) whereby semiotic systems enabled students 
to re- write traditional print based texts with a 
semiotically enriched multimodal production.

learning from the Vignette

The question that arises from this vignette is: how 
can a multiliteracies project evolve in a primary 
class with a diverse group of students? We now 
turn to developing a sample project, building on 
the knowledge gained from Julie’s practice and 
from multiliteracies pedagogy. A project directed 
by the following question could be suitable for a 
diverse group of learners: What stories do people 
have to share?

The knowledge domains targeted would be as 
much literacy as Arts, Studies of Society, and Sci-
ence. The project is aimed at applying productive 
pedagogies (Education Queensland, 2006) and 
literacy models developed in Australia. Produc-
tive pedagogies emphasises intellectual quality 
and connectedness to the world. This project 
highlights deep understanding of narrative histo-
ries and cultural knowledges. When students are 
asked to share stories, there is connectedness of 
formal learning with informal lived experiences. 
Diversity becomes central when the teacher en-
courages students to bring in artefacts or stories 
from their own cultures. The teacher could begin 
by familiarising students with fairy tales and nar-
ratives from different countries such as Chinese 
fairy tale Mulan, Papuan fairy tale, The Casso-
wary and The Magic Almonds, Samoan legend, 
The Legend of Lea and Lea and from India, Tales 
from the Panchatantra.

The project could also involve inviting a num-
ber of community members from various cultural 
communities – including Indigenous elders – to 
work with students; ICT experts and parents 
who are scientists or artists could help students 
or provide advisory sessions. The project could 
target the following texts as outcomes that could 
be provided to each group created in the class:

• Puppet Theatre or Claymation: story-
board ‘My Myth/ My Fairy Tale’.

• Radio talk: Sharing cultural histories, 
myths and narrations about self which 
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involve linguistic, aural and spatial Design 
aspects.

• Collage: pictures and images of various 
lands, peoples, monuments and flora and 
fauna with brief notes. Images of cultural 
artefacts, mythical characters and heroes 
with brief descriptions.

• Process drama: enacting a short snippet 
from a legend or folk tale; dress ups and 
voice overs to accompany the drama.

• ICT and webpage: Webpage of different 
racial or ethnic groups, cultures ancient 
and present.

• Booklet of cultures: stories from different 
lands; scientific or geographic trail of dif-
ferent racial groups.

The project is situated in literacy as a social and 
cultural practice and draws on productive pedago-
gies (Education Queensland, 2006), to propose 
a close examination of the shared histories that 
students bring to learning. This is linked to their 
life worlds, to various Key Learning Area (KLAs) 
or subjects at school and, importantly, emphasises 
attention to cultural diversity and history as a 
positive difference. Greater awareness of the self 
and appreciation of difference could occur when 
members of the community are invited to talk on 
different racial and ethnic groups, and different 
myths, folk tales and legends from different parts 
of the world. This is particularly important in a 
media saturated world of western fairy tales and 
a Disney-fied world of popular culture.

In this project, learning will be based on re-
alistic awareness-raising among young learners 
on issues of links between different cultures and 
peoples. During the project, a number of learn-
ing episodes would be scheduled with the entire 
class participating in learning, and the final text 
outcomes could be produced by individual groups 
in the class. Teacher, community member men-
tors and senior students of the school could be 
facilitators rather than knowledge experts as a 
multiliteracies project envisions on-going and 

collaborative learning. The four knowledge pro-
cesses (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005) at work in this 
project are set out in Table 3, below:

Throughout the multiliteracies project different 
Design modes can be applied. Drawing on the New 
London Group’s (2000, p. 26) Design elements, 
the following are proposed (Table 4).

Texts can be designed using the vast range of 
choices that are available, and as the New London 
Group (2000, p. 29) state, the concept of Design 
indicates not just a use of the modes of meaning 
available but also transformation and the end 
product which is the ‘re-Designed’ meaning mak-
ing mode. Pedagogy therefore is conceptualised 
as a complex site where situated practice draws 
on the learner’s modes and experiences; overt 
instruction redefines the known modes of Design 
into novel forms through explicit instruction in 
metalanguage; critical framing provides opportu-
nities for learners to analyse and question purposes 
of different modes; and transformative practice 
assists in applying the Designs and meaning mak-
ing modes in a critical and creative manner (The 
New London Group, 2000).

futuRe tRends

The chapter outlined how multimodality and mul-
tiliteracies are significant to the literacy practices 
of today’s students. In so doing, it illustrated the 
constructive use of multimodality by a teacher in 
the primary grades and the digital text that was 
the productive outcome from student engage-
ment with different Design modes. The chapter 
also reiterated the pressing need to move beyond 
multimodal productions to real life multiliteracies 
projects that interweave knowledges across the 
curriculum. Central to the multiliteracies project 
is the aim of enabling students transit from pas-
sive bodies to proactive, dialogic beings making 
meaning and changing the practices of reading 
and writing across the curriculum. The vignette 
studied here is a micro study with one teacher and 
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it is, in this sense, partial; however, the proposal 
for a multiliteracies project is based on theories 
that are still being expanded and extended but 
also in various stages of application to classroom 

practices. In Australia, the multiliteracies approach 
has been significantly adopted (see Kalantzis & 
Cope, 2005), yet the global uptake and impact 
of multiliteracies and multimodal approaches 

Table 3. The project and the four knowledge processes 

Experiencing the Known 
     • Share knowledge of stories from different countries. 
     • Narration about the cultural self/ stories about childhood: 
Where do I come from? 
     • Share cultural artefacts: Show and Tell and collage. 
     • Concept mapping with teacher- a story on the cultural self.

Experiencing the New 
     • Learn new information about countries and peers. 
     • Learn about cultures and artefacts. 
     • Invite Indigenous elders and other community members from 
different countries to share stories, myths and folk tales. 
     • Visit by scientist to talk about different races. 
     • Explore ICTs: websites on different cultures. 

Conceptualising by Naming 
     • Learn schema of narrative genre; fairy tales, myths, folk tales. 
Apply schema to mind mapping. 
     • Apply schema to writing stories about self. 
     • Discuss indigenous community values of respect for Dream-
time stories.

Conceptualising by Theorising 
     • Identify origins of different races. 
     • Theorise how themes of legends are tied to nature/environ-
ment/ creation. 
     • Identify similar/dissimilar themes in folk/fairytales. 
     • Identify Design aspects of webpage.

Analysing Functionally 
     • The use of oral tradition in story telling. 
     • The importance of gender; the use of magic, animals in 
fairytales and legends. 
     • Identify the various aspects of a website and the combination 
of elements to create an impact. 
     • Analyse characters in myths/legends for example, qualities of 
a hero. 
     • Draw images of fairy tale creatures, heroes and yourself for 
collage. 
Applying Appropriately 
     • Create your own story and text with members of the class for 
radio talk. 
     • Produce collage with depictions of different mythical charac-
ters, images of heroes, mythical animals, and self as narratives for 
presentation. 
     • Produce the text for the puppet theatre on ‘My myth’.

Analysing Critically 
     • How people of diverse race differ in terms of colour of skin 
and features (physically, socially). 
     • How are people similar in terms of living, celebrating, social-
ising. 
     • Attempt different narrative endings to fairy tales, myths/ your 
own story. 
     • Survey peers on food, customs, festivals, myths and creation 
stories. 
     • Research the similarities between myths and folk tales from 
different lands. 
     • Critically analyse myths on the environment and elements. 
     • Discuss why it is important to share and live together. 
Analysing Creatively 
     • Write a report on similarities and difference between people of 
different races, lands. 
     • Manipulate gender relationships in fairy tales; myths. 
     • Present process drama to convey message of shared history of 
people on themes of good and evil. 
     • Produce a webpage that can be loaded on intranet site.

Table 4. Design modes and elements 

Linguistic Mode 
Narrative text type 
Report writing 
Script writing for role play 
Radio talk script 
Notes for class presentation and Power-
Point

Audio Mode 
Voice control 
Intonation 
Tone 
Pauses; speed of speech 
Voice projection, volume and pitch

Visual Mode 
Props 
Vector, size, shape of images 
Colour and white space; borders 
Costumes 
Perspective 
Concept maps

Gestural Mode 
Behaviour (group/ individual) 
Posture 
Sensually/tactilely handling clay, collage 
items, artefacts 
Kinesics in role play

Spatial Mode 
Performer positions in role play 
Movement 
Proxemics 
Layout of collage 
Layout of Power Point
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requires deeper study. Further, multiliteracies 
projects require deeper integration into subject 
specific learning so that every discipline is ori-
ented toward incorporating Learning Designs and 
applying knowledge processes. While multilitera-
cies approaches have been widely incorporated 
by Australian teachers, there remains an urgent 
need to recognise the value of multiple semiotic 
modes and students as active creators of mean-
ing making. Further, instead of singular classes 
doing multiliteracies projects, we urge a broader 
across the curriculum integration of multiliteracy 
approaches, and sustained efforts through mul-
tiple projects that consider flexible time periods 
for the fruitful completion of a project. As was 
demonstrated in the vignette and cued in the mul-
tiliteracies project outlined above, acknowledging 
a productive integration of diversity and cultural 
context must be central to achieve maximum 
learning. As Kalantzis and Cope (2005) indicate, 
schools that adopt the multiliteracies and multi-
modal approach will, among other commitments, 
“be more transparent and accountable”; “foster 
lateral communications between learners” and 
“foster digital literacy” (p. 154).

conclusion

To reiterate, in a post-Fordist society that is 
fragmented and fluid, multiple forms of semiotic 
systems, social and cultural diversity are evident. 
Teaching and learning occurs within a multilin-
gual, multicultural context, and teachers require 
a deep understanding of the pluralistic composi-
tion of their classes. As Fairclough (2000, p. 171) 
observes, multiliteracies encompasses the twin 
notions of cultural hybridity and multimodality. 
These two aspects denote attention to the multi-
cultural nature of many societies, communities 
and neighbourhoods, and thus the importance 
of multiple text Designs. Attention to the four 
knowledge processes enables teachers to address 
and incorporate both cultural hybridity and multi-

modality in their pedagogical practice and engage 
with learners and learning. In a multiliteracies 
context such as outlined above, experiencing the 
known and the new provides opportunities for 
students to showcase lived experience and estab-
lish relatedness to learning. In conceptualising, 
students learn the metalanguage of the discipline 
and move toward higher order skills of problem 
solving and deductive reasoning. With a diverse 
group of learners, conceptualising by naming and 
theorising provides an opportunity to express, 
recognise and accept diverse cultural knowledges. 
In analysing functionally, students come to un-
derstand the structures and processes of the real 
world, locating knowledge in cultural settings, 
and moving on to critically framing, “comparative 
and cross-cultural analysis” (Kalantzis & Cope, 
2005, p. 86-87). In the vignette and the sample 
project described above, applying exemplifies 
knowing the world deeply and extending relation-
ships between cultures. The multimodal activity 
practised by Julie and the multiliteracies project 
outlined above encompass the Design elements 
or meaning making modes – linguistic, visual, 
spatial, gestural and audio. The difference lies 
in multiliteracies providing a site for student 
engagement with real life problems and learning, 
along with an integrated curriculum and active 
implementation of productive pedagogies.

The above is, indeed, only a sketch of the com-
plex project of multiliteracies. The multiliteracies 
approach is invested in productive pedagogies 
and ensure best practice, high quality teaching 
by promoting metalanguage awareness, higher 
order thinking, analysis, synthesis, and evalua-
tion. Multiliteracies promotes deep understanding 
of various interrelated yet diverse concepts and 
Designs; furthermore it presents knowledge as 
problematic by allowing students to manipulate 
and challenge, in this case, stories that people 
share, in order to create and be innovative.

Multiliteracies is in its formative years and 
has, as any major pedagogical shift, challenges 
that include teachers being mindful of an on-going 
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focus on problem solving, critical thinking and 
higher order thinking; targeting key concepts so 
that there is adequate knowledge being developed. 
At the level of achievement it would involve a high 
degree of coordination of community members 
and teachers, joint collaborative work across 
key learning areas, and positioning students as 
knowledge producers.

The value of gaining deep knowledge of dif-
ferent Designs and thereby a holistic learning 
experience through multiliteracies projects can-
not be discounted. The concept of multiliteracies 
underpins literacy as a social and cultural practice 
and takes into account the cultural, social, and 
linguistic diversity in contemporary classrooms. 
Through a pedagogy based on multiliteracies, 
teachers become critical facilitators of learning by 
acknowledging the potential of providing agency 
to students and by helping students develop criti-
cal awareness through on-going critical framing. 
Teachers take serious account of the complex and 
intersecting diversity of gender, class, ethnic, 
religious, regional and sexual cultures present 
in their classes. Moreover, they become aware 
of difference between dominant/ non-dominant, 
margin/ centre, self/other perspectives and attempt 
to mediate these through collaborative, shared, 
deep knowledges.

As Kalantzis and Cope (2005) emphasise, 
schools that adopt learning by Design, an es-
sential component of multiliteracies, will “har-
ness and build upon the energies of learners”, 
“blur the physical and institutional boundaries 
between school and the wider world of family, 
community and workplace”, and promote “learner 
diversity” which ensures acknowledgement of 
difference and a cohesive learning environment 
(pp. 154-155). In terms of students as cultural 
beings, multiliteracies provide a platform for 
exploring the complexities of diverse cultures, 
and collaborative work. Following Vygotsky, 
Kalantzis and Cope (2005), view multiliteracies 
as a“social [rather] than a individual psychological 
construct,” with learning by Design as “acts of 

knowing” and learners as agents of knowing (p. 
30). Multiliteracies promotes reflective learning, 
and a classroom where learning occurs at alterna-
tive starting points, learning styles and patterns 
of engagement (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005, p. 32). 
As Cazden (2000) affirms, “the Multiliteracies 
framework stresses the importance of opportu-
nities for learning new discourse skills, oral and 
written, through a lifetime of changing social and 
employment contexts” (p. 261). In classrooms 
composed of multiple forms of diversity, schools 
must attempt to develop, as Kalantzis and Cope 
(2000b) advocate, “an ability to engage in the 
difficult dialogues that are an inevitable part of 
negotiating diversity” (p. 139). Sharing stories of 
the cultural self and of different cultures, ethnic 
and racial group through the learning by Design 
mode and knowledge processes develops multiple 
forms of identity, a shared membership of the local 
and global contexts and, importantly, “extension 
of cultural repertoires appropriate to the range of 
contexts where difference has to be negotiated” 
(Kalantzis & Cope, 2000b, p. 139).

Significantly, as A. Luke(2003) points out, 
“teachers [are] struggling with recognition of dif-
ference…have difficulty dealing with linguistic 
and cultural diversity, with issues of gendered 
equity of participation in classrooms, with the 
inclusion of kids with learning difficulties”(p. 
74). To overcome such difficulties, as Allan Luke 
(2003), Cazden (2000) and Kalantzis and Cope 
(2000b) indicate, schools need to focus on intel-
lectual connectedness, pluralism and diversity that 
complements rather than opposes, and produc-
tive learning that can occur when difference is 
recognised and interwoven in learning, in brief, 
a global classroom that attends to the social and 
cultural contexts of its students.
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endnotes

1  Pseudonym
2  We reproduce the story titled The Great Big 

Enormous Carrot here: Once upon a time 
Pinocchio planted a carrot seed. “Grow little 
carrot seed. Grow sweet. Grow strong,” he 
said. The carrot grew big and sweet and 
strong. “I’m going to pull up this great big 
enormous carrot,” he said. BUT he could 
not pull it up. Pinocchio called Rapunzel to 
help. Rapunzel called the Three Little Pigs 
to help. The Three Little Pigs called the Big 
Bad Wolf to help. The Big Bad Wolf called 
Cinderella to help. Cinderella called The 
Ugly Duckling to help. The Ugly Duckling 
called Sleeping Beauty to help. Sleeping 
Beauty called Jack and the Beanstalk to 
help. Jack and the Beanstalk called the 
Woodcutter to help. They pulled and pulled 
and pulled. Up came the carrot at last! They 
took the carrot home and made a great big 
carrot cake for dessert.
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intRoduction

For contemporary youth living in developed 
countries, computer and Internet access have risen 
significantly in recent years. Roberts, Foehr, and 
Rideout (2005), in a large-scale survey of children 
living in the United States, found that 96% of youth 
ages 8-18 have Internet access in home, school, 
and/or community settings. Of the young people 
surveyed, 74% now have Internet connections in 

their homes. Additionally, the survey found that 
children spend an average of 48 minutes per day us-
ing the Internet for recreational purposes, including 
visiting websites, playing games, instant messaging, 
chatting, e-mailing, and creating websites.

Without a doubt, online participation is becoming 
a significant part of many young people’s literate 
lives. Nonetheless, the range of online literacies 
available in children’s out-of-school lives is ill-
addressed in school-based curricula. Similarly, as 
Roberts, Foehr, and Rideout (2005) found, children’s 
online literacy practices largely are unmediated at 

abstRact

Online participation is becoming a significant part of many young people’s recreational literate lives. 
Nonetheless, the range of online literacies available in children’s out-of-school lives is rarely addressed 
in school-based literacy curricula and instruction. To address this gap, this chapter develops and il-
lustrates a critical literacy framework based on Jenkins’ (2006) concept of “convergence.” Building on 
Jenkins’ theory of convergence, the authors pull together ideas from media studies, multiliteracies, and 
semiotics to develop a cohesive framework for unpacking the textual practices, practices of consump-
tion, and social networks common in new media. The authors then illustrate this framework through an 
analysis of ideologies of gender in popular websites among elementary-age children, including Barbie, 
American Girl, Transformers, and Hot Wheels.
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home, as well. At best, schools address these new 
literacies in terms of evaluating information and 
safety; at worst, schools fail to address critical 
online literacies and focus solely on old literacies 
that do not adequately prepare young people for 
their present and future educational, civic, per-
sonal, and work lives. While, of course, evaluating 
information and safety are central concerns for 
addressing digital literacies, such curricula do not 
address the need for a critical literacy framework 
that can account for new media technologies and 
literacies connected with online participation.

This chapter develops a critical literacy 
framework based on Jenkins’ (2006) concept of 
“convergence.” Building on Jenkins’ theory of 
convergence, we pull together ideas from media 
studies, multiliteracies, and semiotics to develop 
a cohesive framework for unpacking the textual 
practices, practices of consumption, and social 
networks common in new media. We illustrate 
this framework through an analysis of ideologies 
of gender in popular websites among elementary-
age children. Although a focus on critical literacy 
has been central to work on multiliteracies from 
its inception (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; A. Luke, 
2000; New London Group, 1996), when enacted 
in classroom spaces, critical literacy tends to focus 
on older media—such as magazine ads, books, 
television, and newspapers—leaving teachers 
and their students hard-pressed to find ways to 
talk about online texts and literacy practices in 
productively critical ways beyond evaluating 
information and safety.

The authors (henceforth referred to as we) 
argue that understanding young people’s unof-
ficial uses of digital literacies can open essential 
pathways for designing literacy curricula that are 
simultaneously relevant to their out-of-school 
lives and that prepare them for the complex, 
technologically-mediated literacy activities that 
are becoming central to our culture. We do not 
argue that such forms of popular media necessar-
ily should be incorporated into school curricula 
or that we should encourage youth to participate 

in these websites; rather, our concern here is to 
illustrate the sorts of websites that attract youth 
and to unpack how we might use such sites to 
develop a “new” critical literacy.

backGRound

critical literacy and 
popular Websites

There is wide variation in how critical literacy 
has developed in educational contexts around 
the world. Critical literacy, as it has been taken 
up in many North American contexts, is akin to 
higher order thinking. Developing skills such 
as inference, metacognition, response to litera-
ture, and analysis of authorial positions are the 
primary foci of this approach to critical literacy 
(see Alvermann, Moon & Hagood, 1999; Myers 
& Beach, 2004; Vasquez, 2004 for examples of 
notable exceptions). As Allan Luke (2000) argues, 
such interpretations of critical literacy focus on 
the development of skills and strategies in indi-
viduals rather than on the relationship between 
texts and the broader social, cultural, economic, 
and political contexts in which they are used. In 
other words, this version of critical literacy is re-
markably uncritical in both its focus on individual 
development and its failure to address the situated 
nature of literacy.

It makes sense, then, that the majority of cur-
ricular trends and common classroom practices 
surrounding online textual practices in North 
America tend to focus on depoliticized versions 
of “critical” media literacy or un-critical concerns 
involved in online reading. Much of the work that 
could fall under the umbrella of “critical” media 
literacy tends to address narrow aspects of online 
reading, such as evaluating information (Eisenberg 
& Berkowitz, 2003; Leu, 2005) and maintaining 
safety online (Goodstein, 2007; Willard, 2007). 
Indeed, the majority of research on websites in edu-
cation focuses on how websites support and extend 
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existing developmental and cognitive aspects of 
literacy curricula. These include identifying new 
reading practices in hyperlinked environments 
(Coiro, 2003; Schmar-Dobler, 2003), employing 
hypertext to support struggling readers (Coiro, 
2003; Johnson & Hegarty, 2003), and develop-
ing cognitive reading strategies (Horning, 2004; 
Schmar-Dobler, 2003).

Although we agree that it is important for 
children to learn how to evaluate information, 
engage safely in online communication, and use 
online texts to develop and support their ability 
to read, these perspectives do not account for 
the broader array of literacy practices available 
online. Outside of evaluating the truthfulness of 
information or the safety of Internet users, critical 
literacy’s adaptation to new literacy practices has 
been given little weight. Additionally, this body 
of work supports traditional understandings of 
literacy rather than examining literacy’s evolu-
tion, and thus how literacy education must adapt. 
Finally, the implications of addressing popular 
websites for literacy education, particularly sites 
that provide opportunities for social interaction 
and entertainment, are not examined in this body 
of work.

In contrast to psychological and personal 
growth models of literacy education, the New 
Literacy Studies or multiliteracies framework 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Gee, 1996; Street, 1995) 
has impacted on curricula and classroom practice 
significantly in Australia, and takes a very different 
perspective on critical literacy. Building on critical 
theory and media studies (e.g. Fairclough, 1995; 
Freire, 2000; Hall, 1980) functional linguistics 
(Halliday, 1994; Martin, Matthiessen & Painter, 
1997), and semiotics (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, 
2001), the New Literacy Studies frame critical 
literacy in terms of the social and political nature 
of texts and textual practices. Although there is 
not total agreement about what critical literacy is 
or how it should be used, many of the researchers 
and theorists in this tradition focus on the following 
key areas: 1) the relationship between texts and 

social contexts, 2) the relationship between authors 
and audiences, 3) the analysis of how texts work, 
and 4) the importance of multiple interpretations 
and opportunities for redesign.

One of the focal points of literacy study and 
writings is the relationship between texts and 
the social contexts in which they are created, 
understood, and used. From this point of view, 
texts and textual practices are inseparable from 
broader social, cultural, economic, historical, and 
material contexts (Green, 2001). Rather than fram-
ing reading and writing as neutral acts, literacy 
is framed as ideological (Evans, 2005; Muspratt, 
A. Luke & Freebody, 1997; Street, 1995). One of 
the primary goals of critical literacy, then, is to 
render the implicit explicit, thereby disrupting the 
commonplace and exposing the hidden agendas 
and ideologies of texts (Stevens & Bean, 2007; 
Warnick, 2002).

Building on the connection between text and 
context, a second concern of critical literacy is 
the relationship between authors and audiences. 
This perspective is concerned with identifying 
who authors are and how they anticipate their 
audiences. It examines how authors position 
and influence their audiences and how they, in 
so doing, both include and exclude audience 
members (Evans, 2005). It also examines the 
author’s standpoint and purpose, highlighting the 
persuasive role of texts (Stevens & Bean, 2007; 
Warnick, 2002). Conversely, this aspect of critical 
literacy examines the role of audience members 
in making meaning, often beyond the intentions 
of authors, as well.

To address the relationships between text and 
context as well as author and audience, another 
key dimension of critical literacy is the analysis 
of how texts work. Taking a broad definition of 
“text” to include non-print media, multimodal 
texts, and traditional print texts (Evans, 2005; 
McDaniel, 2006), this aspect of critical literacy 
seeks to engage young people as textual analysts 
and researchers of language and other forms of 
representation (Comber, 2001; McLaughlin & 
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DeVoogd, 2004). In addition to becoming code 
breakers, meaning makers, and text users (A. 
Luke, 2000), this element of critical literacy 
argues that one of the major goals of literacy 
education should be to focus on the analysis of 
how texts construct knowledge of the world and 
possible positions in it (Alvermann, Moon, & 
Hagood, 1999). As Carmen Luke (1997) points 
out, sustained and serious study of media affects 
how young people read, view, and interpret texts 
in their everyday lives.

The goals of such analyses raise a final aspect 
of critical literacy: the importance of multiple 
interpretations and opportunities for redesign. 
As a number of scholars have argued, the rise of 
consumerism, fast capitalism, and the abundance 
of media outside of school makes it imperative 
that young people are equipped with the ability to 
critically analyze the textual world around them 
(Alvermann, Moon & Hagood, 1999; Stevens & 
Bean, 2007). This dimension of critical literacy 
focuses on the need for bringing multiple perspec-
tives and interpretations to bear on texts, address-
ing key social issues, and promoting reflection, 
transformation, and action (Dozier, Johnston & 
Rogers, 2006; Fehring & Green, 2001; Heffernan, 
2004; McDaniel, 2006; McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 
2004). This perspective argues that not only should 
educators guide young people in textual critique, 
but that they must also provide opportunities for 
redesigning texts and creating counternarratives 
(C. Luke, 1997; Heffernan, 2004; Vasquez, 2005; 
Warnick, 2002). Ultimately, this aspect of critical 
literacy is concerned with the agency of readers 
and writers as they participate in a textual world 
that is designed to dissuade such agency (Alver-
mann, Moon & Hagood, 1999; Dozier, Johnston 
& Rogers, 2006).

Although most contemporary writings on 
literacy learning and education provide a strong 
foundation from which to engage young people 
in critical readings of popular texts such as ad-
vertisements, television shows, and the like, we 
have found that it is not well-equipped to deal with 

complex, interactive texts like popular websites. 
Few scholars of critical literacy specifically ad-
dress online literacies (see Evans, 2005; Warnick, 
2002 for notable exceptions). For this reason, we 
draw upon and develop Jenkins’ (2006) theory of 
“convergence” to account for the types of texts and 
textual practices that now dominate a significant 
part of many young peoples’ literate lives. Even 
though Jenkins uses the concept of convergence 
descriptively to understand fan participation in 
a range of media, we believe that its potential 
lies as a basis for an analytic framework that 
can account for contemporary texts and textual 
practices. Building on Jenkins’ theory of con-
vergence, we pull together concepts from media 
studies, multiliteracies, and semiotics to construct 
a framework for analyzing the textual practices, 
practices of consumption, and social networks 
that commonly ground new media. In so doing, 
we propose convergence as a framework for a 
“new” critical literacy and an important addition 
to the multiliteracies framework.

convergence as a framework 
for a “new” critical literacy

Within the media industry, convergence is typically 
talked about as the bundling of multiple applica-
tions into a single technological tool. However, 
recent work in literacy and media studies has 
broadened the scope and focus of this concept. 
For example, Leu & Kinzer (2000) discuss con-
vergence as the coming together of literacy and 
computer technology in classrooms. Leander & 
Lovvorn (2006) employ convergence to examine 
the range of configurations between space and 
time available to people online. Jenkins (2006) 
uses convergence to describe the cultural shift 
brought about by networked technologies where 
consumers actively participate in building con-
nections between media content. Also, Peppler & 
Kafai (2007) apply convergence to the potential 
of digital media production for supporting criti-
cal understandings of new media. Each of these 
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perspectives on convergence points to a number 
of fundamental shifts in the way we engage with 
media. Here, we focus on three of these, including 
textual practices, relationships of consumption and 
social relationships. In so doing, we construct a 
framework for analyzing online texts and textual 
practices.

One dimension of convergence includes the 
emergence of new textual practices. Drawing 
on work in semiotics and media studies, our 
understanding of convergence includes several 
important concepts for understanding how web-
sites engage children in textual practices. First, 
multimodality examines the use of a range of 
systems of representation including images, print, 
movement, sound, etc. (Evans, 2005; Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 1996, 2001; Lemke, 1998).

Second, intertextuality describes the connec-
tions made between texts, including hyperlinks 
and references (Warnick, 2002). Finally, because 
of the more active role of consumers in new media, 
consumers are often encouraged to take on the role 
of producer, remixing existing media to suit their 
own purposes and sharing this remixed media with 
others (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). These practices 
form the basis for realizing new relationships of 
production and social relationships.

In addition to emerging textual practices, 
popular websites also allow for new configura-
tions between consumers, producers and media. 
One key concept in this changing relationship is 
that of “brand extension” or the flow of content 
across media, creating multiple points of contact 
between consumers and products. A second 
aspect of these new configurations is what we 
call “cross-affinity extension” where fans of one 
brand are presented with multiple opportunities 
to cross over to similar products, brands, affinity 
groups, and activities. Along with this, consum-
ers are no longer spectators of media, but are 
active participants. As Jenkins (2006) describes, 
consumers must make connections among me-
dia and actively piece together information and 
experiences from multiple sources. Indeed, users 

of online media must make sense of a seemingly 
endless array of media, including toys, movies, 
cartoons, commercials, demonstrations, games, 
and fan creations.

Finally, convergence provides a lens for 
understanding a reformulation of social relation-
ships. Although many popular websites support 
traditional relationships, such as those between 
young people and their families and local friends, 
they also engage young people in affinity groups. 
Affinity groups, according to Gee (2000/2001), are 
globally distributed groups who connect around 
a central topic or cause, creating affiliations be-
tween individuals who may share little else. Such 
groups are enabled and sustained through media 
participation and networked technologies. By 
using popular websites, young people are joining 
other fans across the world with similar interests. 
Many of these sites give children the opportunity 
to interact with other fans through sharing fan 
creations, forums and chat platforms. Likewise, 
these sites encourage parallel play among users 
in their respective affinity groups.

conVeRGence in 
populaR Websites

To illustrate this framework of analysis, we apply 
it to a sample of websites that are popular among 
elementary-age children. These websites have 
been collected over the past several years from 
children representing a range of socioeconomic 
backgrounds. The sites were recommended by 
young people because they frequently use them 
outside of school. We identify these websites as 
“popular” not because of the number of young 
users they attract (although many of the sites we 
discuss have millions of fans), but because of how 
young people use these sites in unofficial spaces 
for unofficial purposes (Alvermann, 2003).

For this analysis, we selected four of these 
websites, two that target girls and two that target 
boys. In contrast to much of the research con-
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ducted on popular websites, which tends to look 
at primarily interactive, participant-driven sites 
such as chat rooms (Lam, 2000) and fan fiction 
(Black, 2005), we emphasize websites where 
content is mediated primarily by a single entity, 
although many of these sites incorporate interac-
tive characteristics as well. We chose to analyze 
this type of website because they represent the 
interests and online literacy practices described 
most by elementary-aged children.

The websites targeted at girls that we examine 
included:

• Barbie® (http://barbie.everythinggirl.
com/), the official Mattel, Inc. website for 
its line of Barbie® toys and products. This 
site includes a range of activities includ-
ing online messaging and games, as well 
as advertisements for associated media and 
products.

• American Girl ™ (http://www.ameri-
cangirl.com/), the official website for the 
American Girl™ line of dolls, magazine 
subscriptions, stores, and other prod-
ucts. This site focuses on the “Historical 
Characters” and “Girl of the Year” lines of 
dolls and offers users many games, on- and 
offline activities, background information 
about each doll, and a variety of purchas-
ing opportunities.

The websites targeted at boys that we discuss 
include:

• Transformers© (http://www.hasbro.com/
transformers/), the official Hasbro, Inc. 
website for the Transformers© line of toys 
and products. It offers games, activities, 
comics, videos, downloads, and informa-
tion about other Hasbro products, as well as 
access to information and products related 
to the recent popular film Transformers.

• Hot Wheels® (http://www.hotwheels.
com/index_hwkids.aspx), the official 

website for Mattel’s line of Hot Wheels® 
toys and products. Product information, 
games, downloads, videos, and informa-
tion for collectors are available on the site.

We chose to concentrate on these websites for 
many reasons. Primarily, these websites require 
relatively little investment and offer easy access—
they are free for users, require no special equipment 
(other than a computer with Internet access), and 
can be used in one short sitting. Additionally, these 
websites and games are connected both directly 
and indirectly to other representational systems, 
communities, and practices. These sites are em-
bedded in media networks that include movies, 
toys, and television shows, as well as ideologies. 
Finally, these sites demonstrate the interests of 
young children who remain underrepresented in 
research regarding young people’s online literate 
lives outside of school.

Two levels of analysis were conducted on each 
of the four websites. Broad analyses focused on 
the sites themselves as media artifacts, including 
audits of design features, images, and the activi-
ties and games available to users. Closer analyses 
focused on several games and activities from each 
site, specifically those described by children as 
the most fun, engaging, and/or interesting on 
each site. We also emphasized the more complex 
exercises in terms of problem solving and literacy 
activities required by users. The content of these 
sites is constantly changed and updated—for 
example, at one point Barbie suddenly had two 
friends with her in her bedroom and games were 
added or deleted from several of the sites. The 
ever-changing nature of these sites provides a 
moving target for analysis. To account for this, 
we limited our data collection to a two-month 
period from March to May 2008.

In particular, we use the three aspects of 
convergence—textual practices, relationships of 
consumption, and social relationships—to under-
stand how these websites engage young people in 
ideologies of gender. Although we could use this 
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framework to discuss a range of ideologies—such 
as those surrounding social class, diversity, and 
technology to name a few—we chose to examine 
ideologies of gender because they are so salient 
in sites for this age group.

convergence of textual practices

Although the textual practices embedded in many 
popular websites overlap significantly with those 
valued in schools (Stone, 2007), they include a 
number of textual practices that are often unad-
dressed in educational contexts. While there are 
a number of changes to textual practices in on-
line literacies, here we focus on several of these 
practices that are most evident in the websites, 
and that are most significant for communicat-
ing ideologies of gender. Each of the websites 
discussed in this analysis engages young people 
in literacy practices involving multiple modes of 
representation, building extensive connections to 
other texts, remixing existing media for new pur-
poses, and opportunities for sharing commercial 
and fan-created media.

multimodality

First, the convergence of multiple modes repre-
sents a major change in new media texts. Like all 
texts, websites are multimodal in that they draw 
upon multiple systems of representation, includ-
ing but exceeding print. However, in new media 
texts, other modes of representation, such as visual, 
auditory, and spatial, play more dominant roles 
(Evans, 2005; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). All 
of the websites require users to “read” and even 
“write” using a number of representational sys-
tems. Users know what to do and where to go based 
on the convergence of these systems, rather than 
any single system of representation. For example, 
the game “Transformers Video Mash-Up” enables 
young people to make a Transformers-themed 
music video. To play this game users must read 
print-based instructions, use visual and spatial 

cues to navigate through the activity, select video 
clips and transitions from a range of choices, select 
audio tracks and sound effects, organize audio 
portions using visual representations of sound, 
write print-based credits, and coordinate across 
visual, auditory, and textual resources to create 
a final product.

The sites also draw on multiple modes of 
representation to target specific genders. Through 
print, color choices, images, and sounds, each site 
situates its audience as male or female. Each of 
the sites identifies its audience as boys or girls 
through print. For instance, the Barbie website 
greets visitors with the statement “Hi, Barbie 
Girl” and the American Girl site is titled “Fun for 
Girls.” The Transformers and Hot Wheels sites 
are less explicit about their audiences in terms 
of print. Rather than addressing or labeling their 
audiences as boys explicitly in the main pages 
of the sites, they only name their audiences as 
boys in parent pages. For example, the parents’ 
page for Hot Wheels describes the site as “The 
ultimate online destination for boys…” and the 
Transformers site includes access to “Parenting 
Tips for Parents of Boys.” Child-users, however, 
must rely mainly on visual and auditory cues to 
identify the sites’ intended audiences.

In terms of visual references, the sites use color 
and images to further identify their audiences. The 
sites targeted at girls use pastel color palates with 
pinks and purples as the dominant colors, whereas 
the sites targeted at boys use primary colors, with 
blues and black as the dominant colors. Very few 
images of the opposite sex are found on any of 
the sites; indeed the Transformers and Hot Wheels 
sites contain no images of females. The Barbie 
and American Girls site each contain a few im-
ages of males, usually in supporting roles as in the 
“Historical Characters” section of the American 
Girl site where they show each character’s net-
work of family and friends. The Barbie site also 
includes a game called “Give Ken a New Look” 
where users can dress up Ken and select his ideal 
interests and future goals.
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Finally, the sites utilize sound and music in 
different ways. Users of Barbie are greeted by 
pop-music and Barbie orally introducing herself 
and her friends. The American Girl site is the most 
limited in terms of auditory resources, only includ-
ing music and sound effects in games. The music 
used in these games matches the character, time 
period, and activity it’s tied to—for instance the 
game “A Life in Freedom” for Addy, a newly freed 
slave after the Civil War, has a ragtime soundtrack, 
whereas “Samantha’s Scavenger Hunt” which ac-
companies the Victorian era doll has a classical 
soundtrack. In contrast, the sites targeted at boys 
greet users with mechanical sounds, heavy metal 
music, and deep male voices.

Through the convergence of multiple modes, 
including print, visual, and auditory, each site 
clearly identifies its audience as either male or 
female. This provides the basis for an ideology 
of gender where boys and girls rarely interact and 
where males and females are largely excluded 
from each other’s worlds.

intertextuality

In addition to the convergence of modes, each of 
the sites engages young people in the convergence 
of texts—or intertextuality—as well. While mul-
timodality emphasizes the relationships between 
representational systems, intertextuality highlights 
the interrelatedness of texts (Kristeva, 2001; 
Warnick, 2002). The importance of intertextual-
ity, although present in all texts, is more complex 
in online texts. Indeed, users of popular websites 
must navigate a seemingly endless, interconnected 
web of media, products, characters, storylines, and 
fan activity associated with each site.

Hyperlinks are a major vehicle for building 
intertextual connections for each of the sites. 
Indeed, each of the sites’ homepages offer users 
an approximately 30-50 direct links to games, 
activities, information about products, opportuni-
ties to purchase products, other media, and related 
websites. Each of these links leads to another web 

page with a number of links, creating networks of 
hundreds of related pages. For example, the Barbie 
home page includes links to various “rooms” in 
Barbie’s house such as her bedroom, game room, 
garden, and closet, each of which is filled with 
related activities. Users have the option to deco-
rate the page and make it their home page. They 
can also access shopping opportunities as well 
as commercials for Barbie dolls and the movie 
Mariposa. There are also links to websites based 
on other products and media for girls, such as 
Polly Pocket and High School Musical 2. There 
is some redundancy in these links, as well, of-
fering multiple pathways for navigating through 
the site. For instance, users can get to Barbie’s 
bedroom through an image of a stuffed teddy bear, 
a blueprint of Barbie’s house, or advice from one 
of Barbie’s friends who depicted on the homepage 
with her. Finally, surrounding the central part of 
the site are small links for adult users, covering 
such topics as information for parents, collectors, 
and legal statements.

In addition to hyperlinks, there are a range 
of print, visual, and auditory references to other 
media. For example, the American girl site pro-
vides extensive background information through 
print and images for each doll. The Transformers 
site greets visitors with the statement “Autobots, 
transform and roll out!” which is a key phrase 
from the Transformers cartoons and movie. And 
Barbie’s bedroom has a CD player that allows users 
to listen to clips of popular music and potentially 
purchase CDs of the full songs. Simply put, us-
ers of all of these sites must negotiate a complex 
network of hyperlinks in addition to a seemingly 
endless stream of references to characters, sto-
rylines, and products.

Overall, the links and references channel us-
ers through gender-specific opportunities. The 
Barbie site, for instance, is part of a network of 
websites called Everything Girl, which is owned 
by Mattel, Inc. Within this network, users can 
easily access four similar websites base on other 
Mattel products. Each of these sites is similar 
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to Barbie in that they specifically target girls. 
Likewise, the Hot Wheels site provides links 
to Tyco R/C and Matchbox, both of which are 
websites for other lines of car toys and, like Hot 
Wheels, specifically address boys. In contrast, the 
American Girl site only includes internal links to 
the site. The Transformers site is the only website 
from this sample that offers the potential to cross 
gender audiences. Through several of the activi-
ties on the site, users are channeled to Monkey 
Bar TV, which provides crossover opportunities 
with other media for both girls and boys. How-
ever, even though these crossover opportunities 
exist, they are often buried deep within the link 
structure of the site.

Remixing and sharing

Another type of textual convergence that each of 
the websites supports is remixing. According to 
Lankshear and Knobel (2006), remixing involves 
taking preexisting representational resources and 
rearranging them into new texts. For example, 
“Transformers Video Mash-Up” lets young people 
engage in editing a short music video. Players 
piece together video clips, transitions, sound ef-
fects, and music to create an original Transform-
ers video, using a similar interface to common 
video editing software like iMovie. Similarly, 
in “Fashion Fever: Styled by Me” on the Barbie 
website, children select one of four styles (“Preppy 
& Pretty” or “Funky & Fab,” for example). Then 
they put together an outfit with choices of colors, 
fabrics, and cuts for items like Barbie’s jacket, 
shirt, purse and shoes. By participating in these 
activities, users take existing media and rearrange 
them to create original texts, or what Ito (2006) 
calls a “media mix.”

Sharing is another important textual practice 
available on these websites. After completing 
these remixing activities, and many others on all 
of the sites, users get to see their creations, and 
if they want, they can e-mail them to friends, 
save them electronically, and/or print them out 

to share with others. In the “Transformers Video 
Mash-Up” game, users can even submit their vid-
eos to be posted on the site and view other fans’ 
submissions. Several of the sites also allow users 
to share specific activities with others via e-mail. 
For instance, each game on the Hot Wheels site 
offers users the option to “Send to a Friend.” This 
allows the use of games and activities to spread 
through informal peer networks.

Through remixing and sharing, users not only 
consume products from each of these sites, but 
they can also participate in creating new media or 
sharing existing media that can become the textual 
focus for other fans. In so doing, they are “writ-
ers” of new media texts, in addition to “readers.” 
They also engage in multimodality by coordinat-
ing multiple modes of representation, including 
print, images, and/or sound. Additionally, they 
insert themselves and their textual creations into 
the burgeoning array of intertextual references 
available from each site.

Like the opportunities for intertextual links 
and use of multimodal resources, the materials for 
remixing tend to be gender-specific. For example, 
in the game “Fashion Fever: Styled by Me” de-
scribed above, users choose clothing to dress up 
Barbie from a range of pre-set styles. In a similar 
game, “Give Ken a New Look” users create their 
ideal Ken by dressing him in various male styles, 
selecting his hair, and choosing his interests and 
career goals. While these games offer an array of 
clothing and accessory choices to players, they 
still offer a relatively narrow spectrum of possible 
archetypes of maleness and femaleness from which 
to choose. Players cannot mix Ken’s and Barbie’s 
clothes; nor can users extend beyond the prescribed 
categories of the activity—there are no choices 
such as “Geeky and Gaudy” or “Flamboyant and 
Feminine” that extend beyond mainstream ideals 
of girlhood and boyhood.

One exception to gender-specific remixing 
opportunities is available on the Transformers 
site. The game “Transformers Print Shop” takes 
users to “Monkey Bar TV” which ties together a 
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range of media from Hasbro, Inc. for both boys 
and girls. In this game, users can create a number 
of remixed products—such as bookmarks, post-
ers, or cards—that be printed or e-mailed. When 
users first enter the game, they are presented with 
several images of Transformers characters that 
can be dragged and dropped onto a changeable 
background. However, with some work, users can 
rotate through dozens of images from Hasbro prod-
ucts. So, conceivably, a user could create posters 
or bookmarks that include an image of Optimus 
Prime next to an Easy-Bake Oven on a lavender 
background, thus creating cross-gendered rep-
resentations. However, such opportunities are 
rare and, when available, difficult to access on 
the websites.

Overall, through textual convergence, the 
websites we analyzed lay the foundation for an 
ideology of gender where boys and girls are largely 
segregated from each other. Although both boys 
and girls must negotiate a textual world where 
multiple modes are needed to make meaning, 
texts are deeply interrelated, and media can be 
remixed and shared with others, boys and girls are 
encouraged to play in parallel but largely separate 
media landscapes. Also, the sites provide narrow 
representations of ideals of maleness and female-
ness. These textual elements of convergence lay 
the groundwork for convergence of consumption 
and convergence of social relationships.

convergence in Relationships 
between consumers, 
producers, and media

Building on the elements of textual convergence 
described above, each of the sites also provides 
a number of opportunities for young people to 
participate in convergence of relationships of 
consumption. Unlike traditional theories of com-
munication (and literacy, for that matter), where 
producers are viewed as the active creators of 
meaning and consumers are framed as passive 
receivers of meaning (e.g. Horkheimer & Adorno, 

1972), convergence accounts for the active role 
that both consumers and producers play in mean-
ing making. This reformulation of the relationship 
between consumers, producers, and media is evi-
dent in several phenomena associated with new 
media, including brand extension, cross-affinity 
extension, and participation in media.

In terms of brand extension, each of the sites 
provides only one of many points of contact be-
tween the consumer, media, and other products. 
Each of the sites offers entry into vast media net-
works that tie together websites, games, movies, 
books, magazines, music, virtual and physical 
stores, dolls, action figures, toys, and accessories. 
For example, the American Girl website is based 
on two lines of dolls including “Historical Charac-
ters,” representing different cultures and historical 
periods, and “Girl of the Year,” based on modern, 
culturally diverse models of girlhood. For each 
of these dolls, which can also be purchased along 
with accessories, users can play games, find out 
more about the dolls’ friends and families, read 
book excerpts, and create media such as cards and 
computer wallpapers. They can also take a virtual 
adventure around the world with their doll, through 
the activity “A Doll’s Journey” where users can 
learn about various locations such as Tanzania, 
Singapore, and Belize. During their journey, users 
find out “fun facts” about the culture, language, 
and food of each location, play cultural games, 
create a travel diary for a doll, and design other 
media. Also, on the site, users can view trailers 
for American Girl movies, give and get advice, 
take quizzes, shop for dolls, purchase a magazine 
subscription, and find out about events at American 
girl store. In other words, users of this site, and all 
of the sites for that matter, are immersed in a vast 
network of opportunities to engage in activities 
that cross a range of media.

Not only do these websites provide within-
brand opportunities to connect media, many also 
provide opportunities for cross-affinity extension, 
as well. Three of the four websites include mul-
tiple links to other websites with related content. 
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Directly from the homepages, users of the Barbie 
site are encouraged to peruse other sites such as 
Polly Pocket, users of Hot Wheels can easily ac-
cess other car toy sites, and users of Transformers 
can “Explore Hasbro” and access any of the other 
Hasbro sites. The only exception is American Girl, 
which provides no external links, likely because it 
is not connected to a larger brand label. Through 
this cross-affinity extension, many of the sites 
enable young people not only to engage in brand-
extension, but also expand and/or transfer their 
attention to other brands, as well.

In addition to brand-extension and cross-
affinity extension, each of the sites also hails young 
people into actively participating in the produc-
tion of and making connections among media. In 
each of the sites, young people can extend their 
experiences with other media by participating in a 
range of games and other activities, through what 
Jenkins (2006) calls participatory culture. Since the 
textual networks of new media are so widespread 
and complex, it stands to follow that users must 
piece together information from multiple sources 
to make meaning. Users of the Transformers site, 
for instance, must negotiate multiple texts, includ-
ing the movie, cartoon show, games, commercials, 
and embodied play experiences to learn about key 
characters, storylines, and developments associ-
ated with Transformers. Also, as described above 
in regard to remixing, users on all of these sites 
have multiple opportunities to become producers 
of media, as well. Whether playing “Transformers 
Video Mash-Up” or “Fashion Fever: Styled by 
Me,” users of these sites can build on and extend 
existing media to create their own original media. 
In so doing, users are not only the receivers of 
meaning, but active producers as well.

Undoubtedly, these elaborate media networks, 
both within brand and across affinities, in addi-
tion to opportunities to participate in production, 
are attempts by commercial entities to encourage 
high levels of consumption. However, these new 
media phenomena also give consumers a great deal 
of control and, indeed, reconfigure the relation-

ship between consumers, producers, and media. 
Users, not commercial entities, decide which 
aspects of media they want to explore—they can 
choose which links to follow within and outside 
of specific sites, which activities and games to 
play, and whether or not they wish to engage with 
particular media. They can also design their own 
ideal media within certain activities.

Nonetheless, it is important to note that these 
activities are controlled to some extent. Most of 
the opportunities for brand extension and cross-
affinity extension channel users through gender-
specific experiences and media. Likewise, many 
of the materials available for participation provide 
carefully controlled arrays of media resources 
from which to draw, limited by gender, brands, 
and/or commercial networks.

convergence of social Relationships

Not only do the sites engage in textual convergence 
and convergence of consumption, but they also 
provide opportunities for convergence between 
both “new” and “old” social relationships.

Each of the four sites is tied to a particular 
affinity group, including affinities around lines 
of toys, movies, and other media. By using these 
websites and embedded games, young people are 
joining other fans across the world with similar 
interests. However, it is likely because of the 
young age of their audiences, these sites are not 
solely focused on affinity group participation 
alone. Alongside these affinity groups, young 
people are also encouraged to participate in more 
traditional social relationships, including those 
surrounding family and real life friends. Through 
the convergence of social relationships, each of 
the sites encourages children to take on particular 
gendered identities.

Each of the sites is one of many opportunities 
for young people to engage in affinity groups. 
These affinity groups, based on fandoms surround-
ing toys and media, allow children to play with, 
talk to, create media for, and engage in parallel 
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play with other fans. The Hot Wheels website, for 
instance, includes many games where children 
can race or play against each other or compare 
their scores on games to those of others. In the 
game “Rebellion Race,” players participate in a 
car race against up to four other players. Each 
player is assigned a preset name and can choose 
from a list of taunts to say to opponents at the start 
of the race, such as “Pedal to the metal” or “Eat 
my dust.” At the end of the race, players see each 
other’s race times and can also view high scores 
in the game. By winning races, players unlock 
faster and fancier cars that make it more likely 
that they will be able to win races. Although these 
activities do not allow for free dialogue between 
players, they can still communicate and compete 
against players from all over the world. The Barbie 
website includes a virtual world, called “Barbie 
Girls” where users can create an avatar, decorate 
a room, chat with friends through drop down 
menus, and play games alone or with other players. 
Several activities on the Transformers site, such 
as “Transformers Video Mash-Up” allow players 
to share fan-created media with other fans. Also, 
on the American Girl site, users can share stories, 
experiences, and give and get advice about topics 
like school, family, and friends in “Girls Speak 
Out.” They can also share their thoughts about a 
weekly question posed by Kit Kittredge, who is 
the main character in an American Girl movie. All 
of the sites include a range of individual activities, 
as well, where children can engage in parallel play 
with other members of each affinity group.

Each of the sites also addresses social rela-
tionships with real life friends. In many of the 
activities and games available on the sites, chil-
dren can e-mail their fan creations to friends, as 
in “Transformers Video Mash-Up.” Also, some of 
the sites allow children to e-mail links to games to 
friends, thus advertising these activities through 
informal peer networks, as with all of the games 
on the Hot Wheels site. Additionally, both the 
Barbie and American girl sites provide tools for 
coordinating social interactions with friends. For 

instance, the Barbie site shopping area provides 
sets of party planning materials for purchase. 
Also, the American Girl site offers a “Book Club 
Kit,” which provides all the materials necessary 
(printable invitations, bookmarks, calendars, and 
pledge promises) to set up a book club for reading 
and discussing American Girl books.

In addition to affinity groups and real life 
friends, the sites also attend to the participation 
of family in young people’s use of the sites. All of 
the sites provide access to special pages for par-
ents, which recommend related family activities, 
discuss the educational value of each activity, give 
parenting tips, provide links to parenting advice 
sites, and offer information about shows, movies, 
and broadcast schedules. These pages tend to focus 
on products, services, and lifestyle advice related 
to the sites—after all, parents are the ones holding 
the credit cards. For example, on the Barbie sites 
parents’ page, parents can have Barbie call their 
daughter and buy the newest Barbie toys and ac-
cessories. It also includes activities and advice for 
what parents can do with their daughters, focusing 
on topics such as diet, fitness, crafts, and Internet 
safety. Several of the sites also enable children to 
create wish lists of toys and accessories they like 
for family and friends.

Across each of these social relationships ad-
dressed by the sites, girls and boys are encouraged 
to engage in very different sets of activities and 
take on different identities. Through providing 
separate, but parallel mediascapes for girls and 
boys, the sites support ideologies for activities 
and related identities that are appropriate for 
girls and boys. The sites for girls tend to provide 
activities for girls that focus on activities in social 
and domestic domains. In contrast, the activities 
supported by Transformers and Hot Wheels sites 
focus on competition and technical know-how.

Many of the activities on the sites targeted at 
girls focus on activities surrounding the domes-
tic sphere such as gardening, cooking, cleaning, 
dressing up, and care giving. The Barbie site, for 
instance, includes a game called “Shoe Hunt” 
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where players assist Barbie’s friend Kayla with 
cleaning up several sets of matching shoes hid-
den throughout her bedroom. Also, in the game 
“Let’s Take Care of Baby” players babysit for baby 
Krissy by taking her grocery shopping, as well as 
dressing, feeding, and cleaning her. The Barbie site 
also includes a number of dress-up games such 
as “Fashion Fever: Styled by Me” and “Superstar 
Makeovers.” The Barbie site is also organized 
by the “rooms” of Barbie’s house, where each 
room, which is accessible via image links and a 
blueprint of the house, provides a set of activities, 
thus, further locating the Barbie activities in the 
domestic sphere. Similarly, on the American Girl 
site, girls are encouraged to engage in activities 
such as growing a garden as in “Molly’s Victory 
Garden,” taking care of animals as in “Net Pet,” 
baking and crafts as described in the “Magazine 
Activities” section of the site, and a number of 
scrapbooking opportunities as on “Doll Scrapbook 
Online” and “A Doll’s Journey.”

In addition to domestic activities, the Barbie 
and American Girl sites also focus on socializing 
with friends. Both of the sites provide a number of 
opportunities for and images of social interaction. 
For instance, images of Barbie on her homepage, 
in her garden, and in her game room show Barbie 
hanging out with friends. Also, from the home 
page, there is an image of a laptop that links to 
“Barbie Girls” where fans can chat, party, and play 
with each other online. Additionally, as described 
above, many of the activities allow girls to share 
their creations by email with friends. The Ameri-
can Girl site also includes a number of images 
of friendship, both through pictures of groups of 
girls and girls holding their doll “friends.” The 
site includes an advice column “Girls Speak 
Out” where girls can get and give advice. Also, 
the American Girl website provides materials for 
several social activities, including starting a book 
club and building a small business.

In contrast, the sites targeted at boys encour-
age activities and identities related to competi-
tion and technical know-how. The Transformers 

site, for instance, encourages boys to engage in 
activities that revolve around strategic competi-
tion. Competition in this site primarily centers on 
good versus evil. Indeed, all of the games focus 
on the conflict between the evil Decepticons and 
the Transformers. Many of the games involve 
embarking on essential missions to defeat the 
Decepticons. One example is the game “Key 
Recovery” where players search several planets 
to recover a key. In so doing, they are expected 
to understand how to use a radar screen in the 
upper left-hand corner to navigate across a grid. 
Also, boys playing the game “Energon Within” 
must launch missiles while digitally controlling 
the velocity of missiles being launched while 
managing a reserve of missiles. In these games, 
users must manipulate technology (the robots and 
items they transform into) and rely on technical 
know-how, such as using radar and understand-
ing of velocity, to successfully wage strategic 
competition on their enemies.

Similarly, the Hot Wheels site encourages boys 
to engage in activities that revolve around com-
petition and building. Many of the games on the 
website focus on competing with real and virtual 
others, either in battles or races. For instance, in 
“Rebellion Race” users compete against other 
players online. They race against four other cars on 
12 tracks and unlock new cars as they win events. 
Other games include users in battles against their 
environments or enemies, as in “Aerial Attack 
Robot Swarm.” In this game, players control 
aerial attack vehicles, which are responsible for 
shooting and attacking flying bugs that are trying 
to destroy them. A number of activities also ask 
users to build cars or race tracks. For example, 
“The Factory: Tag Rides” players choose a car 
and use various machines in a factory setting to 
modify and decorate their car with decals, wheels, 
paint, and suspension.

Simply put, each of the sites engages young 
people in ideologies of which activities are appro-
priate for girls or boys, along with related identi-
ties. Whereas boys are encouraged to engage in 
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activities and identities surrounding competition 
and technical know-how, girls are being recruited 
into activities and identities focused on domestic 
duties and socializing with others. Although all 
of the sites provide opportunities to engage in 
important aspects of multiliteracies, the gendered 
ideologies put forth by the websites, as well as 
the lack of opportunities to expand beyond these 
ideologies, are problematic if treated uncritically 
(for a more detailed analysis of gendered activities 
on popular websites, see Stone & Veth, 2008).

discussion & conclusion

Users of popular websites are being introduced 
into literacies that are multimodal, rather than 
print-based; intertextual, rather than monotextual; 
and that expect children to actively (re)produce 
media themselves. To participate, users must en-
gage not just as consumers of media from single 
sources, but must manage, consume, and produce 
media from multiple sources. Users can create 
new potential connections between themselves 
and others interested in similar topics, both in 
“real” life and online.

In so doing, however, popular websites use a 
range of convergence strategies, including social 
convergence, convergence of consumption, and 
textual convergence to engage young people in 
the consumption not only of products and media, 
but also of ideologies. As we have illustrated, sites 
such as Barbie, American Girl, Transformers, 
and Hot Wheels recruit children into potentially 
problematic ideologies surrounding gender. As 
discussed above, the websites frame girls’ and 
boys’ worlds as parallel, but primarily separate. 
Indeed, little significant mention of the opposite 
sex is made on any of the sites. Media materials 
for remixing and links to related media, with the 
exception of a few activities on the Transformers 
site, are primarily focused on one gender to the 
exclusion of the other gender. Likewise, each of 

the sites upholds problematic views of appropriate 
activities and identities for girls and boys.

We agree with Butler (2004) that the gendered 
categories of “boy” and “girl” are historical and 
cultural concepts, not natural ones. According to 
Butler, gender is a “performative act” that is of-
ten not voluntary. Rather, gender is realized over 
time and across situations, through the regular 
replication of gendered actions. Overall, in the 
websites discussed here, boys are being targeted 
to engage in competitive, technologically-oriented 
activities, whereas girls are being groomed for 
lives in social and domestic spheres. Through 
repeated play with these websites, girls and boys 
are learning to perform gendered identities. Even 
though there are numerous websites for this age 
group, such as Disney and Nickelodeon that do 
not segregate genders quite as noticeably as these 
sites, it is useful to critique the gendered ideolo-
gies supported by websites specifically targeted at 
boys or girls, since these encompass some of the 
most extensively used websites by this age group 
and therefore set gendered agendas.

Although we illustrate that these sites engage 
children in problematic representations of gender 
through a range of convergence strategies, we are 
not arguing for a response of censorship. Indeed, all 
of the popular websites discussed in this analysis 
engage children in many of the new literacies that 
are valued in today’s world and therefore benefit 
children in fundamental ways we are only now be-
ginning to understand. Rather, we argue that such 
analyses have the potential to provide students with 
the capacity to development counternarratives as 
literate agents. In other words, the pedagogical 
goal of engaging in critical analyses of websites 
through the lens of convergence should not just 
be to critique such texts, but to actively engage 
in their redesign.

Within critical literacy scholarship, two ma-
jor concerns have been raised about practices of 
textual analysis and social action. The first argues 
that critical literacy practices must, like the texts 



49

Convergence

they analyze, be situated in local instructional 
contexts (McDaniel, 2006; Muspratt, A. Luke & 
Freebody, 1997). For this reason, we stress that 
the framework of convergence we develop here is 
not a prescriptive method; rather it is suggestive 
of key starting points for educators to consider 
and adapt to their instructional contexts. None-
theless, it captures several key dimensions of the 
contemporary, online literacy practices that domi-
nate many young people’s out-of-school lives. A 
second concern is the infringement on students’ 
pleasurable uses of literacy. Whereas most critical 
literacy scholars would agree that it is important to 
use real and relevant texts (Gilbert, 2001), several 
have raised concerns about co-opting fandoms, 
neutralizing school-based texts, and destroying 
the pleasures of children’s out-of-school liter-
ate lives (Alvermann, Moon & Hagood, 1999; 
Christian-Smith, 1997; Stevens & Bean, 2007). 
Convergence as an analytic framework of media 
participation maintains students’ active roles in 
participatory culture, thereby simultaneously 
allowing both pleasurable and critical stances 
toward new media texts.

It is also important to mention that, as Dyson 
(1997) and Newkirk (2002) have discussed, chil-
dren often use texts like popular websites and other 
media in critical and unintended ways. Therefore, 
a textual analysis, as we have conducted here, can 
only provide a partial picture of the gendered ide-
ologies and identities in which children engage in 
practice. However, children’s gendered practices 
and understandings of literacy are shaped by the 
texts, textual practices, and ideologies they are 
granted access to across domains of their lives. 
As Brandt (2001) demonstrates, individuals’ op-
portunities for literacy learning (and we would 
extend this to the ideologies embedded in literacy 
contexts), are shaped by their contact with “spon-
sors” or individuals and institutions that enable 
or deny access to particular literacies and life 
pathways. If we view popular websites as one of 
many sets of sponsors in young people’s live, we 

can see the value of critically engaging children 
with such texts.

Meanwhile, school-based literacy curricula 
have little to do with engaging in such literacy 
practices; nor do many children have the oppor-
tunity to step back and unpack how convergence 
shapes their lives, literacies, and world views. 
This is not to say that young people are not ca-
pable of being critically literate outside of school 
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2006), but that school could 
and should be taking a more active stance toward 
such literacies.

One place where schools can have an impact 
on children’s understandings of popular websites 
and other media is by introducing young people 
to alternate interpretations and ideologies related 
to the online texts that now play such significant 
roles in their recreational lives. This extends far 
beyond the present focus in many educational 
contexts that frame online texts in terms of finding 
information and safety issues. Rather, we need to 
broaden the focus of literacy education to account 
for multiliteracies, like popular websites, that are 
now taking center stage in many children’s lives. 
This does not imply necessarily that we should 
bring websites like Barbie or Transformers into 
classroom settings, but it does indicate that it is our 
responsibility as educators to equip children with 
ability to critically analyze such sites. Through 
engaging children in analyses of the convergence 
strategies used by websites and other contem-
porary media—including textual convergence, 
convergence of consumption, and convergence of 
social relationships—we can engage children in 
more nuanced and less limiting views of gender 
and other ideologies of childhood.
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backGRound

Across various academic fields, the advent of the 
information age, with its explosion in quantity and 
format of multimodal texts, has ushered in various 
reconsiderations and investigations into the nature 
of textual practices and systems. Within educa-
tion, the publication of the New London Group’s 
landmark treatise (1996) on literacy, information 
communication technologies (ICT), and pedagogy 
initiated myriad inquiries into research and practice, 

most often within literacy education, information 
communication technologies, and critical literacy. 
The New London Group were largely credited 
with coining the phrase, ‘multiliteracies.’ The 1996 
publication set forth a call and need for educa-
tors to address literacy learning which the Group 
believed were always inextricably connected to 
available technologies of the time. In this way, the 
Group emphasized that investigations into literacy 
and literacy pedagogy must be in concert with 
new and yet-to-be-seen communications media. 
Underpinning the work of the New London Group 
and our work recanted in this chapter, is a view of 

abstRact

In this chapter, the authors explore the current challenges facing educational institutions to design 
learning spaces congruent for learning with and through multimodal textual practices. The chapter re-
views the inherent design, or grammar, of multimodal literacy practices and that of learning with these 
texts. Using examples from secondary and tertiary contexts, constructs from complexity theory offer a 
theoretical lens that is more generative for conceptualizing and analyzing dynamic literacy practices 
in educational institutions than multimodal literacy. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 
tensions that arise form these examples, using Bourdieu’s (1984) habitus to problematize the future of 
designing dynamic educational spaces.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60566-673-0.ch004



54

The Dynamic Design of Learning with Text

literacy from sociocultural perspectives. As such, 
our theoretical perspective on literacy positions 
language and text as always implicated by cultur-
ally situated processes of making, conveying and 
negotiating meaning. People in situated contexts 
have opportunities to both express themselves 
and make sense of the world through multiple 
and multiply designed modes of communication 
(linguistic/textual, visual/graphical, musical/
audio, spatial, gestural).

Throughout these quantitative and qualitative 
changes in textual practices, the field of literacy 
research and investigations into literacy pedagogy 
have been keenly interested in what counts as lit-
eracy, literacy competency, and assessment thereof 
(e.g., Leu, Kinzer, Coiro & Cammack, 2004.

A lesser addressed question, and the focus 
here, is what parallels can and must be drawn 
between theories of learning spaces and theories 
of multiliteracies. A particular focus of this chap-
ter is the exploration of this question, in light of 
some of the problems schools have encountered 
as they have worked to educate students in these 
textual practices. Now that multiliteracies, mul-
timodal texts, and digital literacies are far from 
‘new,’ we extend upon New London Group’s 
initial theorizing about these changes in textual 
processes to more deeply investigate the com-
plexities involved in planning deliberately for 
and with multimodality.

To anchor our analyses, the authors (we) 
present two case studies to explore learning and 
multiliteracies and examine these case studies and 
relevant theories through the filter of praxis. Praxis 
is a key concept outlined by Brazilian educator, 
Paulo Freire, as part of his mapping of the actions 
and perspectives central to sincere and purposeful 
social change. Within this outline, Freire under-
scored the necessity of praxis, “reflection and 
action upon the world in order to transform it” 
(Freire, 1970, p. 36). As we explore the two case 
studies’ uses of dynamic designs of learning with 
multimodal texts, we employ praxis to note what 
we can learn from available theories of learning 

and multimodality and also what educators should 
pay attention to among the dynamics of texts, 
space, and participants when hoping for change 
in practice. To contextualize this work, we first 
turn to a discussion of the historical problems that 
have emerged as schools have attempted to adopt 
a multiliteracies perspective.

issues: histoRical 
pRoblematics in schoolinG 
multiliteRacies

While multiliteracies offer compelling reasons 
for consideration and use, their appropriation into 
institutional spaces of education also demands 
investigation into the kinds of learning processes 
and practices that are compatible with these texts. 
The incorporation of a multiliteracies approach 
requires a fundamental shift in how teaching and 
learning spaces are conceptualized, including the 
particular challenges of reconceptualizing these 
spaces within the school. Such reconceptualiza-
tions of space will be explored in the case studies 
offered in this chapter. Through the use of selective 
case studies, it was not assumed that the educa-
tional institution contained spaces automatically 
inclined towards learning, and more so, learning 
with and about multimodal textual practices. While 
it is facile and common to conflate learning with 
education, our inquiry into the intersections of 
learning spaces and multimodal texts requires 
an intentional attention to learning, which occurs 
in all kinds of spaces, public, institutional, and 
countercultural. While public pedagogies, those 
that occur outside of the orchestrated contexts of 
schools, tend to be marked by user-driven inquiries 
and highly utilitarian teaching/learning exchanges, 
the roles of learner, teacher, within the spatial 
boundaries and temporal rhythms of classroom 
learning have yet to be similarly transformed (Gee, 
2003). Institutional spaces of education, however, 
are traditionally marked by relatively inflexible 
patterns of interactions (Hargreaves, 1994).
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Further complicating the institutional culture 
of schooling is the generational divide across 
literacy practices (Hagood, Stevens & Reink-
ing, 2003). For example, in classrooms across 
post-industrial nations, students use and create 
multimediated texts, but these texts and their 
surrounding pedagogical contexts do not neces-
sarily reconstruct the classroom space to be either 
terribly dynamic or transformative (Rogers & 
Schofield, 2005). The typical response of schools 
and education to information age technologies 
and texts has been a rather arbitrary and succes-
sive sampling of various textual practices. From 
zines to blogs, the appropriation of these practices 
is often conducted in a desire to be innovative 
in practices, to take advantage of the ‘newness’ 
of various texts and practices found outside of 
schools. However, these attempts to incorporate 
practices, without a view of underlying principles, 
has typically led to an approach that assimilates 
these textual practices in the traditionally linear 
processes of classrooms. This process veritably 
works to flatten dynamic and nonlinear textual 
practices into the worn patterns of teacher-led, 
didactic sequences of following step-by-step 
instructions. The assimilation and subsequent 
transformation of dynamic literacy practices into 
hierarchical and linearly ordered classroom ex-
changes echoes the cliché of the square peg into 
a round hole. The mismatch is one of grammar, 
the underlying logic that underpins both various 
textual practices and learning processes. As used 
in fields such as systemic functional linguistics, 
grammar is a term that connotes an attention to 
both logic and options.

The challenge is then how to reconceptual-
ize not only what counts as literacy, but also 
what are conceptualizations of learning that are 
up to the challenge of multimodal and dynamic 
literacy practices. How can schools and teachers 
reposition themselves to provide pedagogy that 
not only makes use of multiliteracies but is in 
concert with their underlying lines of logic? To 
do so, we must review the inherent logic systems, 

or grammar, of both multimodal literacy practices 
and how learning has been framed in schooling 
contexts, including those detailed in the chapter’s 
case studies. In the following section, we detail 
the paradigmatic shifts in text usage that are part 
and parcel of a reconsideration of the very logic, 
or grammars (Halliday, 1993) of various textual 
practices.

GRammatical consideRations 
of multimodal teXtual 
pRactices

To better understand the grammar of multimodal 
textual practices, we begin by examining both the 
logic of multimodal texts and the logic underpin-
ning the literacy practices of users of text. Through 
both theoretical and practice-based points, we 
examine the design and structures of text itself and 
the various roles and cultural significations that 
are part of the context of the literacy practices.

In digital modes, interactions with texts are 
changed. Some researchers (Darley, 2000; Gee, 
2003; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; Lemke, 1995; 
Unsworth, 2001) have discussed the effects on 
social and semiotic power through new modes 
of interactivity and hypertextuality. Reading and 
writing become less about a static finished product 
and more reflective of a permeable process. An 
example is the difference between a published, 
print volume of an encyclopedia and Wikipedia. 
The former is constructed as a finished product; 
the latter is constructed as a work in progress.

As roles shift and literacy practices move from 
a receptive mode of interacting with “finished” 
texts, the agency to construct meaning is more 
explicitly felt as distributed among the partici-
pants. This enhanced interactivity allows users 
to write back to producers of texts, thus affecting 
traditional social power structures and the power 
dynamic between producers and consumers. This 
permeability and possibility to destabilize the au-
thorial role is neither exclusive to nor derivative 
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only from multimodal texts, but we are argue that 
it is more explicitly felt with these texts.

As hypertextuality allows users to link to other 
texts, users have multiple entryways into texts 
and multiple exits from produced text through 
hyperlinks. New semiotic modes (i.e., animation, 
sound, and video) afford expanded opportunities 
to produce text that convey meaning in ways 
unavailable in unitary, linear forms. These non-
linear ways of interacting with texts challenge 
traditionally-oriented temporal and interpretive 
semiotics and transform the conceptual and struc-
tural grammar of schools.

Recognizing the shifting roles among con-
sumers, producers and users of multimodal texts 
is central to understanding the sea change that is 
taking place in both textual practices and, more 
so, how people take up conscious positions within 
literacy practices. The chapter’s case studies will 
illustrate how the logic of multimodal textual 
practices may be in (and out) of sync with learn-
ing processes in schools.

One way to think about changing engagements 
with texts (e.g., possibilities offered through hy-
pertextuality and multiple semiotic modes) is to 
consider how people may engage with multimedi-
ated literacy practices in ways more akin to play 
(Darley, 2000). For example, the ways in which 
a person might create a pastiche of various video 
texts into a themed montage and then post this 
to a networked website, such as youtube.com, is 
more like play: manipulating, transforming, and 
co-opting.

In the grammar of multimodal textual practices, 
play seems organic to the production of text. 
However, types of play run along a continuum 
with the parameters set by the architecture of the 
space. The tension runs between strict regulations 
to no constraints. In other words, certain types of 
play are occasioned (Davis & Sumara, 1997) by 
how tight or how loose the parameters are in the 
design. Thus, simplistic assumptions about play 
in the production of text should be tempered by 
logic of grammar and by asking, “What are the 

particular attributes and conventions that underpin 
such practices and the experiences they engender?” 
(Darley, 2000). This is an important consideration 
when contemplating the inclusion of multimodal 
textual practices in schools. An out-of-school 
literacy practice like playing a networked online 
game is a different literacy practice with a different 
purpose and different stakes than an in-school as-
signment to create a multimodal research project. 
The parameters and constraints are different thus 
engendering a different type of play and a different 
experience. The conventions and attributes of the 
context are central to the experience.

Engagement with multimodal texts is built on 
the understanding that the grammar of these texts 
is different from the grammar of linear texts. The 
design challenge in curriculum and instruction 
is to consider the distinct representational and 
communicational affordances of particular modes 
and contexts rather than to fit multimodal literacy 
practices into existing literacy practices in schools. 
A more nuanced understanding of the grammar 
of schools and the grammar of multimodal texts 
may illuminate a more logical course for mapping 
the necessary actions and perspectives necessary 
to engage in sincere and purposeful social change 
or praxis.

GRammatical consideRations 
of leaRninG spaces

In keeping with our use of the metaphor and 
heuristic of grammar to forefront the particular 
designs, features, and contexts of multimodal texts, 
we now extend this conceptual node in relation 
to learning spaces and propose an alternative 
for framing learning with multimodal texts. As 
mentioned previously, our intention here is to 
purposefully evade a conflation of learning and 
education, or more precisely, of learning spaces 
and educational institutions. To be sure, learning 
occurs frequently within educational institutions, 
but the construction of an educational institution, 
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despite its requisite plans for curriculum and peda-
gogy, does not necessarily guarantee a presence or 
continuity of learning. In fact, closer inspection of 
the tradition approaches to the design of learning 
through curricular mapping and lesson planning 
shows potential contradictions to the grammars 
of multimodal texts.

Consider the typical lesson plan format pro-
vided in Table 1 which is a commonplace lesson 
template for preservice, inservice teacher educa-
tion, and used by classroom teachers on a daily 
basis. This typical lesson plan template provides 
a textual tool that captures and reifies the inherent 
logic, or grammar, of most formal educational 
spaces, including roles for participants and activi-
ties. This grammar first assumes that a learning 
objective is unilateral for a classroom full of 
students, then delineates in chronological fashion, 
the steps and materials that each of those students 
will follow and use towards the learning objec-
tives, and lastly provides space for consideration 
of modifications from this sequence. However, 
these modifications are only to be mapped from 
a conceptualization of students who are outside 
of normalized developmental curve, such as 
those that have been labeled as developmentally 
delayed or who are operating in the class through 
a second language. This grammar contains within 
it an ascription of the variance to the interiority 
of individuals, rather than also having to do with 
the context, the task, the materials, or the other 
participants, to name just a few of the possible 
factors that can impact any activity. Traditionally, 
education uses a textual tool whose logic and 
grammar demands and reflects a linear prediction 
of activities and pathologizes individual students 
who do not fit the model. Put simply, the logic is 
anything but dynamic. In light of the literature on 
multimodal texts and their affordances, such an 
approach to learning is without a doubt out of sync 
with multimodality. Our purpose in criticizing this 
approach is not simply to deconstruct this text and 
its logic as undesirable. In fact, depending upon 
the learning activity and space, such a unilateral, 

linear logic could well be the best grammatical 
tool to map the activities, participants, and tools. 
Therein lies the point: what ‘works’ is a pliable, 
moving feast, one that should be considered, 
reconsidered, and constantly recontextualized 
given the learning activity at hand. On the whole, 
we are not arguing for one grammar, or logic, of 
learning over another, but for a consideration of the 
learning activity, including the textual practices, to 
produce more organically design learning spaces. 
Such a stance affords space to examine productive 
matches between grammars of learning and text 
while always keeping the context central.

a GRammaR of leaRninG that is 
consideRate of multimodality

In our exploration of and for spaces that are 
generative for learning with and through mul-
timodal texts, we take strong cues from public 
pedagogies. Across practices that occur outside 
of formal educational institutions, working with 
multimodal texts and their accompanying roles of 
production, transformation, and alteration often 
is linked to learning that is more on-demand and 
user-driven than prescriptively detailed. This 
learning is more directionally dynamic and cir-
cuitous than teleologic in nature. For example, 
a new user of the afore-mentioned youtube.com 
website who has a query about how to post a video 
might email other users, use a link for frequently 
asked questions, and/or conduct a search through 
a different search engine with keywords about the 
issue, to name just a few of the available routes 
for learning. This kind of dynamic learner-driven 
interaction is part and parcel of digital textual 
practices, particularly those that are highly net-
worked. However, the prospect of learning with 
and through multimodal texts in schools presents 
a tension between innovation and prescription. 
Literacy educators are charged with delineating 
and developing the various skills, process, and 
practices necessary for success in society. This, 
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traditionally, both forefronts the role of the teacher 
in the learning process and begs a certain amount 
of prescription for the learning process, as seen 
in the lesson plan design in Table 1. Culturally 
speaking, the highly individualized practices of 
schooling (Lortie, 1974) also are distant from 
the networked learning found in public pedago-
gies around multimodal texts. However, as Gee 
discusses (2003), education would do well to pay 
closer attention to the ways that learning occurs dy-
namically in noninstitutional spaces. The tension 
still exists to find a conceptualization of learning 
that can be leveraged by educators to serve the 

grammars of multimodal texts. In fact, from the 
perspective of a literacy educator, this is the salient 
demand, to architect learning spaces that are not 
only considerate of the features of multimodal 
texts but that allow for the divergent uptakes of 
learning, authorial stances, and products. Since 
the traditional discourses of linear lesson planning 
are inept to deal with this challenge, we propose 
drawing upon a different conceptualization of 
science, that of complexity science.

While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to 
describe well the bodies of knowledge stemming 
from chaos and complexity theory, in the spirit of 

Table 1. Lesson plan template (used with permission from LessonPlansPage.com) 

Lesson Plan Title: 

Concept / Topic To Teach: 

Standards Addressed: 

General Goal(s): 

Specific Objectives: 

Required Materials: 

Anticipatory Set (Lead-In): 

Step-By-Step Procedures: 

Plan For Independent Practice: 

Closure (Reflect Anticipatory Set): 

Assessment Based On Objectives: 

Adaptations (For Students With Learning Disabilities): 

Extensions (For Gifted Students): 

Possible Connections To Other Subjects: 
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Davis and Sumara’s (2006) call for educational 
research to revisit which sciences inform pursuit of 
knowledge, we draw upon the complexity theories 
in search of a conceptual fit between grammars of 
learning and multimodal texts. In particular, the 
concept of enabling constraints offers a compelling 
alternative to linear lesson planning. Simply put, 
enabling constraints are the necessary conditions 
of limitation within which diversity flourishes and 
supports the emergence of complexity. Complex-
ity, in this sense, is the emergence of dynamically 
rich learning, in which the contributing compo-
nents of the system work together to produce 
work, i.e., learning, that comes together under 
“grander cognitive unities” (Davis & Sumara 
2006, p. 316). This perspective, or template, of 
learning provides a potentially productive fit for 
the grammatical challenge of this chapter, as it, in 
part, assumes diversity of participants, processes, 
and outcomes. Working from this stance, enabling 
constraints are the necessary parameters of activ-
ity, rather than scripts of predicted behaviors. As 
an explanatory or planning heuristic, they set 
out the bare minimum of borders within which 
the salient function of a project is accomplished 
while allowing for innovation, emergence, and 
transformation.

For example, the process of photosynthesis, in 
a very simple rendering, requires a plant organism, 
light energy, carbon dioxide, and water. However, 
from that simple set of constraints, myriad ver-
sions of this process take place. Science writer 
Michael Pollan (2001) has explicated the ways in 
which various plants, such as tulips, apples, and 
marijuana, and potatoes have engaged in com-
plicated and surprising histories of co-evolution 
with humans. With innovations in their abilities to 
intoxicate and satiate at a variety of levels, these 
plants illustrate variations on photosynthesis that 
have, interactionally with humans, maximized 
their abilities to flourish (Pollan, 2001). From a 
small set of enabling constraints, a general pat-
tern of photosynthesis occurs, but with widely 
varying consequences impossible to predict. The 

concept of enabling constraints can aptly contend 
with framing and explaining this dynamic phe-
nomenon, and it can perform a similar function 
in discussions of learning.

In educational terms, this concept of enabling 
constraints means designing pedagogical param-
eters that create opportunities for and nurture 
diverse textual engagement and production, 
rather than producing a linear series of steps to 
be followed by all learners. To explore the praxis 
(Freire, 1970) of enabling constraints with mul-
timodal texts, we describe and problematize two 
classrooms whose activities are characterized 
more by a grammar of dynamics, difference, 
and emergence than a predictive process of les-
son planning. One context is a graduate literacy 
pedagogy class taught by Lisa and the other was 
a high school technology classroom where Molly 
was a researcher and participant. In both, the 
pedagogical approach echoes the New London 
Group’s call for a pedagogy of multiliteracies 
and complexity theory’s concepts of enabling 
constraints. In the next section, we provide a brief 
description of sample activities from these classes 
and then move to a discussion that problematizes 
the manifestation of dynamic activities among 
context, tools, users, and learning in educational 
institutions.

institutional space: 
teacheR education

In this secondary literacy pedagogy course taught 
by Lisa, the majority of the students are completing 
their undergraduate studies with a concentration 
in a discipline area in combination with courses 
in pedagogy and assessment from educational 
perspectives. The goals of the class are to provide 
these emerging teachers with the conceptual nodes 
and skills necessary to facilitate their pupils’ disci-
plinary and literacy learning. The course is based 
on a definition of multiliteracies, one that takes for 
granted that 1) literacy is at once a sociocultural 
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construct and is experienced socioculturally, and 
2) effective literacy pedagogy must consider the 
skills, practices, and processes demanded and used 
in spaces well outside of educational institutions. 
In consideration of secondary schooling as a con-
text, the course also emphasizes that adolescence is 
an overly clichéd view of young people and must 
be interrogated by active research into the lived 
realities and perceptions of secondary students 
(Stevens, et al., 2007), particularly within times 
marked by globalization and transnationalism. 
These three tenets of the class are important in 
understanding the major assignment of the class 
and how that assignment makes use of enabling 
constraints.

The proposal and supposition in using enabling 
constraints for the major work in the course is 
a deliberate pedagogical approach, one that is 
characterized by design rather than prediction. 
That is pre-service teachers must first experience 
and ‘live’ through a non-linear teaching approach 
if they are to successfully engage in similar 
pedagogical practices with their own classes. 
This supposition also rests on the fact that for the 
vast majority of the students, even those raised in 
years well after the dawn of the information age, 
their schooling experiences have been marked by 
factory models of organization and linear, didactic 
relationships of textual practices. In his classical 
work, sociologist Dan Lortie (1974) explained how 
teachers, when they are students, engage in 12 or 
more years of apprenticeship of observation, and 
this apprenticeship offers a compelling explana-
tion as to why so many teachers replicate and 
reify the methods used with them when they were 
students. In that sense, beginning teachers must 
themselves experience participation in dynamic 
learning spaces with multimodal texts if they are 
to then leverage these techniques in designing 
their classrooms as learning spaces.

Consequently, for the major project of the 
class, which is a qualitative case study of a sec-
ondary school pupil and its representation, the 
university students are issued a ‘design challenge.’ 

Within this design challenge, they must gather 
first-hand information about the lived realities 
of a secondary school student, relevant research 
into compelling aspects of the student’s life, and 
convey this information and their learning about 
multiliteracies, adolescence, and textual design 
through a text format of their choice. The text for-
mat must be in concert with information conveyed 
and the intended audience and the student must 
also provide an explanation of the design of the 
text in relationship to its contents and context. In 
this sense, the enabling constraints of this design 
challenge are: 1) investigation of two types, 2) 
design of a text, and 3) metanarration about the 
text and its design. An important note here is that 
these enabling constaints differ strongly from the 
more traditional concept of assignment require-
ments. A list of requirements is more predictive of 
what must be included as items in a text, whereas 
enabling constraints mark out rough parameters 
and then participants must engage in interpretation 
and innovation to create the text.

From this set of constraints, across four 
instantiations of the course and its project, stu-
dents produced various types and genres of texts, 
including informational websites, chronological 
blogs, podcasts, linear essays, and reproductions 
of students’ Facebook and MySpace websites. 
To produce these texts, the students engaged in a 
variety of learning strategies, including, but not 
limited to asking each other for help, when certain 
students had more expertise in areas than others, 
using help/support lines from the university’s in-
formation communication technologies services, 
initiating an online suggestion board for the class’ 
use, and eliciting help from other experts located 
through the Internet, through friends, and through 
commercial companies.

The assignment and its use of enabling con-
straints was a successful match between grammars 
of texts and grammar of learning when viewed 
from the manifestation of a few enabling con-
straints through the processes used and products 
authored by the students. First, there was a wide 
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and continually changing collection of text types 
and genres that the students produced. Within 
these texts, students took up various authorial 
positions of author: sometimes working indepen-
dently, sometimes co-authoring explicitly with 
each other, sometimes co-authoring the subject 
of the case study and other times opening their 
text for comments, additions and authorship from 
other students in the class. Second, the students 
initiated and used a wide variety of techniques 
and resources to support their mastery and use 
of a multimodal text. Many students worked with 
each other to support technical and pragmatic 
processes of web design, video editing and other 
processes. This particular tactic eventuated in an 
online ‘help’ discussion board exclusively for 
the class, an example of a textual product that is 
more implicated in the process of learning than 
in a predicted list of assignment requirements. 
In other instances, students pursued tutorials and 
assistance from contacts outside of the university. 
From the perspective of multimodalities, the varia-
tion of textual type and genre reflected a greater 
and deeper use of various logographic, visual, and 
auditory symbols than is typically possible and/or 
used within essay assignments and submissions. 
However, the successful match between grammars 
of text and learning were not without concomitant 
issues and areas of conceptual tension.

The first issue that arose, in each of the four 
course sections, was equity in grading across 
different text types. For example, in an exit in-
terview from one class, a student who produced 
a technically sophisticated website summarized 
the tension this way:

“Well, I was confused at first how you were going 
to grade, like, my website and somebody else’s 
paper. And, you know, I know how to make a 
website. What if someone didn’t know, and they 
put in all this effort to do it. How does that count 
next to a paper, that, you know, everyone knows 
how to do.”

The tension here is one of equity, across text 
types, learning challenges, and learner effort that 
are not equal. From this student’s perspective, 
the variation in learning and products for this 
assignment presented a significant break with 
pedagogy based on fairness manifested through 
sameness. Of note here is the different location 
of diversity from the perspective of traditional 
pedagogy, where diversity presents a problem or 
complication to the unitary plan for all, and from 
that of complexity theory, where diversity is not 
only assumed but integral to the emergency of 
complexity in the system.

The second issue that arose was, similarly, 
within the confines of the course, and that was 
with the mechanical, pragmatic problems that 
students encountered as they were learning how 
to design, create, and publish text types that were 
new to them. This issue took the form in frequent 
updates from the students to the professor, of vari-
ous setbacks, challenges, and glitches, for lack of 
a better word. Typical of these kinds of updates 
is this email update from a student:

[_________],

I have a minor problem, and I mean this has 
the potential to be a very big problem. I have 
re-recorded the important video clips with my 
case study and have converted them from .mov 
files to .wmv files. I have created a folder on my 
desktop and included the converted movie files and 
incomplete powerpoint presentation. I intend to 
zip up the folder and send that off. It was once I 
had gotten about 1/3 of the way through the actual 
compositon of the presentation that I decided to 
test the sending of it. In doing so from gmail, the 
computer sat in an idle state for almost 30 minutes 
before I called it quits. I tried it again and then 
discovered (by a phone call to the ex again) that 
the file was obscenely large. I have done every-
thing I can to make the folder smaller, but with so 
many video clips, it is difficult. This being said, the 
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submission on WebCT might be my best option for 
submission; however, I do not know what the size 
restriction is for uploading a file. If there is in fact 
a restriction that I can’t meet, and because I can 
not break up the folder (because of the converted 
files) I would have to find a way to give you a hard 
copy of the presentation. This presents the great-
est problem because after losing hours while my 
computer practically shut down tonight, I do not 
think I will be done during work hours tomorrow 
to get it to you. Even if you say that WebCT should 
work for my large submission, if it doesn’t, there 
is no way to resubmit and I couldn’t try it again. 
That would leave me to plan B, which I don’t re-
ally have because of the timing of this due date. 
So, I welcome your suggestions and thoughts. I 
apologize that this problem has come up and the 
timing issue presents itself. I did not anticipate 
this and really don’t think I could have with my 
knowledge on this subject. I was really pleased 
with how the presentation was turning out and do 
not want to resort to just writing a paper to make 
this all go away. Until I hear from you, I will just 
continue creating the slides.

Thanks,

Alexandra

In designing and using multimodal texts, prob-
lems such as those encountered by Alexandra are 
commonplace, in fact, they are to be expected. 
But Alexandra is taking on this task in the context 
of a graduate course, and as such, these glitches 
are presented within the specific time constrains 
of a semester and therefore represent potential 
damage and violence to her grade in the course. 
In the example used before, someone posting 
their video to youtube.com, when encountering 
problems and issues, can take their time at re-
solving the issue or even decide to abandon the 
project altogether. The students in this class are 

engaging in these learning and designing activities 
within the institutional space of a university, and 
that brings with it all of the power differentials, 
cultural habits, and studenting patterns that are 
entirely logical and also effect the nature of the 
activity. No longer is this a public pedagogy, in 
which the latitude to explore different learning 
pathways is without consequence outside of the 
manifestation of the text itself. Issues such as 
these present rich opportunities for analysis of 
design of learning and space. In the next section, 
we provide similar examples from a secondary 
context and use both in the final analysis of the 
grammars of learning and text.

institutional space: hiGh 
school classRoom

The context of Molly’s study is a media class 
in an urban high school. The high school was 
once considered one of the city’s best, but today, 
on standardized measures, is one of the worst-
performing high schools in the state. The state 
board of education has given the high school one 
year to improve or risk closure.

Molly is a researcher and participant in the 
class two to three days a week, documenting the 
intersection of spaces, texts, and participants is a 
goal of the study. For the purpose of this chapter 
and the focus on design, the discussion will more 
closely examine a view of the classroom that is 
informed by the teacher’s description of the plans 
and processes of the class. These data serve to il-
luminate the choices the teacher, Mr Smith1, makes 
in the design of the assignments and the use of 
enabling constraints as a pedagogical approach. 
The enabling constraints include: 1) multimodal 
text production, 2) collaborative design and ex-
ecution, 3) individual roles and responsibilities, 
4) collective accountability.

From this set of constraints, students are re-
sponsible for four genres of film a semester (e.g., 
commercials, public service announcements, 
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interviews, documentaries). The best films are 
selected to be on the high school’s TV show. 
Students from several different classes constitute 
the executive council that produce, direct, and 
broadcast the show.

Mr Smith organizes the class as a media lab. 
Depending on the activity, students move around 
the class (and the school) to write scripts, scout 
locations, shoot film, digitize, and edit. Based on 
their production schedule, groups are working on 
different aspects of the project each day. A group 
is out filming, another student is at a computer 
editing film shot the previous day, another student 
is searching Google images for footage, other 
students are recruiting actors, and other groups 
are downloading music and recording voiceovers. 
Mr Smith describes the design saying:

They (the students) have a finish line/an endgame, 
but the process to that isn’t scripted. There are 
checks along the way. I try to keep the kids at 
about the same time line in preproduction, but they 
are all doing different things and I’m conferenc-
ing with them in groups and individually. I have 
them do the commercials first because they can 
suck, they’re not that important. The projects are 
designed to increase in technical complexity.

Mr Smith takes many pedagogical cues from 
his out of school experience as a project manager 
in a corporation. In designing the concept of the 
media lab, Mr Smith seeks to mirror the skills and 
knowledge required to run a production company. 
In the lab, the interactions between teacher/ student 
and student/student are highly utilitarian. At the 
beginning of the year, Mr Smith sets up a “boot 
camp” to teach the technical skills of filmmak-
ing. He takes several days on cameras and lenses. 
The class sits in a circle and he shows them how 
to use the equipment. He sets up time trials that 
incorporate the different skills he’s taught. The 
students have to work in teams on the time trials. 
At that point they start to negotiate leadership.

In addition to learning how to use the camera, 

lights, and audio to shoot film, students learn how 
to use computer software (e.g., iMovie, Limewire) 
to edit and to add text and sound to complete the 
digital productions. Asked about the learning 
process in the class, Mr Smith explained:

They just figure it out. I also show them www.
atomiclearning.com

(X goes to site on his laptop). It’s a site that shows 
little movies to explain how different software 
works. It was designed for ‘Oh, shoot how do 
you do that thing again? You can get a tutorial 
on how to do anything with iMovie.

One of the first things I do is demystify the com-
puter. I show them the guts of the computer, the 
hard drive, the screen. This is a liminal stage. I 
show them the basics of the computer…that it’s 
a system that all works together. I teach them 
editing. Show how to cut and paste, set up the 
desktop, how to save. I get them ramped up on 
Macs. Kids will say, “I don’t know Macs. I don’t 
know computers. We spend about two months of 
getting to understand the computer. I teach them 
how to do research. How to do proper, more ef-
fective web searches. I teach them how to use 
keyword in Google. They take ownership. I give 
assignments/quizzes – a series of checks.

I want them to learn to find things on themselves. 
This year I decentralized the knowledge. If they 
want to know how to put their iPod in the computer 
I show them where they can find the instructions. 
I teach them the correct terms like ‘synching’ the 
iPod. If they don’t use the correct terms, I say, 
“What’s the word?” I showed them how to read 
the instructions online. Taught them how to look 
through to find want they want-to scan.
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I used to just do or ask them to do things, now 
I take the extra sixty seconds to explain to kids 
why I’m asking them to do something a certain 
way (e.g., searching images, the lighting, the 
camera angles)

Beginning the study midway through the 
school year, Molly observed a smooth running, 
user-driven operation. Instead of the usual student 
to teacher exchange of

“What are we doing today?” Mr Smith would 
ask the students, “What are you doing today?” 
Students use their pre-production to-do checklists, 
script breakdown and storyboard to guide the ex-
ecution of their projects. Before beginning filming, 
Mr Smith meets with the crew to “greenlight” their 
projects. In this exchange, the students walk Mr 
Smith through all aspects of the film (i.e., concept, 
locations, actors, camera angles).

As mentioned, differentiated roles and respon-
sibilities are an enabling constraint of the design. 
Each project consists of teams, or crews, of three 
students assigned the roles of director, producer, 
or grip. The assignment of teams and the orga-
nization of groups is a source of tension in the 
class for two reasons. First, Mr Smith wrestles 
with the tension between “wanting really good 
production, really good content…Me make the 
groups and put all the skilled kids together or 
how I’m doing it by mixing up the groups and 
giving them all opportunities to be the director, 
producer, editor.” Second, as often is the case in 
groups, some students contribute more than others 
and students often prefer one role to another. The 
result is that students often gravitate to a particular 
role (i.e., editor, cameraperson, director) even if 
it’s not their assigned role. However, because 
the students are working toward the collective 
goal of a winning production (i.e., one selected 
to be broadcast on the TV show), students also 
authentically collaborate and use each others’ 
skills and knowledge. The following dialogue 
is an example of the way students negotiated 
the process. Beatrice, Will, and Dana are in the 

hallway discussing how to shoot a scene:

Will: “I’ve been talking to other people about 
what might work.”

Beatice- “We can have a split screen.”

Will- He (X) said it could be done like the last 
video “The Heist.”

Beatrice –“By Monday? I’m panicking hard. 
We’re still going to have to edit it… add music, 
voiceovers”

W- “I can get it done.”

Beatrice to Dana- “What do you think?” (This 
is the first time that Beatrice has asked Dana an 
open ended question or asked for his input.)

Dana-“We could have him hiding and come out 
of there. We could shoot it from this angle.”

Will- “I like that idea. You know how in the movies 
they show the bad guy. They show the beginning 
and then not till the end.”

Beatrice - “OK. Where’s the “to do” list?”

This brief exchange offers an example of how 
the design of Mr Smith’s class and the students’ 
uptake of the design is in concert with multimodal 
literacy practices. Through the enabling con-
straints of the design, students are aware of the 
affordances of different modes of communication 
(e.g., visual, spatial, gestural, musical, linguistic) 
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as well as the affordances (e.g., knowledge and 
skills) of their fellow students. In this process, 
the agency to construct meaning is distributed 
among the participants and across modes in the 
production of text.

Just as the literacy practices are more emer-
gent and dynamic so is the design of the learning 
space. Less driven by a predictive process of 
lesson planning or a goal of unilateral outcomes, 
the expectation is rather one of rigorous processes 
and quality products, or as Mr Smith says, “Hope 
for the best, plan for the worst” and “make it 
awesome.”

In this design, congruity exists between the 
grammar of multimodality and the grammar of 
the learning space. The intersection of texts, con-
texts, and participants construct a dynamic and 
synchronous learning space. This synchronicity, 
however, is an anomaly in the school. Everything 
about what this class does and how they do it is 
at odds with the way the rest of the system works 
structurally and culturally.

The mantra of the school is “graduation for all.” 
This slogan is plastered around the school and on 
the lips of administrators, guidance counselors, and 
teachers. However, how ‘success’ is understood in 
Mr Smith’s class and in the larger school context 
varies greatly from the perspective of the students. 
Students say that Mr Smith expects and demands 
quality work. If any aspect of the project falls short, 
the students know that they’ll have to re-shoot, 
add voiceovers, or re-edit. From the perspective 
and language of complexity theory, success of the 
system is dependent upon collective collaboration. 
In contrast, students share stories about the poor 
quality of work that they or their peers do in other 
classes and are passed and even praised. Students 
recognize that a low bar exists for “achievement” 
in the school. With graduation as the goal, learn-
ing is second to meeting institutional benchmarks. 
What counts as achievement in Mr Smith’s class 
is in tension with the institutional culture of the 
school and its understanding of what counts as 
achievement and learning.

However, the differences between this class 
and the larger educational system of the school 
are also felt in both the contrastive identities that 
Mr Smith and his students construct in relation to 
the school and how other members of the school 
community react to this class’ activities. First, Mr 
Smith, like many of his students, in many ways, 
defies the institutional culture of the school and 
the institutionalized roles of what it means to be 
a teacher or a student. Mr Smith’s students don’t 
simply follow teacher-led directions, and Mr 
Smith is iconoclastic in his role as teacher and in 
his design of assignments and assessments.

Second, other teachers and administrators 
question the students’ movement around the school 
and the “interruptions” that filming may cause in 
the course of the school day. Restricted access to 
the web is a constant source of frustration for Mr 
Smith and the students because they waste time 
navigating the firewall. A proxy through Mexico 
brought them broader access, but once the admin-
istration discovered it, it was shut down. Even after 
countless successes and accomplishments (e.g., 
winning teacher of the year, the students’ win of a 
state wide high school news competition, applying 
for and winning grants to enhance the technology 
in his classroom), Mr Smith is questioned by the 
administration and some other teachers about 
whether he’s onboard with the rules and if he’s 
member of the team. For example, Mr Smith is 
reprimanded for not having his room ready for 
state-wide assessment because he and his students 
have been building new sets and redesigning the 
classroom themselves. The class is often criticized 
for the content of their productions by teachers 
and administrators who say it’s too risqué, not 
enough about school, takes too much time from 
academic work and, through the grapevine, too 
“ghetto.” From this view, the innovative design of 
the class and its success in producing collaborative 
multimodal texts is in tension with the institution’s 
cultural and structural brick walls.
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discoRd, dissonance, 
and disRuption

We used the concept of enabling constraints to 
draw attention to the emergence of complexity, 
the emergence of innovation and learning within a 
system, as a different filter or lens for what counts 
as learning and what conditions seem to promote 
that emergence. Through our experiences in these 
two educational settings, the filter of enabling 
constraints proves to be a productive conceptual 
fit with the grammatical challenge currently felt 
within the architecture of learning institutions 
when attempting to appropriate multimodal texts. 
Through this perspective of constraints, we are 
more easily able to engage in a discussion of the 
learning and teaching processes, the participants, 
and the products or texts, and how these compo-
nents work together dynamically to produce those 
grander cognitive unities. We are more clearly 
able to see how the design of the spaces works 
best with parameters or constraints. However, 
in both examples, we have also listed some of 
the tensions that have arisen in these contexts. It 
would be foolhardy to expect innovation to not 
instigate such arenas of constentation. Inherent to 
the definition of innovation is a break with what is 
known and used. As such, innovation is perhaps 
not terribly innovative if there are not spaces of 
discomfort. In this section, still in the spirit, of 
learning, we want to pay particular attention to the 
areas, themes, and tones of dischord, to examine 
what dynamic spaces and practices with multi-
modal texts might tell us about the structures of 
educational institutions and practices.

As Davis and Sumara (2006) discussed in their 
analysis of what complexity theory has to offer 
educational research and its notions of science, 
the tensions that arose within and around these 
examples should be examined, for what they re-
veal about the underlying systems of logic within 
educational institutions and their structures:

“Rather than prescriptions, the useful general-
izations of complexity-based research comes in 
the form of, for example, classrooms that meet 
minimal conditions for student co-participation 
in the development of interpretive possibilities 
around key ideas, or resources that are not parsed 
into disjointed bits of intertwined concepts or 
vocabularies that reveal the pervasiveness and 
limitations of linearized structures of modern 
schools” (p. 318).

In fact, through the description of tensions 
from the two classes and their projects, the sa-
lient location of discord was cultural institution 
of learning. In the teacher education contexts, 
the areas of disruption did not occur as the uni-
versity students grappled with, the challenges 
and obstacles in authoring their multimodal and 
interconnected texts. On the contrary, this was the 
site of the most highly dynamic and interrelated 
patterns of learning’s. Students worked with each 
other, restitched their own concepts about texts, 
writing, and publishing. The areas of dissonance 
occurred as students engaged in these activities 
but felt pressure from what the particular time/
space configurations of a semester-long course 
and what they had come to know and apprenticed 
through observation as the normalized practices 
in these spatial configurations. The configurations 
of learning within this and most other educational 
institutions are premised upon individualized pro-
cesses and assessments, completion of learning 
and products within a set timeframe, and equity 
(similarity) in learning processes and products. 
These configurations are perhaps the polar oppo-
site of the tenets of differentiation, unpredictability, 
and dynamically cumulative knowledge found in 
the emergence of complex systems.

Within the high school, though, examples and 
conversations that display dissonance with dyna-
mism did not involve the students in the classroom 
but more so the relationship of this classroom with 
the larger context of the school. From examples 
of teachers who experienced discomfort with the 
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students’ learning practices that broke the time 
and physical space configurations of the class 
to the ways in which the school’s administration 
proves to be a constant obstacle requiring wire, 
rewire, and reroute access to a compatible server 
and security filter, the discord for this complex 
learning situation is with the larger, neighboring 
institutional context. Arguably, it is this type of 
innovation that complex learning systems display 
as unscriptable variations in learning, but of 
note here is the protracted relationship with the 
larger institution, and this relationship is one of 
contestation. However, while complexity theory 
offers rich filters for reconceptualizing learning, it 
does not have the theoretical tools to articulate the 
historical complications in innovative schooling 
practices. To contend with the varied and deeply 
complicated interactions among individuals, in-
stitutions, and society, we turn to the concepts of 
practice and habitus.

Across these two contextual examples is that 
the cultural knowledge of what counts as learn-
ing with texts, what is appropriate activity for 
educational institutions, in short, what is ‘nor-
mal’ practice. However, these practices are only 
partially implicated in the explicit curriculum 
of schools and colleges of teacher education. 
Strongly illustrated in these examples of discord 
and, arguably more salient, are the normalized 
knowledges and practices that participants bring 
with them into various learning situations. In this 
sense, the expectations, practices, and protests lie 
neither within the social institutions of learning 
nor in the participants but in the constant, active 
colocalization between them.

The reproduction and space for agency in 
maintaining, changing, reformulating and/or co-
opting the design of learning lies within neither the 
individual nor the institution but a constant social 
mediation between conditions and practices, or 
simply put, habitus. Most widely and significantly 
attributed to French social theorist and activ-
ist, Pierre Bourdieu (1984), this idea of habitus 
means to collocate the personal, the individual, 

with the collective, as a social subjectivity2. As 
Holt annotates, “The habitus is an abstracted, 
transposable system of schema that both classifies 
the world and structures action. Bourdieu empha-
sizes that the contents of the habitus are largely 
presuppositional rather than discursive and that 
the habitus structures actions through a process 
of creative typification to particular situations,” 
(Holt, 1998, p. 3).

The concept of habitus is a complicated theory 
of social practices that resists an oversimplifica-
tion of locating reproduction and agency within 
either pole of the individual or the institution. 
To be sure, the use of such a frame makes it no-
tably more complicated and difficult to engage 
in a discussion of educational implications for 
multimodal textual practices within educational 
institutions. From the theoretical perspective of 
habitus, it is impossible to jump to a discussion 
of best practices, as practices as socially medi-
ated and indiscernible from the accumulated sets 
of knowledges that individuals bring to bear in 
various institutional spaces. To engage, though, in 
social scientific research that explores the relation-
ship of individuals within society in relationship 
to particular practices, such as those involving 
multimodal texts, we must make use of frames such 
as these that prevent us from overly simplifying 
areas of complexity, discord, and innovation to 
individually exclusive categories of individuals, 
institutions, or activities.

conclusion

Within the examples provided in this chapter, the 
‘creative typification’ of participants within and 
beyond the learning contexts brings to bear as-
sumptions and prefabricated notions of learning, 
student/teacher roles, and products of learning. 
Perhaps the most productive steps that educa-
tional research, teacher education, and educational 
institutions can take, in concert with the active 
engagement of complex learning spaces, is to 
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actively trace the ways in which habitus is shaped 
and manifest normalized notions of learning, text, 
and educational achievement. Actively tracing 
the ways that habitus is shaped requires a rigor-
ous awareness and interrogation of the cultural 
contexts and practices that take on the shape of 
what is ‘normal.’ This can provide opportunities 
for participants to reflect on how their beliefs can 
be undermined in decision making through these 
subtle processes. In fact, it may be that the most 
potent contribution from learning with multimodal 
texts is not an assemblage of multimodal skills 
and processes but more what the appropriation of 
these practices can tell us about the current social 
practices in education and how they maybe con-
ceptualized and reconstituted by individuals.
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endnotes

1  A pseudonym
2  Bourdieu’s theoretical frameworks and con-

cepts of habitus, field, capital, agency, and 
doxa are profoundly both more complicated 
and interrelated than can be adequately sum-
marized within the scope of this chapter. For 
a more developed interaction with his ideas, 
readers are encouraged to consult his pub-
lications, including Distinction (1984) and 
his work with Passeron and Waicquant.
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Chapter 5

Riding Critical and 
Cultural Boundaries:

A Multiliteracies Approach to 
Reading Television Sitcoms

Julie Faulkner
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intRoduction

Popular media texts offer high levels of engage-
ment for viewers, as well as providing generative 
texts to study concepts connected to multilitera-
cies. Appreciation of comedy depends to a large 
extent on levels of cultural understanding – and one 
could ask how do such elements as accents, issues, 
stereotypes, class-based references and even local 

production styles influence the ways we respond 
to television humour? How might these elements 
be read by cross cultural audiences?

This study investigates the interaction between 
graduate students in the US and Australia, explor-
ing the cultural dimensions of humour, as well as 
political aspects of distribution in a globalised en-
tertainment market. A group of American students 
viewed a popular Australian sitcom, Kath and 
Kim, while a similar cohort of Australian students 

abstRact

This chapter explores the impact of new technologies on young peoples’ literacy practices, with a particular 
focus on humour as text. Acknowledging ways in which rapidly-changing cultural and technological condi-
tions have reshaped how people work and play, the authors work within expanded definitions of literacy, 
or multiliteracies. Exploring the potential of humour to interrogate cultural assumptions, Australian 
and American students participated in a cross cultural television study. They viewed a ‘foreign’ sitcom, 
asking to what extent knowledge of the sitcom’s cultural norms was fundamental to an appreciation of 
the intended humour of the series. The student cohorts then communicated on line, developing their 
reading of the sitcoms in a cross cultural forum. The study asks how the students’ multiliterate practices, 
including their critical interpretations of television comedy, hold implications for literacy education.
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watched the US series Arrested Development, 
discussing separately, then online together, their 
responses to the two programs. The extent to 
which ‘local’ humour crosses cultural borders was 
examined by participants in relation to a cultural 
background, combined with number of different 
modes of meaning making, specifically cultural 
stereotypes, language, genre and production ele-
ments. This chapter contextualises popular view-
ing practices in a fast and global world and asks 
what the implications are for the contemporary 
literacy classroom. It explores ways that a criti-
cal reading of humour might disrupt acceptance 
of ‘natural’ cultural practices, and how laughter 
serves to reinforce or challenge group cultural 
identities.

multiliteRacies and 
the neW leaRneR

The rapid proliferation of ICT, globalisation, 
and increasing social and cultural diversity has 
contributed to the notion of multiliteracies, or 
multiple modes of communicative competence. 
Students are able to create and maintain a va-
riety of these texts, and personas, for a variety 
of different audiences. As Thomas (2007) notes 
about young people’s multiliteracy practices, the 
“transition between roles is quick and spontane-
ous, [with] many young people … able to engage 
in multiple scripts, playing multiple roles (both 
online and offline) simultaneously” (p. 168). She 
suggests that a linear, print-based approach to 
teaching literacy will no longer meet the needs 
of what Camille Paglia described as teenagers’ 
‘multilayered, multitrack ability to deal with the 
world’ (Paglia, quoted in Birkerts, 1994, p. 8). 
Young people growing up with computers and 
communications technologies – Mark Prensky’s 
(2001) ‘digital natives’ – process multiple semi-
otic systems in multiple modes from a very early 
age. Formal schooling, working from narrow, 
print-based pedagogies, thus requires learners 

to ‘power down’, and consequently constraining 
student engagement and learning.

Anstey and Bull (2004) point to a second as-
pect of multiliteracies: the multiplicity of social 
and cultural influences on ways that literacies 
are constructed and used. According to Cope 
and Kalantzis (2000), “Cultural differences and 
rapidly shifting communications media mean that 
the very nature of the subject of literacy pedagogy 
[is] changing rapidly” (p. 5). Words, images and 
video can now flow across national borders in-
stantaneously. The ease with which texts can be 
transmitted across borders does not mean reading 
and writing happen without the influence of cul-
ture. Rain falls without noticing borders but the 
cultures on either side of a border may describe 
the rain in very different ways. Yet this world of 
rapid cross-cultural communication is the world 
in which our students will be reading and writing. 
In fact many students, through email or instant 
messaging or online games, are already engaged 
in reading and writing with young people in other 
countries. Their literate lives will be increasingly 
lived in contact with people in countries they may 
never visit. Their literate identities will be read by 
people in cultures unfamiliar to them.

How, then, do we teach reading and writing 
in a digital age of cross-cultural communication? 
As global connectedness challenges traditional 
geographic and cultural boundaries, technology 
has the potential to blur (or support) previously 
distinct group identities. Severing the link between 
physical location and physical settings, ICT may 
also create new ones, for example through online 
discussion forums and MSN chat rooms.

Meyrowitz (1985) argues that electronic media 
have the potential to create a feeling of sharing 
and belonging as well as one of exclusion and 
isolation. The relationship between group identity 
and group territory was tied traditionally to the 
relationship between place and information access. 
Electronic and now digital media, by severing 
the link between physical location and physical 
settings, blur previously distinct boundaries and 
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allow for new ones to form. For first generation 
computer users, long-established sites of socialisa-
tion, such as the school, have shifted to the agen-
cies of digital culture and popular entertainment. 
The theories of Meyrowitz predate the internet, 
but the rapidly-expanding sense of context and 
genuinely connected relationships through email, 
SMS, chat rooms, MySpace and Facebook attest 
to his observations.

Jenkins (2006) notes that the conversations 
about television programs that used to happen 
face-to-face in living rooms or around water 
coolers, now can happen the instant the program 
is over with other audience members across the 
country or around the world.Jenkins calls this 
interactive popular culture “convergence culture.” 
For Jenkins, the elements that mark convergence 
culture are the opportunities for participation by the 
audience, the creation of a collective intelligence 
by the public as a result of this participation, and 
the flow of information across multiple media 
platforms. These elements combine to encourage 
an interactive and “migratory behavior of media 
audiences who will go almost anywhere in search 
of the kinds of entertainment experiences they 
want” (p. 2).

One of the most significant developments 
of convergence culture is the way that online 
technologies have altered what it means to be 
a member of a popular culture audience. In the 
last century, mass popular culture audiences were 
considered, at best, to be readers and interpret-
ers of popular culture. Millions across a country 
might be watching a television program, but an 
individual viewer could only discuss it with the 
friends and families she or he could see face to 
face. Only the most devoted fans wrote letters or 
went to fan conventions. By contrast, a person 
watching a television program today can im-
mediately go online and discuss the show with 
others from across the street or around the world. 
Or the viewer could write a fanfiction or create 
a webpage about the program characters and get 
comments from readers thousands of miles away. 

Convergence culture is not simply about the op-
portunity for participation by individuals, it is 
about the expectation that anyone can have a say 
about a program in an online community of like-
minded fans. The role of the audience member has 
changed toward both producers of popular culture 
and other members of the audience in active ways, 
that should forever put to rest the cliché of the 
passive consumer of popular culture.

What is of particular interest to literacy scholars 
about the development of participatory popular 
culture is that the online communication happens 
through the reading and writing of multimodal 
texts. Participants in fan forums carry on their 
discussions through print, fans of shows write 
multimodal blogs and web pages, often appro-
priating images, video, and sound from popular 
culture for their online texts. Fans now have to 
interpret and compose ideas about popular culture 
to others who may be across the street or around 
the world. So as fan forums and fan fictions and 
websites change the experience of popular culture, 
the literacy practices happen in cross-cultural 
settings. Reading the profiles of members of fan 
forums and fan fictions make it immediately clear 
that the communities span the world.

Numerous scholars (Buckingham, 1994; 
1993; Fiske, 1994; Morely, 1992) have chal-
lenged the popular but reductive conception of 
uncritical audience reception of mass popular 
culture. Although popular culture certainly re-
flects and reproduces dominant cultural ideolo-
gies, research indicates that this process is not 
accepted unquestioningly by audience members. 
Instead popular culture texts are interpreted in 
the contexts of individuals’ life experiences and 
adapted to ideas that may or may not conform 
to dominant cultural values. Far from being pas-
sive dupes, individuals have always engaged in 
interactions with mass popular culture, such as 
discussing television programs with friends. As 
individuals read and adapt popular culture texts 
to individual needs such texts influence both 
identity construction and community building. 
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When we think about students’ multiliterate 
practices then, we need to consider their active 
engagement with reading and writing popular 
culture, an engagement we rarely see in the 
classroom but which constitutes a vital learning 
environment in terms of issues of audience and 
multimodal reading and writing.

A significantly enabling element of multi-
literate practice calls for the development of a 
critical perspective, or an understanding of how 
practices are valued and shaped through language 
and other modes of meaning. Critical literacy 
examines relationships between text and context, 
constructions of texts, and ways in which readers 
are positioned by such constructions. Further, read-
ers engaging at this level critically frame whose 
interests are served through the construction and 
uses of the text.

backGRound to the study

To explore how young people understood texts 
across cultural borders, two university educators, 
one from Australia and the other an American, 
engaged their respective cohorts in the viewing 
of an Australian and a US sitcom. Kalantzis and 
Cope (2005) identify the challenge of educating 
generations of learners who are increasingly en-
gaged in digital and global environments, “from 
the entertainment sources they choose to the way 
they work and learn” (p. v). As productive read-
ing strategies, literacies associated with popular 
texts, we argue, lay claim to a far stronger place 
in education than currently exists: importantly, 
they provide an interface between out-of-school 
and in-school literacy practices. Mobilising 
learners’ cultural expertise to extend their textual 
practices enhances teachers’ capacities to bridge 
informal and formal literacies. Further access to 
critical reading approaches would be facilitated 
through forging connections between readers’ uses 
of popular texts and a broader range of textual 
understandings.

Popular media texts offer high levels of engage-
ment for young people, who are generally expert 
readers of their complex semiotic worlds (Hodge 
& Tripp, 1986; Johnson-Eilola, 1997; Kress & Van 
Leeuwen, 2001). However, while young people 
make discriminations about and within their cho-
sen texts, they do not always consciously evaluate 
or articulate the criteria they use (Buckingham, 
1994; Doecke & McCleneghan, 1998).

Again, the development of convergence cul-
ture has influenced how many students read and 
respond to popular culture. On fan forums about 
television programs, for example, much of the 
content revolves around interpretive questions 
about the texts. People post summaries, questions, 
ideas, suppositions, predictions or spoilers for 
upcoming episodes, covering the smallest detail 
to the most sweeping theories and ranging in tone 
from humour to sober reflection. Unlike the more 
detached analysis practiced by academic critics 
on fan forums:

criticism is playful, speculative, subjective. Fans 
are concerned with the particularity of textual 
detail…Fan critics work to resolve gaps, to ex-
plore excess details and undeveloped potentials” 
(Jenkins, 1992, p. 278).

This approach to discussing television pro-
grams, for example, creates a collaborative 
ethos in the online community. In research with 
undergraduate university students (Williams, 
forthcoming) participants of fan forums demon-
strated a willingness to both ask questions and 
offer interpretations and an expectation that others 
in the conversation will work toward enriching 
everyone’s knowledge of the program. The con-
fidence of forum participants in ability to read, 
question, and make meaning from what they see 
stands in stark contrast to the often much more 
tentative interpretive moves the same students 
may make in the classroom.

Students’ confidence in discussing popular 
culture texts arises from their long and varied 
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experiences in interpreting and evaluating mov-
ies, television, music and so on. It also helps that 
authority figures, such as parents and teachers, 
generally deride popular culture as trivial, allowing 
students to play with and explore their interpreta-
tions of popular culture without worrying about 
being corrected by adults. Such interpretive play 
results in the confidence to explore and express 
more evaluative and analytic ideas. Consequently, 
research with students at a different age levels 
(Alvermann, Moon & Hagood, 1999; Bucking-
ham, 1993; Smith & Wilhem, 2002; Williams, 
2002) demonstrates that students are much more 
willing to engage in confident conversations with 
their peers about television programs than they are 
with school-sanctioned texts. These conversations 
have now moved online. Jenkins (2006) speculates 
that fan forums are particularly popular among 
university students where they can “exercise their 
growing competencies in a space where there 
are not yet prescribed experts and well-mapped 
disciplines” (p. 52).

As literacy educators, we can use the collabora-
tive ethos of online discussions of popular culture 
to explore with students’ concepts of literacy and 
context in cross-cultural settings. We felt confi-
dent that when given the opportunity to discuss, 
question, and debate television programs with 
students in another country, the students in our 
classes would engage in collaborative meaning 
making that would help them think about issues 
of reading texts across cultural boundaries. That 
our students were older than secondary students 
actually put them at a disadvantage in this online 
setting, as younger students are more likely to have 
spent time in online forums and chat rooms.

Humour, because of its reliance on cultural 
context, seemed a particularly fruitful choice to 
challenge students to think about how cultural 
context influences literacy practices. Although 
the form of the sitcom might be familiar to both 
sets of students, the contexts for the humor within 
the form would require students to work together 
to make meaning and would highlight for them 

the situated nature of the text. At the same time, 
discussing sitcoms would offer a low-stakes 
conversation embedded in texts and forms with 
which they could feel confident and comfortable 
in their interaction. Moreover, appreciation of 
comedy depends to a large extent on levels of 
cultural understanding – how do semiotic elements 
such as language, accents, issues, stereotypes, 
class-based references and even local production 
styles influence the ways we respond to comedy 
particularly that made for television?

Why do We lauGh?

Kellner (1995) argues that pleasure is learned. 
We learn what to enjoy and what we should 
avoid. From a cultural studies perspective, every 
text grows from, and reflects its own cultural 
context. Our capacity to respond to the text is 
dependent upon our existing cultural knowledge, 
or the social and political reference points in our 
everyday lives.

Awareness of the elements which constitute 
the fabric of our lives is necessary if we are to 
realise the ways that humour plays with our per-
ceptions and sense of dislocation. The inherently 
ambiguous logic of humour allows for multiple 
interpretations of social phenomena (Mulkay, 
1988). For theorists such as Mulkay, the world is 
constructed, arbitrary, multiple and tenuous.

The cultural anthropologist, Mary Douglas 
(1975), in writing about jokes as a form of humour, 
highlights the disruption to accepted patterns of 
social order that the play upon form, or joke, 
delivers. It is the clash of disparate elements, she 
argues, which questions the dominant ordering 
of experience and makes the viewer, through 
laughter, aware that:

the accepted pattern has no necessity. [The joke’s] 
excitement lies in the suggestion that any par-
ticular ordering of experience may be arbitrary 
and subjective. It is frivolous in that it produces 
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no real alternative, only an exhilarating sense of 
freedom from form in general. (p. 96)

In tension with the potentially subversive 
function described by Douglas, Misson (1997) 
asserts that a powerful social purpose of humour 
is to create solidarity. Collective laughter asserts 
common values, and humour thus serves as an 
‘embedded, interactive and referential’ process 
within a group (Fine & de Soucey, 2005, p. 1).

‘Natural’ practices are thrown into relief 
through juxtaposition, exaggeration or adopting 
an unexpected point of view in comedy. Moreover, 
because so much popular culture circulates on a 
global scale today, yet humour is so dependent 
on local cultural contexts, sitcoms provide par-
ticularly intriguing texts to examine the ways in 
which people make meaning of texts that cross, 
or fail to cross cultural borders.

The culturally-situated nature of humour offers 
a reminder of the limitations of the concept of 
“global popular culture”. Certainly the technologi-
cal advances of recent years, the same ones that 
have given rise to the practices of convergence 
culture; have allowed movies, television, music 
and video games to cross cultural boundaries with 
relative ease. It is also true that young people 
around the world often draw on popular culture 
that originates somewhere else in the world in their 
choices about popular culture and how it allows 
them to express their identities. Consequently, it 
is not necessarily surprising to see the same kind 
of clothing or same song or same catchphrase 
from a movie popular in countries that are oceans 
apart. At the same time, however, it is important to 
remember that texts circulating globally are still 
read and employed locally. Local uses of any text 
are always specific to those contexts, and therefore 
are not always predictable. Hip hop, for example, 
has as a musical form and a culture spread across 
the world. Yet hip hop has been adapted by local 
youth to express ideas about local conditions, and 
thus often becomes less comprehensible to youth 
in other cultures. “The creation of new styles may 

involve elements of imitation, but the imitation 
acquires a new meaning as a result of the person 
who appropriates it and the context in which it 
occurs” (De Block & Rydin, 2006, p. 300). Such 
local responses to “global” popular culture of-
fer creative opportunities, but also tensions and 
contested readings. Within our own cultures we 
often look to popular culture as common cultural 
touchstones that are understandable to all in the 
society. When popular culture texts are read in 
different contexts, however, our expectations of 
common understanding of the movie or television 
program can be resisted or denied.

Television sitcoms also often cross cultural 
borders, but are read in ways specific to local 
cultural contexts. The form may be familiar, but 
the common cultural touchstones that provide the 
context for interpretation are different. Because 
we draw on different intertextual backgrounds to 
make meaning of the program, our readings may 
be very different from those in another culture. 
When trying to understand a sitcom and humour 
from another culture, our intextextual connections 
also invariably include our perceptions of and 
power relationships with the country in which 
the program was created. Thus the laughter of 
the people across the ocean may puzzle, or even 
offend us.

Using reflexive notions of humour’s capacity 
to build commonalities as well as to disrupt ac-
cepted patterns of social order, we designed our 
cross-cultural study around two ‘local’ television 
sitcoms. Both were popular among their target 
audiences and offered rich material for discover-
ing how far, and in what ways, group references 
might be shared and reflected upon.

the study

To explore aspects of humour in a multiliteracy 
context, Julie Faulkner, as the Australian re-
searcher and Bronwyn Williams, the American 
counterpart, exchanged recordings of sitcoms 
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which originated in Australia and the US respec-
tively. As far as possible, we chose programs 
which we assumed the respective overseas cohorts 
knew little or nothing of. Kath and Kim is a sa-
tirical view of Australian life in the aspirational 
suburbs of Melbourne. Originally commissioned 
by the government broadcaster at prime time, its 
success gained the show a commercial sale for its 
fourth season. Kath and Kim focuses on a parent-
child relationship, a relationship sadly lacking by 
conventional Father Knows Best standards. The 
central characters verge on the comically grotesque 
as they strive to be what they are not, falling well 
below inflated expectations of themselves. The 
series was extraordinarily successful by Australian 
television standards, winning many awards and 
securing a 2008 NBC version in the US.

Arrested Development is a US sitcom about 
another dysfunctional family. The patriarch, head 
of an apparently successful business, has been 
jailed for embezzlement and left his grasping wife, 
one ambitious and two eccentric sons, materialistic 
daughter and their various spouses and offspring 
to fend for themselves. The pace of the series is 
fast, editing slick and script construction tight. It 
attracted a strong cult audience but was cancelled 
after three seasons on the FOX network.

For the study, the viewers of these sitcoms 
numbered approximately 12-15 students, and 
were, in Australia, Graduate Diploma of Education 
English method students. In the United States the 
students were postgraduate Masters and Doctoral 
students enrolled in a course on Popular Culture 
and Literacy. Students were asked to view several 
episodes of their relevant series and respond to an 
initial question about what they found, or failed 
to find funny. Each cohort then met face-to-face 
to discuss their responses collectively. They 
then entered an online forum where they joined 
a threaded discussion with their international 
partners, which continued over a period of ap-
proximately two weeks.

The face to face and digital discussions 
amongst Julie, Bronwyn and participating stu-

dents were collected as data. Responses were 
analysed around themes raised by the discussants 
themselves. Using MacLachlan and Reid’s fram-
ing theory (1994); we then explored the extent 
to which laughter might be related to contextual 
knowledge based on media representations and 
further, what this knowledge might hold for 
literacy learning. Machlachlan and Reid sug-
gest framing curriculum within extratextual, 
circumtextual, intertextural and intratextural 
approaches. Extratextual knowledge involves 
the understandings that the reader brings to the 
text, circumtextual elements describe what sits 
around the text to influence the reader, while 
intertextual framing brings related texts to en-
hance appreciation of the original. Intratextual 
framing seeks to identify generic conventions 
within the text.

What do We need to knoW 
in oRdeR to Get the Joke?

Early cultural references in a comparison between 
Australian and American television programs in-
clude accent and vocabulary. No Australian student 
made any comment about these aspects in relation 
to Arrested Development. Kath and Kim’s Austra-
lian accents are broad (‘look at moie’) and, for an 
Australian audience, are locatable within a certain 
socioeconomic stratum. The characters use many 
mixed metaphors and malapropisms, usually in 
their attempts to sound, as one character remarks, 
more ‘effluent’. Like Arrested Development, much 
humour flows from the interplay between the ver-
bal and visual. While some of the humour works 
broadly within western conventions of farce, other 
jokes depend on local cultural knowledge. Kim, for 
example, takes a cantaloupe from the fridge and 
whines ‘Well, Brett and I just can’t elope!’ The 
joke depends on reading the fruit in her hand as a 
‘canteloupe’ rather than a ‘rockmelon’, although 
this term is not used universally, or even throughout 
Australia, so the joke is diffused.
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The US cohort expressed no difficulty with 
Kath and Kim’s accents. One student asked the 
meaning of ‘a cushman’, ‘a little b.’ and ‘trim little 
p.i’s’. Australian students were able to identify a 
‘cushman’ as a ‘cushion (soft) man’ and explain 
‘b.’ as a ‘noice’ abbreviation of ‘bitch’. However, 
‘p.i’s’ remained unexplained until it was realised 
that it was most likely referred to ‘p. a’s.’ (personal 
assistants) in a Kath and Kim accent.

Occasional examples of cultural knowledge 
were referenced. Kath and Kim typically ends with 
a ‘mother and daughter’ moment sitting in the back 
yard. In one instance, Kath and Kim are leafing 
through gossip magazines and it is mentioned by 
Kim that she wished Nicole Kidman were featured 
more often on the cover. Rebecca from Australia 
comments that this postscript is only funny if 
you have stood in Australian supermarkets and 
walked past ubiquitous images of Nicole Kid-
man on magazines. Similarly, Kath and her new 
husband, Kel, are trapped inside the airport in one 
episode and spend their time duty-free shopping. 
A camera shot has them riding up the escalator in 
matching Coogee jumpers, but again, this is only 
funny if the viewer is familiar with the range of 
Australiana in duty free shops, knowing that most 
Australians would never buy the rather-too-obvious 
products. Such examples, however, when raised 
by Australians, received the American response: 
‘it’s hard to know what didn’t come through to 
American viewers because we obviously wouldn’t 
miss what we didn’t know we didn’t catch, (if that 
makes sense)’ (Cynthia). Cynthia’s reflexive stance 
raises the question of what levels of prior cultural 
knowledge are necessary to grasp a sense of what 
someone doesn’t know.

American participants reported that the only 
Australian film and television texts with which 
they were familiar at the time included The Croco-
dile Hunter, Crocodile Dundee and Outback Jack. 
This access contrasts starkly with the range of 
programs Australian viewers have grown up with 
and their familiarity with the American accent and 
television conventions.

Another view might be that local differences are 
blurring as the popular culture industry becomes 
increasingly fast and global, and the industry is 
largely US controlled. In the light of this, the wider 
questions of exposure and representation remain 
open. Bronwyn Williams in the US struggled to 
find television texts that Australians had never 
seen. Between the time he suggested Arrested 
Development and the videotape arrived in Mel-
bourne, a number of episodes had already been 
aired in Australia on a commercial network in the 
10pm time slot. The ease of digital downloading 
further encouraged participants to view episodes, 
quickly made popular by word-of-mouth. This 
prompted Bronwyn to add another question to the 
online discussion: what did Australian students 
feel about the dominance of US programming 
on their screens?

(pop)cultuRal heGemony

On one hand, there was cool appraisal of market 
realities and the impact on production quality 
among the students:

I think differences in consistency and script come 
down to money and [ … ] the US concept of a team 
of writers all pooling ideas. (As opposed to Jane 
Turner and Gina Riley, essentially doing nearly 
all the work for Kath and Kim). Arrested Devel-
opment was produced with a potential domestic 
audience of 280 million and almost a guarantee 
of overseas syndication. Kath and Kim was made 
for a potential domestic audience of only 20 mil-
lion and a touch-and-go chance of export. In the 
light of that, I find the surprise success of Kath 
and Kim far more impressive than that of Arrested 
Development, even if I’m not always laughing at 
the jokes. (Rebecca)

On the other hand, ‘cherry picking’ of British 
texts by American television was commented 
on (‘note the amount of television programming 
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the US routinely adapts from British television, 
sometimes successfully and sometimes not,’ 
David). While it was recognised that Kath and 
Kim followed a conventional sitcom structure 
and ‘we do absorb the cultural influences of 
America,’ Rebecca further argues that Kath and 
Kim could not be mistaken for an American 
program. (The forthcoming adaptation of the 
series to the US market, with Turner and Riley 
as executive producers, will add a further dimen-
sion to conversations about cultural humour). As 
Willis (1990) argues, popular culture involves 
not merely reproducing, but appropriating the 
meanings of commercial culture in new ways. 
Meanings are ‘selected, reselected, highlighted, 
and recomposed’ to make some statement about 
individuals’ views of themselves and their social 
worlds. (Willis, 1990, p. 21) In this case, Kath 
and Kim’s characters are represented as a broader 
type of Australian suburban identity.

kath, kim, subuRbs and class

Misson (1997) asserts that humour can powerfully 
bind groups through collective laughter. However, 
an element of unease was identified by both US and 
Australian viewers while watching the Australian 
program, Kath and Kim. While recognising the 
stereotypical nature of the characters, the students 
articulated some disquiet over their amusement. 
James began to feel ill at ease about the ideologi-
cal assumptions of the show:

Something about the premise of the show made me 
think that I was laughing (and I did laugh – it’s 
a funny show) at the expense of the characters’ 
social status.

Several US participants were not clear whether 
Kath and Kim represented the working or middle 
class and vacillated between categories. Similarly, 
a Sydney radio interviewer linked Kath and Kim 
to ‘westies’ or western suburbs, blue collar Austra-

lians. (In fact, the Melbourne location of Kath and 
Kim is in the more upwardly-mobile south east). 
Students were similarly unclear where, exactly, 
the program was positioning them as viewers. 
Cynthia writes ‘I am not sure I can separate my 
pleasure from my politics’ and asks ‘are we sup-
posed to feel sympathy for the characters or with 
the characters or feel derision for them and their 
urge to be ‘effluent’?

An Australian response to the American con-
cern was to assert her own opinion that Kath and 
Kim is not classist in its intent. Rather, it ‘chal-
lenges the idealised version of suburban bliss that 
we have been living with for decades through soap 
operas like Neighbours’. (Rebecca) An observa-
tion such as Rebecca’s comes from an awareness 
of the traditions and context within which Kath 
and Kim sits. Stripped from its context, Kath and 
Kim might look like a cheap shot, but an argu-
ment is made here for a more complex range of 
responses to the content (and intent?).

Discomfort, however, was not limited to the 
American audience. Susana, an Australian, was 
overseas when popularity over Kath and Kim 
reached its height. Urged by friends to view the 
show, she felt ‘embarrassed and surprised that 
so many people were embracing it’. Susana at-
tempts to articulate her own viewing stance, or 
the awkward multiple stances which Kath and 
Kim work her into:

Sure we would all agree that Kath and Kim are 
try hards, but this mocking of people from the 
‘burbs’ and then in the same light almost cel-
ebrating them, for me seemed to be ironic and/
or contradictory.

Magda Szubanski, who plays Sharon, Kim’s 
friend, in Kath and Kim, raises this theme of satire 
and suburbanity in a recent interview in Preview, 
the weekend magazine of The Age Melbourne 
newspaper (2005). She credits Barry Humphries’ 
character, Edna Everage, as an intertextual reference, 
one which has paved the way for Kath and Kim:
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I think he was first to understand how our subur-
banity is our single most defining characteristic. 
The suburbs are our cultural magnetic north. We 
can never be anywhere but in relation to them; 
fearing and loving them, running away from them 
or to them. Kath and Kim follows along the trail 
he blazed, sitting proudly, if somewhat uncomfort-
ably, smack bang in the fault line of love and hate 
that generates so much energy. (p. 6)

Interestingly, the 2008 US version of Kath 
and Kim focused on the mother daughter rela-
tionship and almost entirely omitted reference to 
class. Reviews of the US one season series were 
generally negative (it lasted only two weeks in 
Australia), adding further to the complexities of 
‘translating’ a local text.

the cameRa as the eye

Such observations suggest a context for more nu-
anced discussion of what we appreciate as humour, 
and why. However, the focus of the participant 
conversation moved from what we are seeing 
to how we are seeing it. The American students 
raised the issue of the production process, as well 
as the content, adding a further layer of unease 
to the demographic issues already raised. The 
home video camera style and use of a real house 
as opposed to a set invited viewers in to Kath and 
Kim’s home and shared a close up version of their 
lives. Dan from the US elaborates:

It seems like the Americans had a harder time with 
Kath and Kim. I know I did. And I think part of it 
(for me) has to do with the way it was filmed – the 
jerky, moving camera and the actual house setting. 
That made the relationship between Kath and Kim 
even more realistic - and even more uncomfortable 
with some of the comments they would make to each 
other [ … ] I enjoy cruel humour - but it’s softened 
in say Fawlty Towers when the whole thing still 
looks like it’s a play on a proscenium stage.

Aspects of verisimilitude in relationship to 
film sets seem to be an under-explored element 
of viewer response, deserving of further attention. 
Dan’s comments echo Stephanie’s remarks which 
speculate whether amusement also depends on 
‘some sort of distance [being] created between 
them and us’. We can laugh when we see the char-
acters as ‘other’, but less readily see the humour 
of screen entities in ourselves.

If Arrested Development promoted what one 
American student labeled ‘colorful and shiny’ 
production values, the relative rawness of Kath and 
Kim led another student to describe the episodes 
as ‘primitive’. She did not elaborate further on 
her choice of adjective, but the crassness of the 
characters’ language and situations was a thread 
of the discussion. Although generally agreed that 
Arrested Development was the more sophisticated 
sitcom, production-wise, one student found the 
‘tackiness and inappropriateness, the insensitivity 
and self-absorption of Portia de Rossi’s character 
from Arrested Development’ as very similar to Kim 
from Kath and Kim (Fiona). Fiona, an Australian, 
continues to comment that it is the degree to which 
the characterisations are extended that allows us 
to accept Kath and Kim as satire:

I think the nastiness of the characters and their 
inability to see their truly appalling behaviour 
for what it is that has enabled Turner and Riley 
[the writers] to present Australian audiences with 
a portrait of our worst characteristics in a way 
which is palatable. I think no one here would ever 
admit to being even a little like Kath or Kim, yet I 
recall after seeing Kim with her tacky acrylic nails, 
unsightly bulges and pathetic attempts to pursue 
the latest suburban trends, I stopped going to the 
nail salon and I swear I never even considered a 
G-string or Ugg boots!

The extent to which Fiona is parodying her-
self is not clear in the written conversation, but 
she points to exaggeration as well as the satirical 
elements of the familiar, raised earlier in this 
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chapter. The extent to which individual viewers 
recognise themselves in textual representations 
directly influences the ‘palatability’ factor and 
consequently, the degree of laughter.

conclusion

Educators in the twenty-first century face chal-
lenges unknown to previous generations of 
teachers. Green and Bigum (1993) argue that the 
contemporary student is one who is subjectively 
different by virtue of her or his relationship with 
digital technologies – one with new needs and 
new capacities. The relations and practices of 
students to the new technologies are forming 
different youth and student subjectivities from 
those we have known before, producing ‘aliens 
in the classroom’.

If educators wish to avoid becoming the ‘aliens’ 
themselves, they need to engage with a range of 
multimodal texts across geographical and political 
boundaries. Popular media texts offer high levels 
of engagement for teenagers, and thus rich op-
portunities to explore deeper reading practices. 
Levels of participation in online communities 
across cultural boundaries continue to rise and 
to powerfully connect young people in ways that 
conventional schooling does not. Educators need to 
understand the dimensions of convergence culture 
literacies and how they might offer stimulating 
links to more formal learning.

Interpretation of popular texts – in this case, 
comedy, depends to a large extent on levels of cul-
tural understanding and how humour might work 
as a culturally-constructed phenomenon. Look-
ing more deeply at responses to an engaging text 
provides a potentially fresh learning perspective, 
one which involves more complex understandings 
of systems of representation and interpretation. 
Moreover, such a study engages learners in situated 
practice (New London Group, 1996), exploring 
the interface between local textual practices and 
the convergence culture described by Jenkins 

(2006). Exploring popular television texts with 
overseas peers offers generative cross-cultural 
comparisons, but also provides spaces for so-
phisticated analysis and critical thinking using a 
multiliteracies approach.
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Chapter 6

Rethinking Literacy in Culturally 
Diverse Classrooms

Jennifer Rennie
Monash University, Australia

abstRact

Literate demands on our youth today have become increasingly more complex due to a technological 
revolution, increased local diversity and a stronger connectedness with our global neighbours (New 
London Group, 1996). Contemporary classrooms are characterised by a diverse range of learners that 
come from different places, with different life world experiences and preferred ways of learning and 
knowing. Texts are no longer confined to print and comprehending texts involves understanding how 
different modes such as the audio, visual and spatial integrate to make meaning. Despite this, schools 
continue to measure and describe student’s literacy in relation to their ability to encode and decode print. 
The recent Program for International Student Assessment results (OECD, 2006) show that Australia 
has dropped from 5th ranking to 6th in the world in terms of reading literacy. More disturbing is the fact 
that this assessment showed a continuing widening gap in academic achievement between Australia’s 
Indigenous and non Indigenous students with very little improvement since 2000. Similarly in the United 
States recent literacy results show that despite some gains in the achievements of minority groups, there 
has been little narrowing in the gap between white students and minority students (Lee, Grigg et al., 
2007). This chapter adopts a socio-cultural view of literacy and calls for a rethinking of what might 
count as literacy in school. It reports on a study which documented the literacy practices valued in the 
home community, community school and urban high school of seven Aboriginal students as they moved 
from Year 7 in their community school to Year 8 in their new urban high school (Rennie, Wallace et al. 
2004). It discusses theoretical ideas related to a multiliteracies framework (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000), 
literacy as an act of translation (Somerville, 2006) and Aboriginal world views and knowledge (Martin, 
2008) as a means to explore ways we might rethink the teaching of literacy in diverse and culturally 
rich classrooms.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60566-673-0.ch006



84

Rethinking Literacy in Culturally Diverse Classrooms

intRoduction

Kelly comes home from school. He drops his bag 
and makes his way to the kitchen to prepare an 
afternoon snack. He then goes to his room where 
he turns on the computer, signs on to MSN and 
starts chatting with his mates. On a different af-
ternoon Kelly goes down to the local swimming 
club for training.

Arnie finishes school. He doesn’t go home but 
drops by the local art centre to see his Mum and 
Dad. He talks to his Mum about the painting she is 
doing. He then heads up to the sport and recreation 
centre where he grabs a snack and plays football 
with his mates. On a different afternoon Arnie stays 
at school and plays games on the computer.

Kelly and Arnie are both young boys who live 
in two different places in Australia. Arnie lives on 
a remote Aboriginal community in the North and 
Kelly in a large urban centre. The two scenarios 
described would be common activities that the 
boys might engage in after school.

a socio-cultuRal VieW

Depending on how one defines literacy some 
might argue that both boys are ‘doing’ literacy and 
that literacy is an integral part of their afternoon 
activities. They might also say that literacy helps 
to shape these activities and that each activity 
requires a different set of literacies. Further they 
might argue that these literacies are better under-
stood through the relationships between the boys 
and their mates and the individual communities in 
which they live. This thinking is characteristic of 
those who espouse socio-cultural views of literacy, 
literacy teaching and learning where literacy is 
not simply understood as a discrete set of skills 
but rather as variable forms of social practice, see 
for example, “New Literacy studies” (Barton & 
Hamilton, 1998), “social literacies” (Gee, 1996; 
Street, 1993), or “situated literacies” (Barton, 
Hamilton et al., 2000).

Many scholars from different fields have 
contributed to knowledge about literacy including 
psychologists, sociologists, linguists, educational-
ists and policy makers and the way in which it 
is defined largely depends on their beliefs about 
how it is learned, how and whether it can be 
measured, what it does and what it is. Although 
Kelly and Arnie went to different primary schools 
they both went to the same high school. This was 
due to the fact that Arnie’s community did not 
have access to secondary education. Despite the 
similarities in their afternoon activities during 
primary school they had very different experi-
ences at high school. Kelly is a day student and 
Arnie stays at the school as a boarder. Both boys 
are not that fond of school and would rather be 
home doing other things. Kelly does well in his 
English classes and although he enjoys reading 
does not care much for what he is required to read 
and write in school. Arnie on the other hand was 
placed in an Intensive English class and he does 
not enjoy reading and writing probably because 
he struggles with the task.

It is not the purpose of this chapter to pres-
ent, critique or debate different perspectives on 
what literacy is or how it should be taught. These 
debates have been well documented elsewhere 
(see for example Chall, 1967; Christie, Devlin 
et al., 1991; Flippo, 1999; Louden, Rohl et al., 
2005; DEST, 2005). However, it is important to 
understand that one’s beliefs about what literacy 
‘is’ or ‘does’ directly influences the ways in which 
it is taught in schools. It is also important to ac-
knowledge that a student’s personal experience 
with and understanding of literacy can affect the 
ways in which they engage with literacy in school. 
Recent research that has investigated the literacy 
practices of homes, schools and communities have 
found marked differences in the literacy practices 
and values of schools and their families in the 
ways they used and defined literacy (Cairney & 
Ruge, 1997; Fleer & Williams-Kennedy, 2001; 
Heath, 1986; 1998; Hill, Comber et al., 1998; 
Hill, Comber et al., 2002; Rennie, Wallace et 
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al., 2004; White-Kaulaity, 2007). Furthermore, 
school literacy practices served to empower some 
whilst they disempowered others and the students 
who were most likely to succeed in school came 
from home backgrounds where ‘family literacy 
practices’ most closely resembled those of school 
(Cairney & Ruge, 1997; Barton & Hamilton, 
1998; Fleer & Williams-Kennedy, 2001; Heath, 
1986; Hill, Comber et al., 1998; Hill, Comber et 
al., 2002).

A socio-cultural view of literacy allows one 
to talk about school literacy as being distinct 
from the literacies that are integral to Kelly and 
Arnie’s afternoon activities. It also allows us 
to talk about Kelly’s literacies as distinct from 
Arnie’s literacies.

Over recent decades a number of different 
approaches to teaching school literacy have been 
used including holistic approaches (Cambourne, 
1988), genre based approaches (Martin, Christie 
et al., 1987), skills based approaches (Aukerman, 
1984) and socio-cultural approaches (Freebody & 
Luke, 1990). In the classroom many teachers tend 
to adopt an eclectic position on teaching literacy 
by combining useful elements from a variety of 
different approaches. On a state level English 
curriculum is generally divided into the three 
broad areas of reading, writing and oral language. 
Although these curricula include a variety of text 
types which are commonly used in contemporary 
society such as multimedia texts, visual texts and 
print there tends to be a focus on the encoding and 
decoding of print.

Nationally and internationally students’ lit-
eracy achievements are measured and described in 
terms of their ability to read, understand and write 
print based texts. From 2008 Australian National 
mandates require all students in Australia in Years 
3, 5, 7 and 9 to do the same test in their year level 
at the same time of the year. Results from these 
tests will be used to paint a picture of the state 
of affairs of ‘literacy’ in relation to our youth. 
Similar testing regimes occur in other nations such 
as the United States and the United Kingdom as 

part of national educational policy such as “No 
Child Left Behind” in the US and the “National 
Literacy Strategy” in the UK. These testing re-
gimes are commensurate with behaviourist and 
cognitivist views of reading and writing that are 
inherent in many skills based literacy approaches 
and they tend to ignore the complex social, cul-
tural and technological worlds of our students. 
These tests in many ways mirror the society that 
was prevalent in the 1950s and they have failed 
to keep up with the fast changing nature and pace 
of contemporary society.

neW liteRate demands

Literate demands on our youth today have become 
increasingly more complex due to a technological 
revolution, increased local diversity and a stronger 
connectedness with our global neighbours. In 1994 
a group of national and international scholars met 
in New London, New Hampshire to discuss what 
might constitute appropriate literacy teaching now 
and into the future in light of these three major 
changes in society (New London Group, 1996). 
The group acknowledged that meaning making 
is more complex. Meaning is not just conveyed 
through linguistic modes but incorporates other 
modes such as the visual, audio, spatial and be-
havioural. Furthermore, these different modes 
are often integrated within the same text each 
contributing to the overall meaning of the text. 
A web page is a good example of the complexity 
of texts today. It often consists of a number of 
different modes such as the visual, textual and 
audio. Web pages are also often multi generic 
in that they might contain combinations of per-
suasive, report and procedural writing. Finally, 
web pages are intertextual in the ways they link 
to other layers within the same text and to texts 
outside of the text.

In addition to the complexity of meaning 
making practices the group also acknowledged 
the diversity in local communities and an ever 
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increasing connectedness to our global neighbours 
(New London Group, 1996). For example, the time 
when it took days to communicate to the rest of 
Australia yet alone the world that Darwin in the 
Northern Territory had been wiped off the face 
of the Earth by a cyclone have disappeared. It is 
common for our youth to take jobs and study in 
other countries and today’s classrooms comprise 
learners who often have two or three languages, 
other than English. With the fast pace of technology 
it is almost certain that ways of making meaning 
will continue to change and it is almost certain that 
our student population will become more diverse 
than it currently is (Au & Raphael, 2000).

Both Kelly and Arnie speak more than one 
language. Kelly speaks English and Japanese and 
Arnie English and Tiwi. However Kelly’s first 
language is English and Arnie’s first language is 
Tiwi. The high school they attended uses English 
for instruction. Kelly is technologically savvy. 
He began pulling computers apart when he was 
only eight years old. He enjoys gaming with his 
friends and attends LAN (Local Area Network) 
gatherings where large groups of people get 
together and play games in teams. He uses the 
computer daily for a number of different activi-
ties including shopping, socialising and learning. 
Arnie does not own a computer but enjoys using 
the computers both during and after school. In 
many ways Kelly and Arnie’s lives in school re-
flect the changes described by the New London 
Group. They both use and embrace technology 
although Arnie’s place is not well served by 
the communication giants. Furthermore Arnie’s 
parents unlike Kelly’s parents have never been 
in a position to provide Arnie with all the latest 
technology. Kelly and Arnie both attended a high 
school that was buzzing with cultural diversity. 
The school enrols students from over 40 different 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 
In addition to the Aboriginal students in the school 
there are students from and with connections to 
places such as Greece, China, Indonesia and East 

Timor. These kinds of classrooms are common all 
over the globe. For example, a recent classroom I 
visited in the US had white, black, Hispanic and 
Asian students.

multiliteRacies: 
RethinkinG pedaGoGy

The years following the original discussions of 
the New London Group led to the development 
of a new pedagogical framework “Learning 
by Design” which would facilitate some of the 
complexities of contemporary society (Kalantzis, 
Cope et al., 2005).

The pedagogical framework that emerged had 
four key phases and was based on the concept of 
‘design’. The idea that teachers become designers 
of learning and that ‘Design’ describes the different 
forms of meaning. They proposed that the produc-
tion of texts which involves any semiotic activity 
is a matter of ‘Design’ and that this involves three 
elements – Available Design, Designing and the 
Redesigned. Available Designs are seen as the 
resources we have for making meaning and include 
such things as the grammars of languages and 
other semiotic systems. Designing is seen as the 
work which occurs with ‘Available Designs’ and 
involves knowledge transformation as it represents 
and constructs ‘reality’ in different ways. The 
Redesigned results in new meanings and includes 
the resources that are produced through the ‘De-
sign’ process (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). Situated 
Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing and 
Transformed Practice comprise the four phases 
identified in the pedagogical model. Situated 
practice involves experiencing the new and the 
known. Overt Instruction involves conceptualising 
or ‘naming’. Critical Framing involves an under-
standing of the cultural and social implications of 
what is learned and Transformed Practice results 
in new meaning and some kind of application 
(Kalantzis, Cope et al., 2005).



87

Rethinking Literacy in Culturally Diverse Classrooms

difference: transformative but Risky

Underpinning this framework is the idea that there 
are two essential conditions for successful learning 
(Kalantzis, Cope et al., 2005). First, it is important 
for students to feel they belong to the learning 
which includes the content being learned, ways 
of knowing and the learning community itself. 
This idea shares similarity with those who also 
highlight the importance of making connections 
to students’ lifeworlds, (see for example Comber 
& Kamler, 2005; Moll, Amanti et al., 1992).

The need for a ‘sense of belonging’ acknowl-
edges the fact that every learner’s subjectivity is 
particular. It is argued that differences such as race, 
gender, socio-economic status and (dis)ability are 
only a beginning point for thinking about diversity 
in the classroom. Kalantzis and Cope (2005) sug-
gest a second layer of difference which includes 
such things as values, social orientations, world 
experiences, dispositions and ways of learning and 
knowing. They suggest it is this in conjunction 
with the broader socially ascribed categories of 
difference that help us to construct our personal 
identities (Kalantzis, Cope et al., 2005). They 
argue it is the second layer of difference that we 
should be working with in the classroom.

The second condition for effective learning 
is the idea that learning needs to transform the 
learner in some way. Learning within a context of 
‘difference’ is seen as a means to enact ‘personal 
and cultural’ transformation. It involves taking the 
learner on a journey and out of the ‘comfort zone’ 
of their own lifeworlds. Traditionally, schools 
have tended to deal with multicultural education 
in a conservative way which simply recognises 
and affirms difference (Kalantzis, Cope et al., 
2005). This idea suggests that we actually engage 
with difference and as such the experience may 
be ‘risky’ and ‘unsettling’ but that it will result in 
some personal and cultural transformation. This 
notion is similar to those who advocate ‘Place’ as 
a productive framework to learn about the local 
and the global, see for example (Gruenewald, 

2003; Read, 2000). According to Gruenewald, 
place is profoundly pedagogical: “as centres of 
experience, places teach us about how the world 
works, and how our lives fit into the spaces we 
occupy. Further, places make us: As occupants 
of particular places with particular attributes, 
our identity and our possibilities are shaped” 
(Gruenewald, 2003, p. 621). It is suggested that 
place provides a space where different stories or 
lifeworlds might meet, intersect and negotiate 
difference. This is seen as highly significant for 
the relationship between Indigenous and other 
marginalised knowledge and Western academic 
thought. This space has been described as a ‘con-
tact zone’ (Somerville & Perkins, 2003) which is 
potentially transformative (Haig-Brown, 2001). 
Working in the contact zone is also described as 
being ‘risky’ whilst at the same time an opportunity 
for opening up ‘new possibilities’ (Somerville & 
Perkins, 2003). A multiliteracies pedagogy and 
place-pedagogy approaches both suggest that 
truly engaging with ‘difference’ is a necessary, 
dangerous and a transformative business.

literacy: an act of translation

One final theoretical idea worth considering for 
working with difference in classrooms relates to 
an idea described by Somerville (2005; 2006). 
She calls for a redefinition of literacy and dis-
cusses body and spatial literacies which evolve 
from a highly developed learned understanding 
of our own identities in relation to the places and 
spaces in which we work and live. According to 
Somerville (2006) literacy is something which 
occurs in the translation between these embod-
ied knowledge’s and different textual forms. 
Somerville (2006) argues that literacy is always 
an act of translation which begins in childhood. 
She suggests it is something that begins at birth 
as we move from “inchoate sensory experience 
to forms of representation, expressed initially in 
gesture, then sounds, and finally marks on a page 
later differentiated into drawing and writing.” 
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She further argues that this process should not be 
viewed as a developmental process where all else 
is lost on our journey to print literacy but all the 
different modes of literacy need to be maintained 
so that we can move freely between these different 
modalities. In order to understand how we might 
acquire print literacy we need to understand the 
“acts of translation” that occur between these 
various modalities and need to facilitate these 
translations. Somerville (2006) argues further that 
the movement from inchoate experience through 
to marks on a page should not be conceived as 
a developmental pathway where we lose all that 
precedes print literacy.

The ideas explored through the work of Ka-
lantzis and Cope (2005) and Somerville (2006) 
are helpful for thinking about diversity. They 
both suggest we should be thinking about literacy 
differently and that it needs to incorporate other 
modalities other than print such as audio, visual, 
gestural and body. Somerville (2006) goes further 
to say that literacy is embodied and that it evolves 
through our relationships to the places and spaces 
in which we work and live. Both suggest that 
different modalities should be acknowledged 
and explored and that one is not inferior to the 
other as they are all in isolation or combined es-
sential to making meaning. Kalantzis and Cope 
(2005) talk about ‘Available Designs’ and about 
understanding how different modalities might 
contribute to the meaning of text. Somerville 
(2006) discusses the idea that literacy should not 
be viewed as a developmental pathway and we 
should not lose what we acquire on our journey 
towards print literacy. She comments further that 
if we ignore the embodied nature of literacies we 
have to ask ourselves what actually gets lost in 
the process. Both also talk about the need to help 
learners understand the designs that are available 
to them and the need to help learners understand 
and use literacies that are not as familiar to them. 
Somerville (2006) describes this as understand-
ing the ‘acts of translation’ and Kalantzis and 
Cope (2005) take up this idea through the ‘Overt 

Instruction’ phase of their pedagogical framework. 
Finally as stated earlier both acknowledge that 
diversity is a resource and that engaging with it 
in genuine ways is both ‘risky’ but potentially 
transformative.

A number of the ideas explored in the paper 
so far are important to Kelly and Arnie. Despite 
their similarities these two students need to be 
able to affirm their own identities. The boys 
differ according to the first layer of difference 
suggested by Kalantzis and Cope (2005). For 
example Kelly, a teenage boy comes from a white 
middle class background. Arnie also a young 
teenage boy comes from a low socio economic 
Indigenous background. According to Kalantzis 
and Cope (2005) it would be unproductive to stop 
here when thinking about these boys as learners 
in schools. Instead, they need to be understood in 
relation to the second layer of difference which 
includes such things as their social orientations, 
experiences of the world, dispositions and their 
preferred ways of knowing and learning. This is 
important if both boys are going to be able to af-
firm their own identities and experience a sense of 
belonging in school in terms of the content being 
learned, the ways in which they are required to 
know and learn and the school learning community 
in general. Further, it is important that both boys 
experience cultural and social transformation in 
relation to their learning. In this respect both boys 
have lifeworld experiences that would contribute 
to the social and cultural transformation of the 
other. Similarly, Au (1998) imagines classrooms 
where students engage with a wide variety of texts 
created from a range of viewpoints that reflect 
the diversity of their “racial, social, cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds” (p. 548).

Despite the similarities shared by the two 
boys and the potentially rich resources that each 
had to offer the other they were both described 
quite differently as literacy learners in the school. 
Arnie was not described as successful in relation 
to the ways in which schools measure and report 
on school literacy outcomes or achievement. He 
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was in an Intensive English class and teachers 
in his school said that students like Arnie rarely 
achieved their high school certificate. Kelly on 
the other hand did well in his English classes 
and was expected to graduate from high school. 
The reasons for the discrepancies in their literacy 
achievement are complex but it is argued here that 
a rethinking of what might count as literacy and 
knowledge and a rethinking of how we engage with 
difference would enhance the school experiences 
and outcomes for both boys. For the remainder 
of this chapter the discussion will concentrate 
on Arnie’s experiences both in and out of school 
since the data discussed originates from the study 
in which he participated. As such, the decision to 
concentrate on Arnie’s experiences is not meant 
to devalue what Kelly has to offer or to say that 
his learning is not important but it is Arnie who 
would appear most disadvantaged in terms of his 
learning. Some of the theoretical ideas explored so 
far will be discussed in relation to how they might 
help facilitate Arnie’s learning in an institution 
that has a white middle class orientation.

Arnie is of Aboriginal descent and so it is 
important to also consider some of the research 
conducted relating to the issues of teaching English 
literacies for Aboriginal learners.

enGlish liteRacies and 
aboRiGinal leaRneRs

The latest results from the Programme for In-
ternational Student Assessment (PISA) suggest 
that Australian Indigenous students are about two 
and a half years behind non-Indigenous students 
(Thomson & De Bortoli, 2007). These figures 
are mirrored in reported literacy outcomes of the 
various states and territories. For example in the 
Northern Territory in 2006 only 36.5% of Indig-
enous Year 7 students met the national literacy 
reading benchmark compared with 90.2% of 
non-Indigenous students. In 2006 there were 3,635 
Indigenous students and 6073 non-Indigenous stu-

dents enrolled in high schools across the Northern 
Territory. In the same year 92 Indigenous students 
graduated with their high school certificate com-
pared to 632 non-Indigenous students (DEET, 
2007). In a country such as Australia that has a 
highly reputable education system internationally 
these statistics feel extremely unsettling and as 
educators we should not be comfortable with them. 
These statistics are mirrored for other groups of 
students considered to be ‘minority’ groups across 
the globe. For example the results of the 2005 
National Assessment of Educational Progress in 
the US showed that the average reading score for 
African American eighth grade students was 243 
whilst the average for their white counterparts was 
271. Similar gaps existed between Hispanic and 
white students and Native Americans and white 
students (Perie, Grigg et al., 2005).

Since 1997 it has been a national thrust of the 
Australian Government’s Policy to lift literacy 
and numeracy standards for all students and to 
develop a more socially just education system 
that will facilitate equitable participation and ap-
propriate outcomes for Indigenous students. The 
Adelaide Declaration of Schooling (MCEETYA, 
1999) stated that “Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students have equitable access to, and 
opportunities in, schooling so that their learning 
outcomes improve, and over time, match those of 
other students”.

Despite this promise almost a decade ago 
outcomes for Australian Indigenous students 
remain well short of their non-Indigenous coun-
terparts. The issues related to literacy education 
for Aboriginal students are complex and varied. 
There is continuous debate relating to what counts 
as relevant pedagogy for Aboriginal students. 
Some take a more culturally inclusive perspec-
tive (Nakata, 2000; 2007) whilst there are others 
who argue for the provision of access to what is 
seen as the more powerful or dominant forms of 
literacy (Gray, 1985; 2007).

The body of research which informs those who 
call for a more culturally inclusive curriculum 
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suggest that an Aboriginal world view differs 
considerably from a Western world view. This 
research largely followed the seminal work of 
Stephen Harris (1984) who described traditional 
learning styles among Aboriginal communities. 
Whilst this work heightened educator’s aware-
ness of cultural difference the work has also been 
criticised of representing a particular anthropo-
logical model of culture that positions Aboriginal 
culture as being completely incompatible with 
and different from Western culture and thus con-
tributing to the ideology of cultural binarism and 
racism (Mishra, 1996; Nicholls, Crowley et al., 
1996). Despite this more recent studies continue 
to describe and affirm significant differences in 
Aboriginal worldviews and knowledge.

Martin describes the essence of Aboriginal 
worldviews as ‘relatedness’, a complex idea which 
is defined as “sets of conditions, processes, and 
practices that occur among and between elements 
of a particular place, and across contexts that are 
physical, social, political, and intellectual” (2008, 
p. 61). Aboriginal worldviews constitute “coming 
to know the world”, understanding “relatedness to 
the elements in that world” and how one relates to 
these elements. She highlights the importance for 
educators to have an understanding of the nature 
of ‘relatedness’ (Martin, 2008, p. 62). She goes 
further to explain how knowledge is contained 
within Stories and points out that these are not 
merely for entertainment but a legitimate way 
through which elements such as the land, skies, 
animals and people express relatedness and 
identity (Martin 2008, p. 62). These Stories are 
deeply connected to the literacies that Aboriginal 
children acquire and involves knowing who your 
people are and where you come from. Finally she 
explains that for Aboriginal people, knowledge 
involves “knowing your Stories of relatedness 
(Ways of Knowing) and respecting these Stories 
(Ways of Being) and the ways this relatedness is 
then expressed (Ways of Doing)” (Martin, 2008, p. 
63). She highlights the importance of maintaining, 
living and expressing relatedness ‘appropriately 

and respectfully’ and that although these Stories 
might be expressed, translated or represented 
through such things as gestures, paintings or dance 
and that these are only artefacts of relatedness 
(Martin, 2008, p. 65).

Somerville (2006) also highlights the impor-
tance of story. She argues that relationships to place 
are constructed in our stories and representations 
and that language is the primary medium through 
which our relationships to place are constructed 
and that Aboriginal stories can be represented in 
other artefacts such as dance, painting and song. 
She also suggests that there can be non-Aboriginal 
stories or alternative stories connected to place 
and that when these stories intersect it can create 
connections between people and places (Somer-
ville, 2005).

Over a period of 12 months I came to know 
Arnie both in his home community and at school. 
He told me stories about himself, his family and his 
place. In his community, Arnie was very knowl-
edgeable about many things. He knew many of his 
Stories of relatedness. He was an accomplished 
learner. He could paint, carve and dance. He could 
speak two languages. He played many sports and 
he was respectful of those who he considered to be 
older and wiser. In high school Arnie was not so 
confident. He struggled with many of his classes. 
He often got himself into trouble and he missed 
his family and community.

Getting to know arnie

Arnie is one of the children who participated in 
an extensive study that generated detailed case 
study information about the transition experiences 
of seven Aboriginal children as they moved from 
Year 7 in their community school to Year 8 in 
their new urban high school (Rennie, Wallace et 
al., 2004). In particular, the study documented the 
literacy practices valued in the home community, 
community school and urban high school and 
highlighted the continuities and discontinuities 
between them (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The study 
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in which Arnie participated used ethnographic 
techniques of observation, document analysis 
and interviews during the data collection phases. 
Qualitative techniques were used to analyse the 
data. In the initial phase of the analysis, data 
collected from the home, community school and 
urban high school was analysed separately and 
coding of the data sets occurred (Miles & Huber-
man, 1994).

The second phase of the analysis involved an 
ethnographically grounded approach to discourse 
analysis. Gee and Green (1997, p. 139) identi-
fied four dimensions of social activity - World 
building, Activity building, Identity building and 
Connection building World building referred to 
how participants assembled “situated meanings 
about “reality,” present and absent, concrete and 
abstract”. Activity building described the con-
struction of situated meanings connected to the 
activity itself. Identity building concerned the 
identities that were relevant to the situation and 
included ways of knowing, believing, acting and 
interacting. Finally, Connection building related 
to how interactions connected to past and future 
interactions (Gee & Green, 1997, p. 139).

The third phase of the analysis involved con-
stant comparative analysis between the data sets 
to assist in identifying discontinuities between the 
data (Guba & Lincoln, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). This assisted in identifying the extent to 
which school literacy practices reflected those 
valued by the community.

Discontinuities were found in the ways in 
which children engaged in the various activities. 
Further, the data highlighted a lack of understand-
ing, valuing and acknowledgement of the various 
community literate practices by schools. The 
results of the study suggested that student identi-
ties embodied different forms of knowledge and 
skills and these qualitatively different identities 
played key roles in the students’ effectiveness as 
learners in our schools.

arnie’s place

Arnie’s community is in the North of Australia 
and has a population of approximately four hun-
dred. It is serviced by a local store, bank, primary 
school, recreation hall, sporting facilities, social 
club, police, women’s and men’s centre, library, 
post-office, art and health centre. The community 
is very traditional with the children and their 
families participating in hunting and ceremonial 
activities regularly. At the time of the study, Arnie’s 
primary school had an enrolment of approximately 
80 students and Arnie’s class comprised students 
from Years 5, 6 and seven. The urban high school 
that Arnie relocated to after competing primary 
school had a population of about 800 students, the 
majority of which were day students. The school 
provided boarding places for Aboriginal children 
from over forty different remote locations.

The following discusses some of the data 
specific to Arnie. Arnie and his parents were 
interviewed a number of times during the last 
six months of his primary school years and the 
first six months of his high school years. The fol-
lowing section provides a summary of the data 
collected from one interview with Arnie and his 
parents at the local art centre where his parents 
work as paid artists.

a learner in his community

I met Arnie after school and we walked down to 
the art centre together. His Mum was working 
on a painting when we arrived and his Dad on a 
carving. We all sat down together near where his 
father was carving. He talked about his Mother’s 
painting.

He explained that his Mother’s paintings were 
special and that they were “connected to people 
dying”. Although some of them were just for 
decoration. He said that after the person has passed 
away for a couple of years and when it’s time for 
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ceremony that his Mother makes a painting for 
that person. And that the painting was “something 
you remember that person by”. He explained that 
the design had meaning and contained information 
about their “skin group, tribe and totem”.

Arnie said that he would like to be a painter 
one day and that he often comes down and sits 
and watches his Mother paint. His Mother said it 
was important for the “young ones” to watch and 
talk to their elders as they had a responsibility to 
pass it on to them and that one day they would 
be expected to do the same. Arnie explained how 
he makes paint from ochre and told me that the 
“colours were important”. He said there were only 
three colours and that these represented “totem, 
skin group and dreaming”. He also knew about 
his Dad’s carving and how he made totem poles. 
He told me that this was also connected to people 
who had passed away. He explained how the totem 
pole represented the deceased person’s family and 
that the family chose who they wanted to make 
the totem. I got the impression it was honourable 
to be chosen to carve a totem. He showed me a 
carving he had made of a fish and explained that 
you needed to find “iron wood” or “heavy” wood 
for carving.

Arnie also talked about his dances and how 
he learns them the same way by participating in 
the ceremony and watching the others. Arnie said 
he liked dancing just like he enjoyed painting 
and carving.

He talked about his relationships with others 
in the community. The community taught him 
about the importance of the “right skin group” and 
how they are required to marry within a certain 
group, understanding who his cousins are and 
how he is not allowed to interact with particular 
people. Again he was required to learn all of this 
from his family.

Arnie talked about stories his Mum, Nanna 
and Dad told him and how he keeps these stories 
in his mind. He knew he would be expected to 
retell these stories. He said Nanna tells him the 

stories of “last years when she was a little girl 
and they had war”.

He also talked about his special place “Ta-
racumbie” which is his country. His father said 
that when he married this would become his 
children’s country as well and that he would also 
have connections to his wife’s country. He told 
me stories of when he goes out hunting with his 
family and explained that his Dad teaches him 
all the things he needs to know in terms of what 
to hunt, how to hunt and how to survive when 
he is out there. He knows how to find water, to 
follow tracks and use markers to help him find 
his way back. He spoke of imminent dangers and 
explained that when you are “catching crabs” you 
have to be wary of “stingrays”. Also when you 
are walking in the swamp looking for ‘goose’ you 
have to have your “gun out in front of you” and 
look carefully for signs of crocodiles. Again he 
emphasised the importance of going with someone 
who is older so they can “show you”. He knows 
all about what foods are good and where to find 
it. He told me how he makes spears for hunting 
which he uses to catch crabs and fish. Arnie said 
that “goose” was his favourite food. The hunting 
experience was one that Arnie enjoyed. It was a 
family time and they explained how they always 
“share equally” their spoils from the day with 
everyone no matter who catches it or whether 
they were actually there on the day.

His parents said that education was important 
and that they wanted Arnie to learn English well 
at school. His father said Arnie would “always 
remember Tiwi language” but that English was 
important for him to be successful. Both his parents 
also believed that learning is very important both 
in English and Tiwi culture.

In addition to his embodied knowledge about 
place and his Stories of relatedness Arnie knew 
many other things. He was a good AFL footballer, 
he learned to drive a car when he was ten years 
old, he helped out in the canteen at the local sport 
and recreation centre, loved swimming, watching 
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movies, writing letters to his brothers, listening to 
music and enjoyed playing games such as “Cliff 
Hanger” and “Predator” in the community with 
his mates.

I had several other interviews with Arnie in-
dividually, with his friends and with his parents. 
He knew a great deal about his community. He 
had started to accumulate his Stories of related-
ness. He also knew a great deal about many other 
things. He was comfortable with using story as a 
means to tell me these things.

knoWledGe leaRninG and 
liteRacy: a community 
peRspectiVe

The study found that children and parents inter-
viewed had extensive knowledge about the vari-
ous activities in which they participated. A great 
deal of emphasis was placed on the sharing of 
this knowledge. In fact, parents suggested it was 
their responsibility to pass this knowledge on to 
their children and there was a strong expectation 
that their children would do the same. Cultural 
knowledge was very important. There was also a 
feeling that this knowledge was part of who they 
were. It helped to construct their identity (Rennie, 
2006). As Martin (2008) suggests it was impor-
tant that Aboriginal children knew their Stories 
of relatedness (Ways of knowing), that they and 
respected these Stories (Ways of Being) and that 
they expressed these Stories (Ways of Doing). 
Knowledge was not written down. Neither was it 
learned by reading books. The knowledge was part 
of who they were-it was embodied. It constructed 
identity and assisted in making connection to 
places, things and others.

Learning and teaching was highly valued in 
the community. The children in this study learned 
about hunting by going out with a skilled other. 
Parents, grandparents and older siblings used the 
activity of hunting as a means to teach younger sib-
lings. There was also the sense that everyone could 

learn and everyone could teach as older children 
also taught their younger brothers and sisters. The 
children learned about hunting, ceremony, dance, 
painting and the like by participating, watching, 
talking to others, listening and asking questions. 
Parent and community members expected their 
children would learn during the various commu-
nity activities. Children had to learn these things 
and they needed to be in a position later in life to 
pass their knowledge on to others.

Story featured as an important aspect of the 
data. Community activities such as hunting were 
a means to share Stories. Children talked about 
listening to stories from older members of their 
family and parents talked about the sharing of 
stories with their children. Stories were embod-
ied and they were represented through gestures, 
and other artefacts such as paintings, carvings 
and dance. The stories were to entertain, share, 
maintain cultural knowledge and teach. They were 
often about previous hunting trips, places of sig-
nificance and stories of survival. There was also 
evidence of different reading practices throughout 
the data. Children not only read traditional print 
and digital text forms but they also read the land, 
the water, the mind and body, paintings and dance 
(Rennie, 2006).

arnie: a learner in school

Arnie was not that fond of school but explained 
there were some things he didn’t mind doing. In 
primary school he said he liked it when he could 
write about things he did in his community. He 
particularly enjoyed writing about his weekend 
hunting experiences and felt good when he did 
well in his spelling and mental mathematics 
tests. He liked it when his class went to the local 
swimming hole on Thursdays and when they had 
culture lessons. He enjoyed events when important 
people visited the community such as the AFL 
footballers, cricketers and famous bands. He 
seemed generally happy with his primary school 
experiences. When I visited Arnie over the first 
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six months of his high school years he seemed 
less happy and told me how he missed his family 
and community.

When Arnie first came to high school he was 
required to do a number of literacy and numeracy 
tests in order to assist the school in placing him 
in an appropriate class. First he was placed in a 
supported mainstream environment which has 
tutors that come in to assist individual students. 
After a couple of months he was moved to an 
Intensive English class where the focus was on 
the improvement of literacy and numeracy skills. 
School became very difficult for Arnie.

arnie in class: an english lesson

I walked into the classroom and sat with two of the 
Tiwi children. Other students were busily taking 
out their English books and writing implements. 
The teacher supplied Darcy and Arnie with pen 
and paper. After the normal routine of re-estab-
lishing the classroom rules and procedures the 
teacher wrote “The Purposes of Writing” on the 
whiteboard. The students were orientated to the 
lesson and asked to write a list of all the different 
kinds of writing. Darcy and Arnie began their list 
which included shopping list, email, timetable, 
newspaper, books and magazines. Darcy began 
to write the word ‘painting’ and looked to me for 
approval. I told him it was a good thing to include. 
After all he had told me some of the stories in 
his Grandmother’s paintings. Then Arnie said, 
“What about dance?” I told him it also was a very 
good example to include. I had seen their dances 
and they had told me how they represented their 
various totems. Both children became excited and 
started adding other less conventional forms of 
writing to their list including tracks, songs and 
the seasons. The teacher asked each group to call 
out their lists. She began to compile a list of all 
the students’ ideas. Darcy and Arnie were pleased 
that their ideas were recorded. Following this the 
teacher chose four of the examples the class had 
offered and erased the remainder of the students’ 

responses. The final list included novels, diction-
ary, map legend and email. She continued with the 
lesson and the groups were asked to think about 
purpose and audience in relation to the remaining 
four genres.

knowledge learning and 
literacy: a school perspective

In school knowledge was constructed very dif-
ferently. It included knowledge related to ‘doing 
school’ and knowledge related to the ‘curriculum’. 
Students needed to know about the rules, routines, 
procedures and expectations of being a student in 
high school, some of which are familiar and others 
not so familiar. The children had much to learn 
about ‘doing high school’ during their first term. 
They had moved to a highly organised institution 
with a structured timetable, different classes, 
subjects and teachers, dress and behaviour codes, 
homework and assessments. In addition, students 
had to learn about the boarding side of their new 
life, as well as the academic and classroom side. 
Curriculum knowledge was also important in 
school. Interviews with teachers suggested that 
there was tension between having to meet require-
ments connected to the curriculum and meeting 
individual student’s needs. The reported low lit-
eracy and numeracy levels of these students posed 
many problems for these high school teachers as 
they battled to meet curriculum requirements and 
design activities that the students could do.

Teachers in the school belonged to different 
faculties and as much as possible the teachers 
planned together to ensure consistency across the 
various grades and testing. This was particularly 
evident in the mainstream and supported secondary 
classes in the areas of mathematics and science. 
Textbooks tended to dominate the content taught 
in these subjects.

Students learned to varying degrees through 
listening, copying notes, reading, writing and 
discussion. In some classes, it appeared to the 
researchers that teachers used many worksheets 
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and students spent a great deal of time copying 
notes, questions and problems off the board. It 
was common for students to have unfinished 
work. In the classes observed, students learned 
as a whole group, in small groups and indepen-
dently, although generally independent learning 
was favoured over whole class or small group 
learning. In classes where independent learning 
was a preferred method, the teacher often dis-
couraged the practice of sharing answers or of 
students assisting each other. Reading was also a 
means to learn. Teachers directed students to read 
particular parts of their notes or textbooks during 
homework activities so they would be adequately 
prepared for tests. There was a distinct emphasis 
on the encoding and decoding of print.

futuRe possibilities: 
makinG school less 
difficult foR aRnie

The study found that many of the discontinuities 
for Arnie and others who participated in the study 
lay in the fact that who the children were and what 
the children knew, preferred to do and could do 
was often not valued and acknowledged in the 
school setting. Despite being a very successful 
learner in his home community Arnie was not as 
successful in school. The irony of the latter point 
was clear in the data: Continuities in knowledge 
and identity can be seen to provide the bridges 
and connections (based on what the children 
can do and who they are) that build learning and 
new knowledge and identities. Discontinuities 
in knowledge and identity prohibit effective and 
engaged learning. Other studies provide support 
for these ideas. Au and Raphael (2000) report 
that it is not uncommon for students of diverse 
backgrounds to appear highly “literate and ac-
complished when literacies other than those of 
the school are considered” (p.173). A study on 
Native American Reading practices found Native 
Americans have preferred ways of learning and 

have experiences of literacy events and practices 
often overlooked in American classrooms (White-
Kaulaity, 2007).

Some of the theoretical ideas explored earlier 
related to multiliteracies and diversity are worth 
considering in relation to how we might improve 
Arnie’s and others like him, experiences in school. 
First, the ideas related to a rethinking of what 
might constitute literacy. If we acknowledge that 
literacy is a social practice and that it is largely 
shaped through our participation in various events 
then it allows us to talk about Arnie’s literate 
competence in much broader terms than the cur-
rent narrow view which is used to describe Arnie 
as a literate person in school. Second, the idea 
that contemporary society is characterised by 
multiliteracies and as such comprises a range of 
different modalities and integration of modes to 
make meaning. If we adopt this idea then it means 
we acknowledge there is a great deal of ‘available 
designs’ out there which can include a range of 
modes such as gestural, audio, visual, and spatial 
and body. Arnie’s literacies are embodied. Further 
he is comfortable encoding and decoding a wide 
array of available designs including painting, 
dance and story. Finally, the idea that we might 
consider literacy is an ‘act of translation’. Arnie 
is competent at knowing how various artefacts 
express his Stories of relatedness but is less com-
petent in using school literacies. If we are going to 
understand how to assist Arnie in school we first 
need to understand as Martin (2008) suggests the 
concept of relatedness and as Somerville (2006) 
suggests we also need to understand how to help 
Arnie make the translation to print literacy.

The second set of ideas worth consideration 
relate to the conditions of learning. In many ways 
Arnie did not feel a sense of belonging in school. 
What he knew, what he preferred to do and how he 
preferred to learn were not acknowledged in the 
school setting. The literacy example described ear-
lier provides a good example. When asked to give 
examples of writing the boys offered examples 
of writing that made sense to them, for example 



96

Rethinking Literacy in Culturally Diverse Classrooms

painting and dance. These examples were not ex-
plored in any great detail. Writing was discussed 
and presented as it is described within the school 
curriculum. If a multiliteracies framework had 
been adopted then the teacher would have incorpo-
rated a wider range of ‘Available Designs’ which 
might have included the ‘Designs’ that Arnie and 
his friends put forward. In putting these designs 
forward Arnie and his friends were also trying to 
establish a sense of identity within the classroom 
community. Others including the teacher would 
have had a better understanding of who Arnie 
was. The second condition of learning relates to 
personal and social transformation. Earlier in this 
chapter it was suggested that both Kelly and Arnie 
had a great deal to offer each other in this regard. 
The literacy lesson is an example where this could 
have happened. Putting forward Arnie’s designs 
would have presented different possibilities for 
other learners like Kelly and an exploration of 
these designs may have led to redesigning, new 
possibilities and transformed practice.

conclusion

Whilst this chapter focussed primarily on one 
Indigenous Australian student the theoretical 
ideas discussed could be applied across the range 
of diverse learners in our classrooms through the 
use of a multiliteracies framework and a rethink-
ing of how we engage with diversity to enact 
personal and cultural transformation. McCarthey 
and Dressman (2000) imagine future classrooms 
as a “multicultural quilt created from the diverse 
experiences and backgrounds of children and 
teachers, stitched together by their contacts with 
one another within the seams of schools” with the 
image of the quilt breaking down the hierarchy 
and “the rhizomatic spread of innovative literacy 
experience” (p. 548).
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intRoduction

Within the education sector it is recognised that 
students need to be aware of and learn a range of 
skills in order to critically evaluate the multifarious 
ways they receive and view information (Anstey & 
Bull, 2006; Davis, 2008; Kalantzis, Cope & Fehring 
2002; Unsworth, 2001). As Davis (2008, p. 10) 

notes, current evidence suggests that “the curriculum 
stalwarts of literacy and numeracy are no longer 
sufficient to equip students with the basics they need 
to operate in the innovation oriented, digitally wired 
twenty first century”. The importance of educating 
for multiple ways of understanding and relaying 
information, also known as ‘multiliteracies’, was 
formalised by the New London Group1 The members 
of this group proposed that an educationally func-

abstRact

The purpose of this paper was to investigate how a secondary boys’ College has sought to create a 
cultural alliance between a spatial literacy which expresses an officially sanctioned version of the past 
and a contemporary curriculum that embraces a far broader understanding of this concept. This inves-
tigation of spatial literacy was contextualised through the curriculum plan of the College which seeks 
to educate students through a student-centred curriculum that aims to develop critically aware and 
culturally sensitive world citizens. The perceptions of key teachers were also examined which revealed 
their increasing use of school spaces to address political, philosophical and environmental issues in 
their pedagogical approach.
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tional grammar for the future would include “the 
textual and the visual, as well as the multi-modal 
relations between the different meaning-making 
processes that are now so critical in media texts 
and texts of electronic multimedia” (New London 
Group, 1996, p. 77).

There is extensive literature regarding the 
value of the multiliteracies approach (Anstey & 
Bull, 2004; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kalantzis, 
2001; Kress, 2000; Luke & Freebody, 1997; New 
London Group, 1996; Unsworth, 2002) and how 
its effective use in the education sector can en-
able teachers to “equip their students with the 
knowledge, skills, strategies and attitudes that will 
enable them to meet new situations and cope with 
them” (Anstey & Bull, 2006, p. 18). In response 
to rapid changes in technology and society on a 
local and global scale, literacy knowledge, skills 
and processes have also changed. There has been 
an increased emphasis on placing the student at the 
centre of learning resulting in greater emphasis on 
the learner for accepting responsibility for their 
learning (Betts, 1992; Marsh, 2008; McComb, 
1997; Weimer, 2002). A clear link has also been 
drawn to how developing a range of literacies is 
particularly important for students from diverse 
backgrounds in order for them to be able to more 
effectively negotiate learning in school curriculum 
areas (Unsworth, 2001). As Anstey and Bull (2006) 
note in order to be multiliterate a person should 
be able to “interpret, use and produce a range 
of electronic, live and paper texts that employ 
linguistic, visual, auditory, gestural, and spatial 
semiotic systems for social, cultural, political, civic 
and economic purposes in socially and cultural 
diverse contexts” (p. 41).

This chapter will examine the Curriculum Plan 
of St Joseph’s Nudgee College which emphasises 
the autonomy of the learner through an inclusive 
educational philosophy utilising a range of litera-
cies. Spatial literacy will be a specific focus of 
this chapter as the College campus and its history 
is an intrinsic part of the students’ daily lives and, 
for many, their motivation to attend this particular 

college. The perceptions of key teachers will be 
utilised in addition to relevant curriculum docu-
ments to gauge the effectiveness of the multilit-
eracies approach in preparing students to become 
critically aware and sensitive world citizens.

backGRound

St Joseph’s Nudgee College2 situated in the north 
of Brisbane in the state of Queensland is an 
Australian Catholic school for boys whose phi-
losophy is based on the Edmund Rice tradition3. 
The college’s current enrolment stands at 1350 
boys in Years 5 –12, including 300 boarders. The 
demographic breakdown of the student cohort is 
1205 Australian, 74 international (majority from 
Asia), 38 Papua New Guinea and 33 Indigenous 
students. When the college was established in 
1891 it had a distinct Irish identity and catered 
mostly for ‘boys from the bush’ with the majority 
of these leaving home to board at Nudgee.

The campus covering 137 hectares is one of the 
largest in the state. The architecture of the college 
is diverse, reflecting a range of buildings and styles 
which are testament to the pressures – both past and 
current – to cater for population growth and a major 
demographic shift in the socio-economic status 
of the student clientele. Nudgee possesses open, 
well maintained grounds and renowned sporting 
facilities, including a golf course, Olympic sized 
pool and a national standard athletics track. The 
campus offers a physical reminder of the changing 
nature of the school; from its traditional past firmly 
rooted in the Irish/Australian experience and a 
modern search for identity in a new millennium. 
In 2008, another chapter of Nudgee commenced 
with the introduction of three primary year levels 
5 to 7 (10 – 12 years of age) in addition to the 
traditional five secondary year levels of 8 – 12 
(13 – 17 years of age).
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identity & pRaGmatism

Nudgee’s Administration is in the process of 
searching for what McLaughlin describes as 
“an authentic identity and its accompanying 
integrity” (2007, p. xviii). For a College whose 
history predates Federation4 by a decade, this 
search becomes a politically charged balancing 
act between the often competing needs to market 
a thoroughly modern curriculum, while simultane-
ously remaining true to a heritage that stretches 
back to nineteenth-century Ireland. However, in an 
educational institution such as a boarding school 
with fifth generation students, it is inevitable that 
there are myths which compete, and even oppose 
the officially sanctioned history. Therefore it is not 
surprising that the two initiatives at the vanguard 
of this change process at Nudgee are inspired by 
inherently contradictory impulses. The first is 
the development of a whole school curriculum 
plan inspired by the importance of teaching mul-
tiliteracies and a range of thinking strategies in 
a contemporary curriculum. It is at the forefront 
of a wider College focus on academic results, a 
focus sometimes obscured by Nudgee’s standing as 
one of the Commonwealth’s pre-eminent sporting 
Colleges. The second initiative is an architectural 
renewal and environmental programme, which is 
part of a 20 year strategic plan with a budget al-
location of over 15 million Australian dollars.

In another institution this contradiction might 
well create a dangerous internal tension, with the 
proponents of either approach locked in an abstract 
argument for the soul of the College. Yet to this 
point there has been little, if any internal dissen-
sion over the direction or scope of the plan. One 
of the College’s greatest strengths, and at times 
its greatest weakness is that at its core there is an 
entrenched pragmatism underpinning any decision 
making. This pragmatism is both a philosophy as 
well as a site specific response to the financial 
pressures of educating the poor which has driven 
the College to the edge of bankruptcy on numerous 
occasions. It was present in the work of Edmund 

Rice, the founder of the Christian Brothers, who 
never saw schools as “ends in themselves but as a 
means toward the fulfilment of the mission of the 
poor and their liberation from the poverty trap” 
(Cardinal Edward Clancy, quoted in McLaughlin, 
2007, p. xv). This characteristic permeated the 
Brothers’ schools, which though imbued with a 
Christian culture, also “introduced their boys to 
a pragmatic curriculum that promoted a robust 
social mobility” (McLaughlin 2007, p. xviii).

The College’s strong historical and philosophi-
cal traditions have therefore caused the current 
administration to seek a visual and spatial con-
nection through the current building program, 
to the mono-cultural, insular environment that 
spawned the first great phase of College building 
between 1891 and 1919. In this way it is hoped that 
Nudgee will project through its built environment 
a twenty-first century identity which provides its 
students with a sense of its history, their place 
within the Nudgee tradition and opportunities 
to contribute as active citizens imbued with the 
values of Edmund Rice education.

the cuRRiculum plan

In 2000 Nudgee established a Curriculum Council 
to develop a ‘whole school’ approach to the cur-
riculum. The Curriculum Council subsequently 
developed a Curriculum Framework of whole 
school learning outcomes informed by the docu-
ment Years 1 – 10 Curriculum Framework (Educa-
tion Queensland, 2002) which provided guiding 
values and principles for schools working on issues 
of boys’ education within a gender equity frame-
work. After extensive consultation and discussion 
Nudgee adopted a whole school curriculum plan 
which has been implemented during the period 
2004 – 2008. The Nudgee College Curriculum 
Plan describes the curriculum structure that 
supports overall student learning. It defines the 
four elements of the Nudgee curriculum as: Core 
Learnings, Pedagogy, Assessment and Reporting 
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and also outlines the Professional Development 
processes that are available to assist teacher de-
velopment. There are eight core learnings which 
underpin the curriculum, described as the essential 
understandings and skills identified as: congru-
ence, acknowledgement of core values, inclusivity, 
flexibility, integration, a developmental approach, 
collaboration and social responsibility. The plan is 
congruent with the school’s philosophy and aims 
to instil in students the attributes of a life-long 
learner. These attributes complement the eight 
core learnings and are identified as: a knowledge-
able person with deep understanding; a complex 
thinker; a creative person; an active investiga-
tor; an effective communicator; a participant 
in an interdependent world and a reflective and 
self-directed learner (Defining the Future of the 
Nudgee College Curriculum, 2004).

In addition to the eight Core Learnings the 
three elements of the Curriculum Plan encompass 
pedagogy, assessment and reporting. The peda-
gogical element of the plan reflects the Nudgee 
College Curriculum Council’s commitment to 
embracing multiliteracies as a core element in 
the educational process. The assessment element 
recognises the active participation of students in 
their learning in addition to valuing meaningful 
and relevant connections to the curriculum. The 
reporting element provides opportunities to assist 
students in recognising strengths and opportunities 
to improve in curriculum areas. The following 
extract (Table 1) from the Curriculum Plan dem-
onstrates how the three interrelated elements of 
pedagogy, assessment and reporting underpinned 
by the eight core learnings are being utilised to 
effectively enhance student learning.

It is evident that approaches to pedagogy, as-
sessment and reporting provide the context for a 
range of multiliteracies approaches to occur in-
cluding the provision of authentic and ‘real world’ 
experiences, utilising a range of technologies, 
involving students as active participants in their 
learning, using complex thinking and examin-
ing how curriculum, pedagogy and assessment 

enable students to develop academic and social 
skills (Anstey & Bull, 2006; Cope & Kalantzis, 
2000; Leander & Sheehy, 2004; Unsworth, 2001; 
Vadeboncoeur & Stevens, 2005). In addition to 
the recognition of the importance of incorporat-
ing a multiliteracies approach in contemporary 
curriculum, it is also evident that in recent years 
there has been a change in how education is 
viewed. Education is now viewed as social capital 
in which knowledge is seen as a primary source 
of economic productivity (Burnheim, 2004; Fine, 
2001; Harriss, 2002). This requires educators, as 
evidenced in the Nudgee curriculum plan, to edu-
cate students in a range of skills and approaches 
which are expected to be transferable beyond the 
classroom context.

spatial liteRacy and the 
seaRch foR identity

The Nudgee Curriculum Plan is testament to a 
curriculum approach that recognises the increasing 
importance of multiliteracies and the invaluable 
opportunities outside of the classroom to engage 
students. The incorporation of spatial literacy has 
been used within the whole school curriculum 
approach at Nudgee to “help students engage 
in critical reflections of space and place” and 
to understand that “particular spaces are a com-
mentary on social structures” (Chacko, 2005, p. 
12). The new term ‘visuacy’ has recently been 
utilised in the Australian National Review of Visual 
Education and is defined as “the ability to create, 
process, critique and appreciate the spectrum of 
visual phenomena in the individual’s external and 
internal environment” (Davis, 2008, p. 11). The 
essence of the visual is intimately connected with 
the spatial and therefore both approaches are es-
sential when used to effectively engage students 
with a range of environments such as the school 
environment.

Cotterell (1996) contends that schools are 
more than a mere backdrop for social interaction 
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as their settings, organisational structures and 
activities affect and influence students’ values, at-
titudes and motivations. Soja (2004) notes putting 
space first enables a balance of social, historical, 
and spatial elements, particularly important in a 
school environment such as Nudgee. Sheehy and 
Leander (2004) propose that space is a “product 
and process of socially dynamic relations” and 
is not static (p. 1). Therefore, a student-centred 
approach which includes the students’ ‘lifeworlds’ 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) – the world that exists 
outside school – enables them to interact with the 
spaces of Nudgee in a way that is relevant and 
meaningful for them. There are unofficial spaces 
around Nudgee which are designated to particular 
groups, such as the area around ‘the Year 12 tree’. 
However, the College has attempted to absorb 
this unofficial use of space by creating attractive 

areas throughout the College by opening up pre-
viously closed spaces and allowing longer vistas 
so that the students see and feel they are part of 
a community. An examination of such political 
use of space is encouraged in a curriculum which 
is both student centred and caters for a range of 
literate practices and multiple modes (Anstey & 
Bull, 2006; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Leander & 
Sheehy, 2004).

Although students have seemingly unlimited 
opportunities to access information they often 
do not appear to have the same opportunities to 
‘encounter’ (Butcher-Younghans, 1993). It is the 
student’s encounter with the world they inhabit that 
should be the cornerstone of an effective pedagogy 
(Anstey & Bull, 2006; Cope & Kalazntzis, 2000; 
Leander & Sheehy, 2004). Such an encounter is 
denied when learning is constrained by traditional 

Table 1. Nudgee College Curriculum Plan 2004 – 2008 

Pedagogy • Provide authentic, flexible and innovative learning experiences.  
• Use information and communication technologies to improve curriculum.  
• Encourage students to discuss and understand their learning.  
• Plan collaboratively and share effective teaching strategies.  
• Consistently review practice.  
• Implement practices that reflect international best practice.

Assessment • Use a range of techniques and instruments.  
• Involve students as active participants in their assessment and learning.  
• Seek meaningful and relevant connections to the curriculum and “real world” settings.  
• Utilise complex thinking and problem solving.  
• Implement social moderation processes when judging standards.  
• Promote equity and other principles of assessment.

Reporting • Recognise, acknowledge and give credit for what students have achieved and 
experienced. 
• Contribute to students’ personal development and progress, improve motivation, 
provide encouragement and increase their awareness of strengths, weaknesses, and op-
portunities as a basis for intervening in problems.  
• Assist the College in identifying how well the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment 
enable students to develop academic and social skills  
• Assist students and their parents/carers to determine future pathways.  
• Provide opportunities for teachers and administrators to talk about individuals’ and 
groups’ progress and about possible interventions and curricular approaches. 
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thinking in relation to literacy. This is particularly 
relevant to an institution such as Nudgee, which in 
the past catered almost entirely to the basic reading 
and writing literacy needs of a poor, rural Irish 
Catholic demographic. The College is now racially 
and culturally diverse, with a staff attuned to pre-
paring students to engage in a rapidly changing 
world. In order to address some of these changes 
the College has included specific references to 
the importance of ‘space’ and its relationship in 
a range of initiatives designed to both inform and 
challenge Nudgee students. This form of literacy 
encompasses the meanings of both environmental 
and architectural spaces, and creates not just an 
understanding of the past, but enables students 
to question ‘master narratives’, such as the Irish 
Catholic heritage and patriarchal structures in 
Nudgee’s case, and analyse these same spatial 
politics in their daily lives. However, in order to 
effectively utilise these opportunities teachers at 
Nudgee have had to undergo a paradigm shift in 
their thinking in which they avoid viewing the 
College purely as a teaching environment, but 
rather as a diverse community in which “students 
will need to acquire the skills, strategies, and 
practices they need for work and leisure; active 
citizenship; participation in social, cultural and 
community activities; and personal growth” (An-
stey & Bull, 2006, p. 19). This approach supports 
students of this age who seek “to construct their 
identity in relation to their school context and the 
larger sociolcultural context outside the school” 
(Vadeboncoeur, 2005, p. 129).

discoVeRinG Which sonG

Given the size and diversity of Nudgee’s campus, 
the most effective way of facilitating a student’s 
discovery of the meanings of the architectural 
and environmental spaces, was to develop three 
mutually supportive initiatives: establishment of a 
museum/gallery; an orientation/heritage walking 
tour and a designated environmental area. Each of 

these initiatives occurred in 2002 when the first 
lay Principal of the college was appointed due 
to the Christian Brothers becoming increasingly 
removed from the College through age and ill-
health. During this year one of the teachers with an 
extensive history background was also employed 
as a Curator and Archivist with the mandate to 
make the College’s history more accessible to 
classroom teachers and students.

Prior to committing resources to these initia-
tives, the first task facing a teacher who wishes 
to utilise spatial literacy in their pedagogical 
practice is to discover “what song the campus 
sings best” (Lloyd, 2002, p. 219). The song can 
best be articulated by answering the following 
questions: What does the campus illustrate best 
about the past? How can the school’s resources 
amplify and communicate the historical message? 
How can we link our messages and resources to 
develop a viable educational resource? How can 
we present the campus in a way that connects 
with the contemporary lives and interests of the 
students? (Adapted from Levy et. al., 2001, p. xii). 
These questions have been effectively responded 
to in the way Nudgee has utilised, analysed and 
communicated its stories using a multi-modal 
approach and contextualising it in a relevant and 
meaningful way for its students.

At Nudgee a museum was seen as a mid- to 
long-term project requiring considerable finan-
cial support, although the process of collecting 
items for display began almost immediately. The 
Curator/Archivist received an inaugural staff 
development grant this year to prepare electronic 
classroom resources so that students would be 
able to access photographs, sound recordings 
and textual data housed in the Nudgee College 
Museum. In conjunction with this resource class-
room teachers have devised assignments which 
encourage students to explore Nudgee’s history 
and to discover the stories of its Old Boys who 
had fought for their country or excelled in sport-
ing and cultural pursuits. Many of the students 
are surprised when undertaking their research of 
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the ages of some of the Nudgee Old Boys who 
had sacrificed their lives in various wars. The 
importance of this sacrifice is also emphasised 
by the whole school ANZAC5 ceremony to which 
a lesser number of surviving Nudgee Old Boy 
servicemen are able to attend each year.

A heritage tour of the grounds was also or-
ganised by the Curator/Archivist and informed 
by his knowledge of the College’s history. It was 
seen as an achievable and relatively high profile 
means of acknowledging the importance of spatial 
literacy in the curriculum. It also offered a low cost 
means of providing orientation programs for new 
students. The thematic tour used the site’s most 
significant resources – its architecture, historical 
context and the stories of past students.

The Heritage Tour introduces students to the 
built environment in terms of the historical devel-
opment of the campus. However, due to financial 
constraints over the course of a century there have 
been limited attempts to maintain any sense of 
architectural integrity. The students are able to 
view the number of significant visual and spatial 
changes occurring within the College grounds. 
During the tour they are informed of the build-
ing styles and the reasons for their existence. For 
example, the Mediterranean style of the campus 
buildings constructed between 1891 and 1919 
clash with the concrete utilitarian buildings from 
the 1970s, which in turn seem out of place with 
the demountable classroom hastily erected in the 
1990s to cope with the increase in student numbers. 
An ambitious building program commenced at the 
end of 2007 and has sought to bring architectural 
continuity to the Campus. Even the rather eclectic 
structures from the 1970s are being rendered and 
painted in a more traditional style. While this is 
certainly testament to the changing socio/cultural 
background of the College, spatial literacy is per-
haps best demonstrated through an examination 
of the statues placed around the College and their 
subsequent political iconography.

if these stones could speak

Located on the right hand side of the main drive 
into the College stands an imposing granite statue 
titled ‘True Blue’6 (See Figure 1). It is an inher-
ently flawed and controversial attempt to return 
the College community to a traditional myth. Like 
so many traditional statues it commemorates a 
generic type, not an individual. It is a statue of a 
stockman, which celebrates the national founda-
tion myth with its roots in the pioneering families 
who settled remote and regional areas in rural 
Queensland. A section of the prominent plaque 
at the base of the statue reads:

This monument honours the founding ideals of 
the Christian Brothers and the Community of St 
Joseph’s Nudgee College to provide an education 
for young men from the bush and to engender, in 
all Nudgee students, the enduring ideals of the 
outback, mateship and loyalty.

Significantly the text on the plaque is designed 
to be understood by Australian students, many of 
whom have never been to ‘the bush’. Students 
from different cultural backgrounds may feel 
excluded from this quintessential ‘Australian’ 
language and therefore the inclusion of ‘True Blue’ 
within the heritage tour is part of the complex 
task of teachers who need to assist students from 
diverse backgrounds to develop a range of litera-
cies (Bianco, 2000; Cobb, 1992; Unsworth, 2001; 
Vadebonoceur & Stevens, 2005). Although ‘True 
Blue’ was widely perceived by the school commu-
nity to be anachronistic, it was criticised primarily 
on aesthetic and budgetary grounds, rather than 
on its reactionary ideology. Currently there are 
plans to move the statue to a less prominent spot 
in the College and replace it with a Celtic cross; 
however, it might be argued that the celebration 
of the College’s Irish roots merely replaces one 
anachronistic symbol with an even older one. ‘True 
Blue’ also provides a valuable introduction to the 
manner in which inanimate objects can ‘speak,’ 
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even if their message is a flawed one, or one open 
to misinterpretation7.

The Curator/Archivist explained that many of 
the students arrive at the College aware that it has 
an important history. However, they do not appear 
to have a simultaneous knowledge of Australian 
history. The tour of the campus therefore gives 
historical reality to a mythological discussion 
which has occurred due to the stories passed down 
from previous generations, such as their parents 
and grandparents, who have attended the College. 
It also allows the Curator/Archivist opportunity to 
relate historical events with the texts the students 

are viewing. Past student stories are also woven 
into the tour to enrich and enliven the spaces the 
students are moving through.

The front lawn of Nudgee is an overt politi-
cal colonisation of space. Staring at each across 
the well kept lawn are the statues of St Patrick, 
patron saint of Ireland, and St Francis Xavier, 
patron saint of Australia, mute observers of the 
twin calls on the loyalty of Irish Australians (See 
Fig. 2). They were gifts from the students of 1904, 
three years after Federation and at a time when the 
loyalties of Irish Catholic Australians were openly 
questioned. O’Farrell (1986) in his history of the 

Figure 1. True Blue sculpted by Chris McKenzie(©2008, St Joseph’s Nudgee College. Used with per-
mission.)
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Irish in Australia described them as “ambivalent, 
ambiguous people thinking Irish, talking English; 
hating the tyranny, yet serving the tyrant” (p. 1) 
This is also evident in the previous College His-
torian’s (Boland, 1991) description of students at 
the College just prior to the outbreak of World War 
One as “conventional, patriotic, imperialist, even 
jingoistic…they accepted the manifest destiny of 
the British races to hold dominion over palm and 
pine” (p. 38). Students are given a brief histori-
cal background and then asked why the students 
may have gifted both statues at the same time to 
the College. They are then asked to consider the 
year the statues were gifted and to envision what 
students at that time may have discussed in terms 
of Federation, their position in Australia as Irish 
Catholics and their potential involvement in World 
War I. They are also asked to examine the style of 

the statues, their size, placement and the symbolic 
connotations associated with each.

Such a politically laden statement at the very 
heart of the Campus offers enormous scope for 
an examination of spatial literacy in a meaningful 
context, and a sense of encounter with what the 
College once was, and by implication, what it 
has become. After preliminary discussions about 
‘True Blue’, students are then often able to make 
connections with other examples of political ico-
nography which may be easily overlooked. Wide 
ranging discussions occur concerning subliminal 
messages such as a good ‘Nudgee Man’ which 
is understood as someone who is a good citizen, 
with loyalties to school, state, and nation. Students 
are also asked to critically analyse why Nudgee 
students are referred to generically as ‘men’ 
on public occasions which results in a spirited 

Figure 2. Statues of St Patrick and St Francis Xavier(©2008, St Joseph’s Nudgee College. Used with 
permission.)
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discussion of ‘manly’ virtues, particularly given 
the range of cultural backgrounds in the school 
community. Elements within the spaces such as 
the flags and the presence of the Union Jack on 
the Australian and Queensland flags flown at the 
campus which once housed a belligerently Irish 
Catholic community are also discussed.

The prominent placement of the war memorials 
at the door of the Chapel next to the commemora-
tive listing of Christian Brothers who served at 
the College provides further valuable discussion 
points. These can range from the legitimacy 
conferred by such a placement, augmented by 
the Latin inscriptions and Classical scroll work, 
to society’s changing views of warfare. It can also 
place the Irish Australian experience as felt at the 
College into the broader context of the nation’s 
first significant experience of war between 1914 
and 1918. The Irish, with suspect loyalties amidst 
the passions engendered by the Easter Rebellion 
and the divisive question of conscription8, eventu-
ally supported the war, though not its direction, as 
much as any other group in Australia at the time. 
Over 250 Old Boys served in World War One, 
with 53 killed in action or dying of wounds. This 
is consistent statistically with the national experi-
ence (337,000 served overseas with slightly more 
than 60,000 deaths, the highest proportion per 
capita of any of the combatants). Coming from 
poor backgrounds, all but one of the deaths was 
of men serving in the artillery and infantry, with 
only one having reached the rank of officer.

The Second World War Memorial at the Col-
lege is much less ornate and lists 103 Old Boys 
killed in action or who died while prisoners of war. 
Seventy five of those killed served in the Royal 
Australian Air Force (RAAF), many of them of-
ficers, a change indicative of both technological 
advances and the improving level of education and 
social mobility offered to the students. That many 
of these died not in direct defence of Australia, but 
while serving in Europe and North Africa facili-
tates a valuable discussion concerning Australia’s 
national links to Imperial policy, even after Pearl 

Harbour and the fall of Singapore (See Fig. 3). 
In contrast, the Vietnam Memorial, which was 
only added in 2002, reflects both a much smaller 
military commitment and the political controversy 
it engendered. Each memorial reflects a world 
view, frozen in time, memorialised in marble and 
bronze. They each facilitate curriculum links to 
areas as diverse as foreign policy and race rela-
tions. Therefore students who may struggle in 
submitting formal written responses often enjoy 
the opportunity to verbally respond to the non-
textual messages generated by such monuments. 
Not only are students thus able to gather, sort and 
analyse evidence of spatial literacy on campus 
they can then extrapolate the evidence they have 
gathered to reach considered opinions. As White 
and Hunter (1995) note, utilising the site itself 
is a highly effective way to “evoke a powerful 
empathetic connection with the people and events 
that compose that history and culture” (p. 19).

After initial questions regarding preconcep-
tions, expectations and how they first heard 
about Nudgee students are then asked to critically 
analyse what they are viewing during the Heritage 
Tour of the College by considering the following 
questions:

1.  What is the purpose of this text (statue, 
building, sign etc.)?

2.  From whose perspective is this text con-
structed? How do you know this?

3.  Who is excluded or included in this text? 
Why do you think this is?

4.  Are stereotypes represented or challenged 
in this text? Who or what are they?

5.  How do you think the changes you have seen 
in the built environment at Nudgee been 
mirrored in wider Australian society?

These questions endeavour to challenge stu-
dents to examine the images, monuments, build-
ings and other elements of the spatial environment 
from a critical literacy perspective in order to 
interrogate these texts and spaces and to potentially 
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transform or influence their lifeworld through 
their awareness of injustice or inequity (Cotterell, 
1996; Leander & Sheehy, 2004; Massey, 1998). 
Such questions can stimulate discussions about 
contemporary events such as wars, dislocation, 
identity, social structures and how the structures 
being analysed are imparting a particular view-
point. These skills can be transferred to students’ 
own lives and enable them to challenge the mean-
ing of texts and spaces they encounter.

spatial liteRacy and the 
natuRal enViRonment

The grounds of Nudgee College are considered 
to be one of the largest areas of natural and 
semi-natural open space in the coastal area of 
South East Queensland. In conjunction with the 
adjoining Boondall Wetlands Reserve, the area 
forms one of the most important remaining areas 
of Coastal lowlands vegetation in the South East 

Queensland region. The importance of this area 
has been recognised by the Federal Government 
in a grant to Nudgee from its Natural Heritage 
Trust Funding. As well as being of regional 
significance, the Wetlands have been recognised 
internationally as a World Heritage Listed Area 
under the Ramsar Convention9.

Nudgee’s Wetlands Conservation Plan has 
investigated strategies that will protect and re-
store the native vegetation, so that it can conserve 
the unique biological diversity of the area and 
contribute to the sustainable management of this 
natural resource. A recent Fauna and Flora survey 
included recording, collating and documentation 
of various species from this area was carried out 
by students studying Horticulture, Conservation 
and Land Care in their Vocational Education 
program. Regeneration work in zoned areas saw 
the study of and the management of weed species, 
strategic removal where necessary, collection of 
seeds for propagation, planting and mulching. 
The students’ endeavours were also supported 

Figure 3. World War I and World War II Memorials(©2008, St Joseph’s Nudgee College. Used with 
permission.)
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by expertise from the wider community. Through 
these studies the College will be able to develop 
walking trails, interpretive signage and programs 
for studies in the Environment, Geography, and 
Science curriculum areas which can be accessed 
by other schools.

In the future there is a plan to develop a low 
impact Bush Camp and Interpretive Centre on 
the Wetlands reserve that will allow students both 
young and old to appreciate this unique experience. 
It will provide programs that incorporate Ab-
original and Welfare Heritage Values, will expand 
biodiversity studies in the educational curricula 
and promote Wetland Management issues through 
Community based Education programs. Operat-
ing in conjunction with these programs the Year 
Eight students are introduced to environmental 
stewardship in their Social Science Course and 
in their Religious Education classes.

The environmental stewardship project has 
sought to identify and put in place strategies that 
will allow the College to continue its commitment 
to manage and protect this area of land for future 
generations. This process was commenced by 
developing a Proposed Environmental Vision that 
was in line with the College’s mission statement. 
The Environmental Mission Statement reads:

As a sign of faith and a commitment to God’s 
world, we as members of the Nudgee College 
family who hold stewardship of the grounds of 
Nudgee College undertake to care for them in 
such a way that future generations of our family 
can appreciate their beauty and value as we do 
and through this stewardship contribute to our 
development as citizens.

The implication for a multiliteracies peda-
gogy, as evidenced in the Nudgee curriculum, is 
to provide authentic opportunities for students 
to participate so that they can experience the 
profound impact such knowledge about the envi-
ronment can have on their lives and those around 
them. Additionally, as the Mission statement 

above reveals, Nudgee is inculcating the values 
of good citizenship and a sense of responsibility 
by addressing environmental issues which are 
both relevant and meaningful to students’ lives 
and their futures.

conclusion

There have been substantial changes at Nudgee 
College since 1891. Now primarily a day school, 
the College draws its clientele primarily from 
Brisbane and other major urban centres. Yet there 
is still a significant minority with links to rural 
Australia, their numbers augmented by a sizeable 
group from China, Taiwan, Thailand and Papua 
New Guinea. Most students are from middle or 
upper class families, yet there are others from 
remote indigenous communities on scholarships, 
indicative that the Christian Brothers’ mission 
and philosophy has survived the passage of the 
years.

The College has embarked on a continual 
search for an identity that is mindful of its tradi-
tions yet is responsive to changes in Australian 
culture and local and global society. It has sought 
to achieve this by ensuring its curriculum is respon-
sive to globalisation and technological advances. 
As Anstey and Bull (2006, p. 2) state:

Students not only need a broader knowledge 
base about texts and literacy; they also need the 
resources, attitudes, and strategies to adjust to 
and develop responsive and appropriate liter-
ate practices when necessary. They need to be 
able to cope with changing times and changing 
literacies.

Therefore, a school, which can be likened to a 
‘second home’ for many students, is imbued with 
its own values, attitudes and beliefs much like a 
family home. These values, attitudes and beliefs 
which have been constructed by others can then 
be critiqued by students through guided learning 



112

Pragmatism and Philosophy

approaches. In this way the students develop the 
confidence and competence to actively construct 
and analyse meaning from a range of texts as they 
move beyond the home/school context.

Simple changes in the traditional school struc-
tures at Nudgee, along with research, professional 
development and recruitment of enthusiastic and 
dynamic staff, are resulting in improved student 
achievement and engagement. Although the outer 
skin of the school - the buildings and associated 
symbols - remains firmly rooted in an often overt 
celebration of the past, the curriculum is anything 
but traditional. The inclusion of a multiliteracies 
approach within the Nudgee Curriculum Plan has 
resulted in an increased appreciation for and en-
gagement with multiple modes of information and 
in Nudgee’s case previously neglected spaces. It is 
evident that the Administration’s change process 
in relation to the physical appearance of Nudgee 
has also provided an authentic and meaningful 
context in which to educate students about the 
language and politics of shared spaces.
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endnotes

1  The New London Group were comprised of 
ten members and included academics from 
the United Kingdom, the United States and 
Australia.

2  St Joseph’s Nudgee College is referred to 
almost exclusively as ‘Nudgee’.

3  Edmund Rice founded the Christian Brothers 
in Ireland during 1802. This congregation 
was formally approved by Pope Pius VII in 
1820.

4  After protracted negotiations throughout the 
1890s, all of the Australian colonies agreed 
to federate. The British Parliament passed 
the Commonwealth of Australia Constitution 
Act in 1900 and it became operative on 1 
January 1901.

5  ANZAC is an acronym for Australia and 
New Zealand Army Corps.

6  This is a colloquial term indicating that some-
thing, or someone, is the genuine article.

7  The current headmaster, who inherited the 
half completed project upon his appointment 
in 2002 is regularly asked by international 
visitors to have his photograph taken in front 
of the statue of the school’s founder, only 
to find them waiting patiently under ‘True 
Blue’ instead of the smaller less prominent 
statue of Edmund Rice; who although not 
the founder of Nudgee College is the founder 
of the Christian Brothers.

8  The Easter Rebellion on Easter Monday 
April 24, 1916 saw an attempt to seize 
Dublin and to end British rule in Ireland. It 
failed, and the subsequent British reaction 
led to considerable outrage from Australian 
Catholics who had not been overly support-
ive of the uprising. One of the most divisive 
issues in Australian history was the two 
referenda, held in 1916 and 1917, seeking 
to introduce conscription. Both failed in the 
face of furious opposition, particularly from 
the Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne, Dr 
Daniel Mannix.

9  The Ramsar Convention was developed and 
adopted in February 1971 and came into force 
on December 21, 1975. It is an international 
treaty concerned with the conservation and 
sustainable utilisation of Wetlands.
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intRoduction

The idea of multiliteracies as it is used in this chapter 
is a social movement (The State of Queensland, 
2000). Multiliteracies aims to make change happen 

in the lives of children and teachers in classrooms 
where the skills of reading, writing, speaking and 
listening are being taught and learnt. Likewise, 
educational researchers are also positioned by mul-
tiliteracies as being interested in literacy practice, 
but not from a dispassionate position – but from 
the perspective of an activist. It could be said that 

abstRact

It could be argued that the current literacy landscape is changing very quickly (Anstey & Bull, 2004), 
and that at the heart of this change one may position the notion of multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzis, 
2000; The New London Group, 1996). The concept of multiliteracies acts to infuse literacy practice 
with multimodality. This is the ‘switching’ between the different aspects of meaning and representation 
- such as the audio, visual, spatial, linguistic and gestural (Anstey & Bull, 2004, p. 83). Yet contrary 
to these processes, research into mainstream literacy environments has consistently shown that print 
literacy reading and writing activities still dominate these spaces (Winch, Johnston, March, Ljungdahl & 
Holliday, 2004). This chapter offers a bridge between the potential misfit between multiliteracies theory 
and mainstream literacy practice by investigating the use of small cameras attached to computers as 
educational devices – and this is henceforth called cam-capture. This writing reports on students who 
have used the cameras to record their thoughts about their literacy classroom activities, and changes 
in their literacy skills over one academic year. In so doing, the students are using digital technology to 
represent their ideas and providing a pertinent commentary on current print literacy practice in middle 
schools through a multiliterate lens.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60566-673-0.ch008
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Unsworth’s (2001) appropriation and realignment 
of the multiliteracies movement, does take it to 
a more neutral position by integrating the socio-
linguistic work of Michael Halliday (Unsworth, 
2000) with the notion of multimodality. Yet, even 
though the consequent ‘discursive pragmatics 
of cyberspace’ that one may derive from Un-
sworth’s ideas, does open up an exciting terrain 
for understanding how to use electronic texts in 
education - these arguments do not figure in this 
chapter about cam-capture and multiliteracies. 
The position taken in this writing is that multilit-
eracies is primarily a social movement, and that 
it is emptied of meaning if taken away from the 
tendency to initiate change in certain contexts 
through textual practice.

The context in this chapter is middle school 
classrooms – and particularly years 7 to 9 in 
a medium to low socio-economic area. The 
middle years of schooling acts as a transitional 
period in most industrialised countries between 
the primary and secondary environments. In the 
primary school, the subject of literacy is heavily 
scaffolded by close contact with specific teachers 
that have almost total control over subject matter 
and delivery (Annadale, Bindon, Handley, John-
ston, Lockett & Lynch, 2004). In the secondary 
context, literacy is opened up through the critical 
and analytic study of literature, and students learn 
literacy that is delivered through various subjects 
where they are asked to read text and respond, 
usually in the manner of reading comprehension 
where their specialist knowledge, vocabulary 
and logical reasoning might be tested. Another 
common practice that runs through the way in 
which literacy is organised in middle school 
contexts is the tendency to stream students, and 
this streaming is orchestrated through traditional 
testing procedures, such as reading comprehen-
sion, extended hand written exercises and spelling 
(Millard, 1997). This chapter will take this context, 
and look to transform it through cam-capture as 
an application of multiliteracies.

The aims of the chapter are:

To make a link between • multiliteracies 
and the actual practices of middle school 
students through cam-capture educational 
research.
To position • cam-capture as a practical ap-
plication of multiliteracies, and to explore 
how it relates to traditional notions of lit-
eracy development through testing.
To analyse the literacy practices of a cohort • 
of middle school students through self-re-
corded video reflections.
To develop the notion of • cam-capture liter-
acy and to employ it as part of multilitera-
cies for educational researchers, students 
and teachers.
To synthesise the notion of • cam-capture 
literacy with its educational potential to 
enable evidence-based multiliteracies 
practices in schools.

backGRound

Cam-capture literacy may be understood as a 
dynamic composite of three aspects of multilit-
eracies:

Visual literacy

Cam-capture involves students being engaged in 
thinking through visual aspects of their representa-
tion. As the students talk, perform and look into the 
camera they are presenting themselves and their 
ideas to an audience. This is the primary mode of 
literacy that cam-capture gives rise to, and it is 
direct, formative and immediate (Callow, 1999). 
Cam-capture presents face-on images, similar in 
kind to portrait photography. A secondary type 
of visual literacy that one may discern happens 
when the students discuss a matter of concern 
in pairs or groups and the recording captures a 
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real-time discussion, or a scripted scene that the 
students may have prepared earlier. Users in this 
secondary context are able to record social and 
integrated behaviors and analyze these images 
(Deleuze, 1989).

Debes (1968) described visual literacy as 
gaining knowledge and experience about the 
workings of visual media coupled with a height-
ened conscious awareness of those workings. 
Visual literacy is “what is seen with the eye and 
what is consequently seen with the mind” (p. 1). 
This includes the ability to successfully decode 
and interpret visual messages and to encode and 
compose meaningful visual communications 
(Bamford, 2003). Cam-capture, as an integrated 
part of literacy teaching and learning - directly 
relates to these visual processes. If one surfs 
through the complex networks of the internet and 
perhaps encounters social sites full of recorded 
digital videos, such as YouTube - one may be 
struck by the amount and diversity of footage that 
is available to view. Furthermore, such activity 
has largely taken place outside of educational 
contexts. Cam-capture literacy is an opportu-
nity for this motivational process to be brought 
into schools. Students viewing the videos that 
are contained in YouTube are digesting visual 
cues and cultural norms when they log on and 
watch. They are also learning about new ways to 
represent themselves and how to integrate their 
identity development with the mediated digital 
environment (Gee, 2004). The visual lessons that 
students learn from recorded videos will depend 
upon their level of involvement in cam-capture 
processes, and in having the confidence to select 
and present images that resonate with an audi-
ence. This vital learning (Ansell Pearson, 2002; 
Deleuze, 1988) is a contemporary literacy that 
may be aligned with the multiliteracies and the 
teaching of social design through visual analysis 
and representation.

information literacy

Underneath the surface and analytical aspects of 
visual literacy, lies the more expansive notion of 
information literacy. Students will learn how to 
use the computer software and editing tools when 
they execute cam-capture episodes. Every time 
they switch on the computer, they enter into an 
informational relationship with their machines 
in terms of locating files and performing logical 
steps to enable them to make choices. In addi-
tion, information literacy includes learning how 
to perform critical analysis so that the students 
may successfully process information and make 
perceptive decisions about their videos (Lemke, 
1984; Leu, 2000).

Information literacy requires learning how to 
distinguish between various types of information 
- identifying what Burbules and Callister (2000) 
have defined as: misinformation; malinforma-
tion; messed-up information and mostly useless 
information. This process will alter the ways in 
which students present themselves through cam-
capture and the resultant cam-capture literacy 
that they learn. Cam-capture participants make 
critical choices about what they are presenting 
and discussing in self-recorded videos. This ‘criti-
cality’ can only be gained through research and 
reflection (Bingham, 2005) with respect to other 
cam-capture videos. Questions that students may 
ask include: What video episodes held my atten-
tion? Why were some self-recorded successful and 
others not? What messages did the videos present? 
These textual and critical questioning modes offer 
deconstructive moments in the classroom context 
and in the development of the self - that have 
been located and defined as pedagogic devices to 
encourage social interaction and literacy purpose 
(Luke, 2000). The reflective abilities (Bransford, 
1979) of the users may be used to critically ex-
amine the context and placement of cam-captured 
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episodes on the internet. Critical web site questions 
that induce information literacy in the context of 
cam-capture literacy include: Who is the author 
the video and what do we learn about them? Why 
has the video been placed on this site? How does 
the self-recorded video relate to other sources of 
information available on the web site? Has the 
self-recorded video been successfully integrated 
into the other messages and signs that the author 
is presenting on the site? What are the narrative 
elements of the video and how do they relate to 
the understanding that one may gain about the 
story of the author or the site generator?

Information literacy is a central part of mul-
tiliteracies as a social movement as it presents a 
pedagogical perspective on text related to critical 
framing (Lankshear & Knobel, 1998). Students 
will become skilled at analyzing the contents of 
the self-recorded videos through critical practice 
- as well as uploading their own productions with 
a critical and contemporary edge.

personal literacy

Information and visual literacy may be blended 
and focused through the understanding that cam-
capture not only requires analytical, logical and 
evaluative skills, but also “radically alters space, 
time and subjectivity” (Dery, 1994, p. 19). This 
strong claim for the effects of ‘digitalisation’ may 
be understood in the context of the subjective 
realities that cam-capture gives access to and the 
ways in which this process can be relayed into 
social and cultural life (Cole, 2005a; 2007b). In 
the educational context, this is fundamentally a 
question of power - or how well the individuals 
or groups involved with cam-capture understand 
how to use this technology to transform their 
situation.

Personal literacy is the process of express-
ing desires and complex emotive states in an 
articulate manner (Fiumara, 2001). Yet as Gerald 
Coles (1999) noted, the procedure of reading and 
writing about emotions is hindered by “focusing 

on literacy learning as if children’s minds were 
information-processing mechanisms” (p .8). 
Educators should therefore position cam-capture 
as a positive enunciation of emotional content in 
order to create the transformational possibilities 
of empowerment (Arnold, 2005) and personal 
literacy. Moreover, children using cam-capture 
as part of their literacy education are learning 
how to represent their personal nature to an audi-
ence and their group identity as a whole. Group 
dynamics may be overlooked or misrepresented 
in terms of literacy learning (Gee, 1990). Cam-
capture gives the users a flexible and immediate 
resource to work on group messages. For example, 
a teacher who encounters students antipathetic 
to mainstream literature choices (Millard, 1997; 
Sefton-Green, 1999; Wilhelm & Smith, 2001) may 
use cam-capture with these students to express 
alternative textual preferences. This evidence 
counts as an important articulation of personal 
literacy, yet these ideas maybe shaped through 
group values - in this case the rebellion against 
print literacy. Students and teachers should view 
and discuss the cam-capture tapes together to 
come to decisions about their cultural identities 
and future textual choices.

Personal literacy is dealt with by multiliteracies 
through the concept of design. This design refers to 
the social future of the group involved with any set 
project as well as particular design briefs such as 
architecture, town planning or story telling. Cam-
capture literacy provides a link between the design 
of multiliteracies and the personal expression of 
desire captured on video, which will criss-cross 
between school and life in transversal becomings 
(Cole, 2005b) of the participants.

complex tripartite cam-
capture literacy

Cam-capture literacy would be a straightforward 
matter to record and understand if it were a simple 
joining of the three aspects of literacy above. On 
the contrary, students recording videos are also 



120

Cam-Capture Literacy and its Incorporation into Multiliteracies

doing complex identity work (Cole, 2007a) that 
involves activation of their modes of creativity 
including the imagination, memory and synthetic 
thought about who they are and who they would 
like to become. As such, cam-capture literacy may 
be recast thought the lens of the complex visual, 
informational and personal processes and repre-
sented through use of the diagram below.

Figure 1 serves to summarise the background 
to the concept of cam-capture literacy and its 
incorporation into multiliteracies. It also helps 
to bridge cam-capture literacy with its research 
context - which is middle school literacy. In this 
context, the students are involved with personal, 
visual and informational development as an ongo-
ing part of education.

This tripartite background to cam-capture lit-
eracy also feeds into and complements research 
that has been carried out into student-generated 
video (Schuck & Kearney, 2004) and how to 
enliven the middle school curriculum (Dowden, 
2007). Schuck & Kearney (2004) found out that 
students are emboldened and engaged in learning 
when given the chance to make their own videos 
(p. 41). Dowden (2007) has analysed the ways in 

which middle school curriculum can affect student 
outcomes, and has come to the conclusion that an 
integrative curriculum is the best way forward 
for the middle years (p. 65). Cam-capture tends 
towards integration as it gives students the opportu-
nity to reflect and analyse their practice across the 
visual, informational and personal fields. Students 
may also be empowered through cam-capture, 
that which (Schuck & Kearney, 2004) describe 
as having “beneficial effects in terms of student 
voice, pedagogic structures and ownership of the 
learning process” (p. 88).

ReseaRch desiGn

The methodological framework for this study 
comes from two different research paradigms. 
The first of the paradigms providing a basis for 
this research is positivism. Positivism rests on 
the ontological assumption that reality exists and 
upholds the view that “facts and data have an ob-
jective reality” (Burns, 1994, p. 24; Hatch, 2002). 
This approach focuses on research as a process of 
scientific inquiry in which the researcher gathers 

Figure 1. The tripartite representation of cam-capture literacy. The arrows denote the placement of this 
figure in the chaotic field of middle school development – and the figure is ‘moved’ by multimodality.
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data objectively whilst remaining separate from 
that being studied (Wiersma, 2000). The episte-
mology of positivism is “the knower is distinct 
from the known” (Hatch, 2002, p. 13). The types 
of methodological approach that fit within this 
paradigm are quantitative in nature, such as cor-
relational and statistical research, in which results 
are generalised to a larger population (Hatch, 
2002; Wiersma, 2000).

The second research paradigm that underpins 
this study is constructivism. The ontology of 
this paradigm is that “multiple realities are con-
structed” (Hatch, 2002, p. 13). An assumption of 
this methodological approach is that “variables are 
complex and interwoven, and difficult to measure” 
(Burns, 1994, p. 24). The epistemological belief 
that underlies constructivism is that ideas and 
information are formed and created by people 
(Hatch, 2002). This type of methodological ap-
proach is concerned with understanding other 
people’s perspectives through the use of qualitative 
methods, such as observation (Hatch, 2002).

Both of these research paradigms use a different 
methodological approach. It is a widely held belief 
that quantitative and qualitative research method-
ologies are incongruent due to the differences in 
the epistemological and ontological assumptions 
that underlie each of the approaches (Brown & 
Dowling, 1998; O’Leary, 2004; Wiersma, 2000). It 
is evident that the research paradigms of positivist 
and constructivist contrast highly with each other 
and as a result of this contrast would not be used 
together in traditional research (O’Leary, 2004).

However, there is a new trend among current 
educational researchers to combine both methods 
in a single study (Lichtman, 2006; O’Leary, 2004). 
When used in this manner qualitative and quanti-
tative approaches are viewed as different ways of 
documenting “the same world” (Richards, 2005, 
p. 360). Aubrey, David and Godfrey (2000, pp. 
33-34), state that “rather than seeing the debate 
in terms of contrasting paradigms or opposing 
methodologies however, it may be more helpful 
to regard the two approaches as complementary, 

or even reflecting different stages of the same 
scientific process”. It is in this complementary way 
that the two different methodological approaches 
of qualitative and quantitative are combined in 
this research project.

methodoloGy foR 
QuantitatiVe liteRacy analysis

A control group of 20 students, 10 boys and 10 
girls were selected from the schools involved 
in the cam-capture project, 5 taken from each 
location. The control group were not involved in 
cam-capture literacy development. A total of 128 
students took part in the research - 53% boys, 47% 
girls. Average age of the participants was 12.89. 
There were four schools involved during 2007, 
and these were state funded institutions in the 
Launceston area of northern Tasmania (Australia). 
The socio-economic demographic of the schools 
in the study was low to medium.

Participants in the cam-capture project used 
small cameras attached to computers for one 
academic year. The students discussed the project 
with their teachers and educational researcher and 
decided when to record their reflections about 
literacy learning (Gee, 1990). The researcher did 
not overly structure the research by prescribing 
questions to be used at particular points - but did 
respond to several requests from teachers asking 
for advice. Questions that were supplied to schools 
for the students included: What is literacy? How 
can I improve my literacy skills? What is my 
response to a text? What are the most important 
aspects of literacy? Students involved with the 
project were encouraged to view and discuss 
each other’s videos - as well as examples of self-
recorded videos on the internet. All computers 
were cleared of information in the participating 
schools at monthly intervals for six months.

Participants and guardians were asked to read 
information sheets about the aims of the research 
and to sign consent forms to take part. They were 
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tested for spelling, reading and writing abilities 
at the onset of the project – the tests followed 
Australian national guidelines that are also known 
as benchmarks (see Appendix A). Students had 
to: write for different purposes, use correct gram-
mar, employ a range of spelling strategies such as 
graphophonics and dictionaries, and demonstrate 
critical thinking skills when reading and respond-
ing to a text (Yuill & Oakhill, 1991).

All participants in the cam-capture literacy 
project were tested at the end of the academic 
year. The skills of spelling, reading and writing 
were examined in the final tests, but these papers 
were more complex to account for maturational 
factors in literacy development (Bouffler, 1992; 
Chafe, 1985). Furthermore, a maturational mul-
tiplier was introduced into the literacy outcomes 
(Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Goodman & Hemphill, 
1991) of both groups in order to understand the 
ways in which the group has performed relative 
to average scores for this cohort.

The base-line data from Tasmanian literacy 
benchmark testing (2005) for this cohort indicates 

a maturational multiplier of 0.721.
The schema for the quantitative literacy as-

pect of the project may be represented as given 
in Figure 2:

QuantitatiVe liteRacy Results

The literacy results for the groups are tabulated 
in Table 1.

These figures were calculated by taking a mean 
score of the results of both groups and scaling them 
out of 10. They show that the control group have 
improved in their literacy skills by an average of 
1.2%. This is a relatively low increase in skills that 
may be explained in part by the socio-economic 
context of the study. In contrast, the cam-capture 
literacy participants have increased by an average 
of 18%. This would suggest a huge benefit in being 
involved in the cam-capture project. Two factors 
could help to explain the results:

Figure 2. The research map of the quantitative project
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1.  The control group was small so may have 
contained a large percentage of low achiev-
ing students. However, the researcher 
checked with the teachers to make sure that 
the control group was representative of the 
whole cohort.

2.  The cam-capture participants may have felt 
‘special’ because they were chosen to take 
part in the project. This sensation would 
have translated to trying harder on the tests. 
In contrast, the control group may have 
also considered themselves to be ‘left out’. 
However, anecdotal evidence collected by 
the main researcher from teachers and stu-
dents after the project had closed does not 
support this hypothesis.

It is also interesting to note that the spelling 
and writing scores of the cam-capture cohort have 
shown a greater increase than the reading result. 
This may be due to the active and visual nature of 
cam-capture that is complementary to the activi-
ties of spelling and writing. In contrast, reading is 
more passive and requires a type of concentration 
and cognitive function (Heller, 1986) that is not 
present in cam-capture. The broad conclusion 
that one may take from these results is that the 
self-reflective processes that cam-capture literacy 
initiates do result in improvements in the middle 
school literacy skills of writing and spelling - and 

to a lesser extent in reading.

methodoloGy foR socio-
QualitatiVe analysis

The second type of data that this project has 
produced is the video recording of the students 
talking about their experiences of middle school 
literacy. These recordings (n=521) were analysed 
using a qualitative, themed analysis (Freebody, 
2003), with attention being directed towards the 
elements of cam-capture literacy. On one level, 
this process of analysis is a mechanical and me-
ticulous assessment of every aspect of the videos. 
On another, it is a synthetic thinking (Greene, 
1995) through of the evidence in the self-recorded 
videos and the ways in which the students are 
representing their present school-based realities 
through cam-capture. The educational researcher 
directing the project made judgements based on 
these two levels of analysis in order to feedback 
these results into the ongoing evolution of cam-
capture inquiry and practice. This was largely 
achieved through discussion with the teachers and 
explaining the relevance and direction of cam-
capture literacy with the students in the project 
at selected intervals.

In addition to the levels of qualitative analysis 
that were necessary to understand the ongoing 

Table 1. student academic literacy results 

Start of academic year

Control group Cam-capture literacy participants

Spelling 6.32 6.21

Reading 6.11 6.01

Writing 5.23 5.24

End of academic year (0.721)

Control group Cam-capture literacy participants

Spelling 6.39 7.54

Reading 6.17 6.59

Writing 5.34 6.61



124

Cam-Capture Literacy and its Incorporation into Multiliteracies

efficiency and success of the project - it was also 
important to analyse the content of the emergent 
qualitative themes (McWilliam, 1994). The themes 
came from the research context and proximity of 
the schools in conjunction with the contents of 
the videos. The videos constantly threw up chal-
lenging questions and open-ended problems about 
middle school literacy. Multiliteracies does help 
to give answers for some of these queries, such 
as the purpose of literacy - but it also should be 
noted that multiliteracies does not provide a meta-
narrative approach to middle school literacy. As 
such, the holes and gaps in the thinking through of 
the ways in which middle school literacy practices 
were represented were also incorporated into this 
socio-qualitative analysis.

The socio-qualitative analysis involved the 
construction of cam-capture literacy zones. Zones 
are a compelling way to understand the emergence 
of qualitative themes from the research as they 
denote spatial figures as organisational units for the 
data (Bruner, 1971). Zones are porous and blurred 
at the edges. The researcher quickly realised that 
the emerging themes were not categorical - but 
represented complex crossing points of cam-
capture literacy. In other words, this is a landscape 
in motion. Cam-capture literacy is propelled by the 
lives of the students taking part in the project - and 
the many ways in which their social formations 
relate to the act of recording videos about middle 
school literacy. The zones are also a reading of 
the pre-figured ways in which the students relate 
to literacy, including elements of the imagination, 
unconscious and desire (Masny, 2006).

socio-QualitatiVe 
ReseaRch analysis: the 
cam-captuRe Zones

This analysis represents a multi-layered repre-
sentation of the self-recorded literacy videos and 
the construction of zones. The power of the zones 
is dependant on the energy and participation of 

the students and their cam-capture expression 
(Robertson, Webb & Fluck, 2007). The follow-
ing zones (Table 2) are inter-linked and did not 
yield statistical data as to the number of students 
or types of students that figured in each zone. 
Rather, the zones are constructed as proximal 
resource centres that student ‘dip into’ at any 
point in their recordings about middle school 
literacy practice:

The cam-capture literacy zones are useful 
due to the ways that they define how we may 
understand the middle school socio-qualitative 
context of the study (Freebody, 2003). This con-
text has been characterised by low achievement 
in print literacy according to recent test results 
(DEST, 2005). The cam-capture literacy zones 
are therefore starting points and possible ways 
of working through this situation - and should 
be perceived as educational aides that can make 
a difference in the lives of the students, teachers 
and parents. For example, the zone of boredom 
could be turned into an excellent thematic unit of 
work, whereby students and teachers examine this 
theme through literature and relevant resources in 
an effort to uncover the sources of boredom and 
to address the consequences in terms of learning. 
To this extent, the cam-capture literacy zones are a 
social and educational movement and a subsequent 
part of multiliteracies.

futuRe tRends

The cam-capture zones are present in schools, even 
when the computers are turned off, or have been 
consigned to dusty cupboards by English teachers. 
Students will, for example, bring the transforma-
tions that are present in the cam-capture zones of 
‘time’ and ‘boredom’ to bear on reading compre-
hension exercises that are set with respect to any 
class text. The challenge for the future is to find 
synchronous and synergistic ways (Cole, 2006) of 
combining real time reading comprehension with 
computer mediated reflection - and the recording 
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of relevant cam-capture episodes that meshes with 
the practice of reading and responding to a text. The 
cam-capture zones should work through and paral-
lel to the practices of the reading comprehension 
teacher to encourage a technologically enhanced 
reading experience – and an empowering group 
atmosphere (Holland, 1998).

The simplest way to encourage full integration 
between the cam-capture zones and traditional 
practices such as reading comprehension is by 
using mobile electronic devices in the classroom 
with video recording facilities and relevant 
software. Students may synchronously record 
their thoughts about the reading comprehension 

Table 2. Cam-capture literacy zones 

1. Boredom. The videos elicited the deeply felt emotion of boredom – it permeates all of the literacy practices of the middle school, as the 
students perceive them. Boredom is not a superficial surface effect to the deeper processes of education or mere reactivity on the part of 
the students - but exists on every level of their lives at school. It could be said that boredom as a cam-capture literacy zone is vital as an 
organising and originating principle - and a useful sign for educators to enable the transformative potential of the new technology to help 
with middle school literacy practice.

2. Time. The pace of the self-recorded videos differs dramatically from student to student. Some rush through their speeches at such a rate 
that their words are barely audible. Others speak so slowly and deliberately that the videos seem to be recorded at half-speed. Few students 
are able to talk naturally and directly at the camera, which indicates the determinate factors of time and pace in cam-capture literacy. Con-
sequently, it could be said that the time of cam-capture literacy exists in a different zone to non-mediated time (Cole, 2005b).

3. Face. Many of the students had prepared their images in advance before the video. The girls had put on make-up - boys brushed their 
hair and straightened their shirts. The video cameras are small and only frame the face and shoulders of the students - which meant that the 
students became self-conscious with respect to these parts of their bodies that represented everything about them during the recordings. 
Some students preferred to be framed in profile and tilted their heads to one side of the camera as they thought that this would look cooler. 
The notion of face is an important cam-capture zone.

4. Inarticulation. The self-recorded videos produced by this project demonstrate that these middle school students are linked by their com-
munal inability to talk about middle school literacy. Most of the students had great difficulty articulating any worthwhile phrases about their 
literacy practices. If the students were given direct questions to answer by the researcher or teacher such as: What helps me to get better 
at literacy? - they were often left speechless. If they were asked: What am I good at in literacy? they would say be able to say reading or 
writing but usually without any further elaboration. Some would follow-up their comments with – “I’m bad at spelling”!! Very few of the 
students could critically analyse their literacy skills in any depth. Rather than perceiving this to be a negative feature of the population in 
the socio-economic strata of the sample and their consequent self-reflective skills –inarticulation is hereby integrated into the cam-capture 
literacy zones. This zone can be a positive aspect of expression when other parts of representation are also important – for example, image 
or the power of a discourse. In terms of cam-capture literacy, inarticulation can help to add atmosphere and tenor to the expressions - in the 
same way that musicians use silence as a part of musical expression (Moffett, 1981).

5. Teacher intervention and power. Several teachers in the sample schools, who perhaps thought that the students were not taking the 
research seriously, sat by the computers and quizzed their best students about what they had just been studying in the previous literacy 
lessons. These videos resemble reading comprehension sequences - with the students mechanically responding to prompts. The students 
register noticeable relief and satisfaction if they think that the teacher is pleased with their performance –and seem to be nervous about the 
experience. This zone signals an important aspect of cam-capture literacy, in that it is not about getting the answer right, but about using 
the technology as a source of social empowerment (Holland, 1998). The students who were made to record these videos were not using 
the technology to improve their personal literacy - but were being asked to fit into the pre-determined power structure as organised by the 
school and the teacher. This zone therefore also defines the ways in which cam-capture literacy involves breaking free from power inhibi-
tion in one’s expression by recording videos.

6. Chaos and form. In contrast to the previous zone, there were a number of videos that were taken by students during recess. These record-
ings featured tapes of student dancing and making shapes with their bodies. The students moved the camera to look around the room in 
rhythmic bursts - the camera operator also made sweeps around the room to produce novel effects. During these recordings, one can hear 
laughter and other students talking in the room. There were also videos that include the random filming of the students in the classroom or 
the library during their leisure time and a disconnected narrative from a student off camera who doesn’t appear in the video. Sometimes 
the narratives are silly, rude and provocative. This cam-capture zone defines the ways in which the technology was used an experimental 
aspect of the students’ lives at school. The freedom to experiment with cam-capture led to them to change the role of the technology and to 
test its efficiency to produce different effects.

7. Self-consciousness. This cam-capture zone is intimately connected to ‘face’ and ran through most of the self-recorded videos. The stu-
dents usually came across as being self-conscious when they spoke about the repetitive nature of their literacy lessons, or how they could 
get better at reading, writing or speaking English. The cam-capture zone of self-consciousness denotes the idea that the author of the tape 
is aware of a viewing audience and to a certain extent worried how they will appear on the video.
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exercise, and send their video messages by email 
during the lesson. This will take away the sense 
that the reading exercise is a personalised or 
subjective experience. Traditional print literacy 
reading comprehension therefore changes from 
test-based or an assessment focused on individual 
literacy skills, to a technologically mediated expe-
rience that encourages transversal communication 
(O’Toole, 2005).

conclusion

The promise of technological multimodal literacy 
practices is indeed great – yet it is important not 
to get carried away with the rhetorical potential 
of this possible change in affairs. It is hoped that 
the positioning of cam-capture in this chapter 
and the resultant cam-capture literacy has been 
understood as a practical insertion into the mul-
tiliteracies debate. Cam-capture is a simple and 
purposeful application of digital technology that 
can be seen to have real benefits with respect to 
the literacy workings of a mainstream middle 
school classroom. Its usage in the manner as has 
been described in this chapter will not suit every 
school or cohort, yet could be adapted and inte-
grated in a flexible way to meet the requirements 
of different client groups.

Further questions and potential research areas 
exist around the use of cam-capture as an inte-
grated multiliteracies practice - such as the exact 
nature of the relationship between cam-capture 
literacy and traditional literacies such as spelling 
or writing. Is there a relationship between the 
visual and cognitive aspects of spelling, writing 
and cam-capture? If so, how can one understand 
these relationships precisely? What are the en-
abling conditions for cam-capture literacy and how 
do these enhance print literacy? Much has been 
spoken about the ways in which technologically 
enhanced literacies respond to informal learning 
situations such as those found in social networks 

(Johnson, 2005). How can one use these networks 
to enhance classroom practice? What are the in-
formal learning aspects of cam-capture? Asking 
these questions is part of the social movement and 
critical application of multiliteracies for educa-
tors, students and researchers. Yet there are no 
simple pedagogical answers to these questions, as 
technological solutions to literacy problems also 
depend on socio-cultural factors that include the 
economic environment that pre-determines the 
ways in which populations will take up the literacy 
skills. Therefore, the development of the zones 
acts as a complementary aspect to the constructed 
educational arena that works to join networks and 
informality to the purposeful learning of language 
through the examination of pre-determination.
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appendiX a

context

As part of a test, students were asked to complete the following writing task:

Writing task 1

Explain how glass is recycled.
Look at the diagram (Figure 3) and use it to help you with the information.

The content of the task was derived from the Technology learning area, and the purpose of the writ-
ing was to explain.

Before writing, the students had planning time, then 20 minutes’ writing time, followed by editing 
time. Students wrote under test conditions with no support or consultation.

Figure 3.
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Reading task 1

context

Students were given the text ‘Swimming Safely in the Top End’ (Figure 4) to read. They were expected 
to answer the questions independently. The task was conducted as part of a test. There was no time limit 
set for the activity.

Figure 4.
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The subject matter of the text was familiar to the students.

1.  During which months is it unsafe to swim in the sea?
2.  Who should be contacted in order to find more information about crocodiles?
3.  What first aid procedure should be used if someone is stung by a box jellyfish?
4.  Which people are most at risk from the box jellyfish sting?
5.  What clothing is recommended to protect against the box jellyfish?
6.  When is it totally safe to swim in the sea without being stung?

Spelling was evaluated from the written responses.
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Chapter 9

Theorizing Media Productions 
as Complex Literacy 

Performances Among Youth 
In and Out of Schools

Theresa Rogers
University of British Columbia, Canada

intRoduction

This chapter explores the ways media production 
represents complex identity and cultural work 
among youth as they engage in a play of genres and 
positioning in particular social spaces. As is often 
argued, literacy “has now come to mean a rapid and 
continuous process of changes in the ways in which 
we read, write, view, listen, compose and commu-

nicate information” (Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear & 
Leu, 2008, p. 23). Interactive technologies—as part 
of the new media landscape—provide increased op-
portunities for youth to develop the competencies 
to participate in contemporary culture (Jenkins, 
2006).

The basis of theorizing in this chapter is two 
major research projects in which youth engaged in 
cultural critique through media production across 
learning sites in a large metropolitan area in western 
Canada. One site is an alternative secondary literacy 

abstRact

In this chapter the author explores the ways media production represents sophisticated identity and 
cultural work, and therefore complex literacy performances, among youth as they engage in a play of 
genres and subject positioning in particular social (educational and community) spaces. Two major 
research projects in which youth participated in media production form the basis for theorizing in this 
chapter. Four cases illustrate the ways particular youth design new, hybrid multimodal genres, and how 
they engage in new models of authorship and cultural critique in this process. Although “youth culture” 
is often referred to as an undifferentiated phenomenon, this work is highly context-specific, revealing 
multiple and diverse sub-communities in which specific kinds of cultural and critical work are being 
undertaken. The author concludes with a challenge to transform schools and classrooms to reflect the 
increasingly multimodal landscapes in which youth reside.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60566-673-0.ch009
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program and another is a community-based youth 
anti-violence program.

I draw on the youth multimedia work in these 
two projects to illustrate how they take up the dis-
cursive and material resources available through 
video production to perform these complex literacy 
performances. Four cases are presented. The first 
case is a film by Kevin, a young man who struggled 
with traditional academic literacy skills but was 
able to re-narrate his literate identity through art 
and video work. In the second case, video produc-
tions by Lane, a quiet and creative young man, 
illustrate how he exploited multimodal material 
and discursive resources to express his creativity 
and provide an alternative perspective on literate 
performances in school. The third case is drawn 
from the work of two young women whose video 
illustrates complex subject positionings in relation 
to girlhood, youth and stereotypical representa-
tions. The last case focuses on a film by a young 
woman, Tracei, who exploits various stereotypical 
representations of youth in creating a music video 
in which she includes bodily inscribed gender 
statements and as well as media parody.

To inform this work with youth, my colleagues 
and I (Rogers & Schofield, 2005; Rogers & Win-
ters, 2007; Rogers, Winters, LaMonde & Perry, 
2008; Schofield & Rogers, 2004) have drawn from 
several theoretical frameworks, including work 
in multiple and critical youth literacies; genre, 
discourse, and visual/spatial theories; theories of 
social and cultural identity, agency and position-
ing; and feminist theories of embodiment.

backGRound

As I have argued elsewhere (Rogers & Schofield, 
2005), work in multiple and critical youth litera-
cies critiques the privileging of print literacies and 
supports hybrid and unsanctioned literacy prac-
tices in and out of classrooms (e.g., Moje, 2000; 
O’Brien, 2005). Newer perspectives acknowledge 
the fluidity of multiple literacy practices—those 

that travel across spatial contexts and boundaries 
(Leander, 2003; Rogers & Schofield, 2005). From 
this perspective, it can be argued that youth become 
producers of new forms of literacy and media as 
they comment on and critique their social worlds 
(Burn & Parker, 2003; New London Group, 2000; 
Sefton-Green, 1998; 2006; Soep, 2006).

Theory and methods in the areas of genre, 
discourse and visual spatial theories also inform 
this work, providing ways of understanding the 
sites or spaces of production, image and audience, 
and also approaches to knowing the multiple forms 
(print, drama, art, film, and so forth) that youth 
layer and exploit in their quest to create meaning 
(Hull & Nelson, 2005; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 
2001; Rose, 2001). The theoretical framework 
we have used to analyze individual youth video 
productions (Rogers, Winters, & LaMonde, in 
press) examines what Rose (2001) describes as 
the site of production (the genesis of the work, 
the design, and the sources employed); the site of 
the image or film itself (composition, technique 
and tools of production, as well as the juxtaposi-
tions, tranformations and hybridity of genres) 
and the site of audiencing (what is accomplished 
and how the work is received and re/interpreted). 
As Manovich (2001) has argued, new media 
culture brings with it new models of authorship, 
collaboration, intertexting, and remixing that are 
evident in youth media production. In particular, 
these cases illustrate the ways youth are flex-
ible users of multimodal cultural forms, such as 
genres, and how they borrow, exploit, juxtapose, 
hybridize or transform media genres and digital 
and non-digital spaces for critical expression 
(Bakhtin, 1986; Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 
1994; Lemke, 1995; Kearney, 2006; Kress, 2003; 
Manovich, 2001; Street, 1995).

Finally, theories of social and cultural identity, 
agency and subject positioning (Bakhtin, 1986; 
Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain, 1998) pro-
vide a lens through which to understand the avail-
able positions that youth take up their media work; 
that is, how they appropriate and transform various 
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discursive modes and resources to (re)position 
their own subjectivities (Davies & Harre, 1990; 
Holland et al., 1998). From a feminist position, it 
can be seen that, in some cases, they narrate and 
inscribe new identities and even resignify girlhood 
(Pomerantz, Currie & Kelly, 2004). Adolescent 
bodies as represented by lived realities (Grosz, 
1994) inscribe and generate information about 
youth subjectivity and positioning in their work 
and in their lives. Media, as Ellsworth (2005; cit-
ing Grosz & Eisenman, 2001) notes, is a space 
that can be appropriated to refigure and imagine 
these new embodiments.

The analyses of video work in these projects, as 
well as observations and interviews with these four 
case study youths, form the basis to argue that video 
production work can be seen as an important lens 
into the particular lives and critical perspectives 
of youth in and out of schools. We can then draw 
on these analyses to reconstitute our pedagogical 
approaches in ways that recognize the range of 
literate competencies of youth, and to learn from 
them the ways in which we may not be attentive 
to their shifting identities, cultural understandings, 
and critical abilities—i.e., their complex literacy 
performances—particularly among youth who 
are marginalized in schools.

the conteXts: youth 
Video pRoduction at 
tWo ReseaRch sites

Research site one

The first three cases described here are taken from 
a three-year youth literacy research project that 
was collaboratively developed with a teacher and 
university colleagues to serve struggling youth in 
an alternative secondary school (reported in Rog-
ers & Schofield, 2005; Rogers & Winters, 2007; 
Schofield & Rogers, 2004; theresarogers.ca/youth 
videos). The program served youth, ages 15-19, 
mostly working class and ethnically diverse, who 

had become alienated from traditional schooling 
and were seeking another path to graduation. 
These youth often had histories of behavioural 
and educational challenges, including many who 
had weak academic literacy skills.

The program accommodated approximately 
32 students (whose ages range from 15 to 20 
years), who were divided into morning and af-
ternoon class sessions. The blend of students, 
with a range of literacy and numeracy levels and 
diverse life experiences, were enrolled and placed 
in the classroom on a full-time basis. Continuous 
entry and departure, and the particularities of 
each student’s life, called for a flexible teaching 
process that included individualized, group and 
peer literacy support and instruction. The goal of 
the qualitative research project was to integrate 
arts and media as part of a multimodal literacy 
focus, and to be inclusive and supportive of the 
material contexts of the students’ lives as they 
worked through the district mandated curricula 
toward a diploma (Rogers & Schofield, 2005; 
Schofield & Rogers, 2004).

Initially, data were collected about the students’ 
abilities with print and non-print genres and media 
(cartooning, graffiti, rapping, poetry, photography, 
etc.) that constituted fluid practices that crossed 
the boundaries of their in- and out-of-school lives 
(e.g., Hull & Schultz, 2001; Moje, 2000). This data 
was then drawn on to further refine and develop 
the program, including the addition of a video 
production component. Students who participated 
in the video workshop component of the project 
took up discursive resources of filmmaking to 
create projects ranging from dance and music 
videos, to documentaries on academic-related 
subjects, to literary films, including parodies and 
original works.

The first three cases described in the next sec-
tion (films by Kevin and Lane, and by Amy-Lynne 
and Alleana) are drawn from observation and 
field notes in this site, interviews with students, 
and video productions. My research colleagues 
and I acted as participant observers, conducting 
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and supporting an initial video workshop and 
providing occasional instructional and techno-
logical support as the youth produced their own 
films, mainly using iMovie software and Apple 
computers. We also observed and took field notes 
and conducted interviews with students focus-
ing on their processes and reflections in relation 
to their video productions. The teacher in the 
program provided ongoing support, as did more 
knowledgeable peers, as they learned to plan, film 
and edit their videos. The teacher also encouraged 
the youth to make films of interest to them for 
credit in an elective film course, or invited them 
to subsitute traditional writing assignments with 
multimedia texts so that these video productions 
were integrated into the individualized secondary 
curriculum.

Research site two

The fourth case presented below focuses on a film 
by Tracie, a young woman who participated in a 
year-long video production research project within 
a youth community centre that engages in violence 
prevention work. This program is part of a larger 
project based in several North American cities that 
involves youth in writing and photojournalism to 
express the impact of violence in their lives and 
to help prevent further violence through their 
own leadership activities. Our project extended 
that work through coaching and supporting video 
production projects. We focused on supporting the 
production of films focusing on identity, cultural 
stereotypes and anti-violence.

Building on what we learned in Research Site 
One, we began this second project by inviting 
youth, ages 15 to 20, to critique various popular 
film genres (parodies on YouTube—such as a stop 
action music video—and short anti-war or street 
life documentaries made by university students 
and local filmmakers). The youth also critiqued 
films from our first project site (above) that, in 
their view, were too visually repetitive or, in one 

case, used too many violent images for a film 
about espousing non-violence.

The research goals of this project site included 
exploring issues related to identity and the use of 
arts and media as discursive resources for social 
and cultural engagement and critique. The youth’s 
initial projects in this site were ironic and playful, 
focusing on topics ranging from panhandling and 
“people-hunting” in the park to the close-up intri-
cacies of smoking and spitting. Follow-up projects 
drew on issues such as historical racism—as in a 
remash video of Billie Holiday’s song, “Strange 
Fruit”—as well as contemporary racism and 
stereotyping, and included a final montage film 
on anti-violence.

As in the first research site, my colleagues 
and I were participant-observers providing film 
workshops and technological support while also 
observing and taking fieldnotes, collecting video 
productions, and conducting interviews with 
volunteer focal youth.

fouR cases of Video 
pRoduction as identity 
and cultuRal WoRk 
acRoss tWo sites

Kevin’s Holocaust documentary film. The first 
case focuses on Kevin and his short documentary 
Holocaust film produced in Research Site One. 
Kevin, who was from a white working class back-
ground, was clearly as, or even more, competent 
than his peers in some non-print environments, 
fairly readily engaged in arts and multimedia, 
and succeeded in that environment. However, 
Kevin’s traditional literacy skills were quite low 
and ultimately he was not academically success-
ful by traditional measures (i.e., graduation). 
Kevin’s film in the first year of the project was a 
video portfolio of his own drawings with titles, 
suggesting the outlines of a mythological story he 
was writing. However, even getting those labels 
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spelled correctly was a chore. He was verbally 
articulate and wrote long stories all in various 
invented spellings, but read even the simplest 
texts haltingly. One of his goals was to read well 
enough to get his driver’s license.

Our observations of Kevin’s interactions at 
school and our interviews revealed the ways 
traditional schooling provided him with limited 
identity positions in relation to literacy and school-
ing. Following are excerpts from an interview 
with Kevin:

The majority of people [in regular schools] don’t 
really care about the students…they just passed 
you on….Since grade two I’ve been told that I 
couldn’t read. And I knew I couldn’t read and it 
just got stuck in my mind. Instead of moving me 
up grades they took me to learning assistance 
and gave me younger students’ work until I got 
it stuck in my mind…. I never used to write at 
all. Never. I used to get people to write for me…
because I was so afraid of making mistakes 
[shares his journal now full of writing]…. I didn’t 
want to sit around and just do nothing at school 
so I started doodling…and it was pretty cool so 
I started teaching myself…try out things…see if 
it made it look better then I’d stick to it or not…
until I found something better…I draw things from 
ads like rock and roll…a video game…or from 
my imagination…all my drawings go with my 
stories…my writing’s been getting better. Reading 
is just something I put off ’cause I can’t do it. I 
find ways around it.

This interview sequence illustrates the ways the 
discourses of schooling labeled and marginalized 
Kevin from an early age. Kevin insightfully read 
these limiting discourses and adapted by recreating 
an identity for himself as an artist out of a power-
ful symbiosis of alienation and imagination. Not 
long after this interview, an email from Kevin’s 
teacher indicated another way the school defined 
Kevin: “On Wednesday, [the career counselor] 
points out some of my students will be going to 

[a local college] for a 4-week program—learning 
welding, bricklaying, auto mechanics. So two stu-
dents will have to drop out [of planned multimedia 
project]. This is a harsh pill. It says volumes about 
the expectations that the system places on these 
kids—all dropouts are good for are manual labor 
and Macjobs…”.

In the third year of our project, Kevin produced 
a fairly sophisticated documentary film about the 
Holocaust. He began with the picture book Rose 
Blanche (Innnocenti, 1985) and worked his way 
through a biography for young readers, entitled 
Hannah’s Suitcase (Levine, 2003), with his teacher 
and a teacher’s aide, and then did research on the 
Internet to develop his 3-minute film called “The 
Slaughter” (to view this film, go to http://web.mac.
com/theresa.rogers/iWeb/Site/Youth%20Videos.
html). The film opens with music from ‘Fortuna 
Major’ from Carmina Burana and included a series 
of symbols of Nazism, book burning, Auschwitz, 
cattle cars and bodies. Kevin narrated:

The man in control of the SS hated Jews almost as 
much as Hitler, but his name was Himmler. [He] 
took German babies and trained them to hate 
Jews just as much as he did so they would be a 
perfect soldier. In 1935 the Nuremberg laws were 
passed. These laws made Jews criminals...; but 
not only [to be] a Jew, but to own Jewish books 
and other things from their religion....The Jewish 
people were transported in cattle cars...so full of 
people that they could not breathe.... After they get 
to the concentration camps they’re put to work...
building other things. After they’re too weak to 
work, or are too old or too young, they just start 
killing them. They gas them, and they leave piles 
of dead bodies.... This is a burner in one of their 
crematories. The End.

This film exhibits a range of multimodal and 
literacy competencies. Kevin clearly understood 
the documentary genre and was able to undertake 
research and create a coherent narrative and voice-
over script. His discursive resources included 
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stock Internet images of the Holocaust, including 
photographs, symbols, and printed words (signs), 
political cartoons, as well as a soundtrack. He used 
video editing special effects, such as “the wipe” 
in between several images as well as the use of 
a fog effect to create a darker atmosphere in this 
documentary film. Kevin was able to juxtapose 
soundtracks with images to create a coherent 
narrative of the Holocaust and express his own 
critical understanding of, for instance, “the perfect 
[Nazi] soldier.”

Lane’s films: “The Battery” and “Just for 
fun” . The second case is a pair of films by a 
young man name Lane, also from a white working 
class family. Lane was fairly reserved, yet in an 
interview he expressed his critique of schooling, 
comparing it to a penitentiary:

“[To a former principal] ‘I’m like, I’m the enemy, 
you’re the warden’, same thing in school, the 
same people control the school systems and the 
prison systems. Isn’t the warden just the principal 
of the penitentary?...you put people into schools 
and you tell them, okay…you’re all going to leave 
this place with the same skills...”

Lane had previously been involved in “jack-
ing” because all of his friends did it. As he said he 

“felt so hard-core” but then his friends lost respect 
for him and it changed his life: “Now I don’t go 
around thinking I’m so big.” Lane told this story 
as an explanation for the feeling behind a pair 
of films he made called “The Battery” (Figure 1 
and 2) and “Just for Fun.” (figures 3, 4, & 5) The 
first film is a very simple but visually powerful 
metaphoric film with a message, using shots of 
a battery on a table, rolling off, and then rolling 
in reverse.

Interspersed with the filmed shots are text lines: 
“Do you ever feel you are being thrown away/Do 
ever feel alone/As if you don’t exist/No one likes 
to be alone/If you should fall/Get back up/Don’t 
let anyone stop you.” (View film at http://web.
mac.com/theresa.rogers/iWeb/Site/Youth%20
Videos.html). Lane started by throwing the battery 
around and “just thought of lonely. What people 
do with batteries when they are done with them. 
They just throw them away.”

Lane’s second film (see Figures 3, 4, and 5) 
integrates shots from “The Battery” into a music 
video called “Just for Fun” which intersperses 
shots of the battery with a filmed narrative about 
a young woman who is locked out of a building, 
sits alone for a while, and then walks away (the 
soundtrack used is Linkin Park’s “Fate”). The 
film is carefully shot from many angles and uses 

Figure 1. Battery on table Figure 2. “Do you ever feel alone”
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new shots of the battery in a pile of cigarette 
butts, and in the rain and dirt, playing on the 
metaphoric themes of loneliness and neglect. 
As Lane explains, “I thought about kids that are 
neglected, used and treated like shit. The video 
about K [the girl] started out as a music video but 
when I watched it I realized that she was being 
thrown away.”

In this work, Lane was able to appropriate 
multimedia resources that transcend those of in-
dividual modes so that, for instance, the narrated 
world is different than a world displayed visually 
(Hull & Nelson, 2005; Kress, 2003). What Lane 
has done with this second film is to layer media—
one film with another, music lyrics, and to combine 
image-based (“The Battery”) film with an action 
narrative (“Just for Fun”)—in effect braiding 
narratives and genres (Schofield & Rogers, 2004) 
with the result of communciating more than each 
individual mode or narrative offers.

Alleana and Amy-Lynne’s film about peer 
pressure. The third case is a film called “Peer 
Pressure” (see Figure 6 & 7) by two girls at the 
alternative secondary school who identified as 
First Nations. The video is a documentary style 
film that uses photographs and filming with 
both a voice-over and textual narration about 
peer pressure. This video topic was chosen by 
Amy-Lynne and Alleana, who wanted to “create 
something that could help people [because] all the 
kids seem to be going through this.” According to 
Amy-Lynne, “the opportunity arose and we took 
the chance and created in the moment based on 

Figure 3. Lane filming Figure 4. Battery in grass

Figure 5. Battery and butts
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our stories. It was an idea I fell in love with; I 
could voice my opinion. Today our stories would 
be different.” The girls chose to use photographs 
from their social lives together with a voice-over 
narrative about peer pressure—a design that was 
storyboarded and then filmed. Alleana talked about 
having seen a documentary about street life and 
another film made from photos in our workshop 
and “that’s why we did what we did.” She also 
commented that it was “looking at peer pressure 
from a girl’s point of view…because they don’t 
usually look at it that way.”

The girls used a combination of still and filmed 
(using a panning technique) photographs (their 
own and borrowed from friends) of themselves 
and their lives set on city streets and in private 
spaces, overlaid with written and spoken narrative 
about youth culture. This voice-over narration 
that appears in print and is simultaneously heard 
is interspersed with several recurring visual mo-
tifs: photographs of adolescent girls together or 
alone in private or public spaces, cigarettes, liquor 
stores, liquor bottles/glasses, and graffiti. As a 
soundtrack, they used the score from the film “A 
Beautiful Mind” that provides a sentimental mood 
while the panning of the still photos provides an 
intimate portrait of the girls’ social lives. This 
format is reminiscent of documentaries of lives 

lived, juxtaposed with the feel of a public service 
announcement with its second person narrated 
voice-overs: “Above all, be true to yourself. Have 
you ever stopped to ask yourself why you’re do-
ing the things you do and what it means to you? 
Do you ever ask yourself why you dress the way 
you do, eat the things you eat, or participate in 
the activities you do?” The ending line is, “Peer 
pressure effects [sic] who we’ve become and 
what we are.”

As described above, the girls imagined a youth 
audience for this film—a group who might benefit 
from seeing it: “We wanted to create something for 
people that could help them.” At the same time the 
girls are both reproducing and critiquing “normal” 
representations of girlhood. Amy-Lynne’s reflec-
tions a year after making the film that focus on 
her concern that the film might have contributed 
to stereotyping Aboriginal youth: “What I would 
do now is address issues culturally—people see 
Aboriginal youth as drinkers, young, pregnant, 
disruptive, but there are lots of people like me who 
don’t do drugs, are in school, and have direction 
but most don’t see it.”

The identity and critical cultural work the 
girls take up in the film, both narratively and 
bodily/spatially, is of young women involved 
in behaviours commonly associated with urban 
youth culture—hanging out on the streets, drink-
ing and smoking—within a storyline about peer 

Figure 6. Girls with bottles

Figure 7. “Peer Pressure Effects…”
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pressure as the cause of these behaviours. At the 
same time they create a counter-narrative mes-
sage about being “strong, and true to oneself,” 
indicating a meta-awareness of this typical view 
of youth. This contradictory positioning, echoed 
by the hybrid documentary and public service 
message genre, indicates both acquiescence to 
their societal positionings and a sense of agency 
to talk back to them.

Tracei’s film: “Tracei’s Awesome”. The final 
case is a film by a young woman named Tracei (see 
Figures 8, 9, and 10), from a white middle class 

family, who participated in the video workshop 
in Research Site Two—the youth anti-violence 
program. Tracei said she had a passion for taking 
pictures and filming and made films on her own, 
basically being the one in control. A film she made 
during the project (an “I Am” film, entitled “I are 
Tracei; Hear me roar”) chronicles her childhood 
years through old photographs and then filmed 
scenes when “she is all crazy and older.” The 
background music is the Mad Caddies (a third wave 
ska band) singing “Mary Melody”. Her coda to 
that film uses text that says “I showed you Tracei, 
now take it!” When asked about her use of print 
in her films she said, “words help get the point 
across. Some people can be totally oblivious but 
once they read it, they say ‘oh, i get it’.”

Her film, in some ways the most complex il-
lustrated here, was sent to me separately; that is, 
it is a film she made outside of the context of the 
project, but wanted us to see. This film has three 
distinct sections. The first section or scene includes 
two extended and close-up shots of Tracei’s bottom 
lip being pierced. The second section is a filmed 
shot of Tracei singing, laughing and talking with 
a helium voice [to friends behind the camera who 
can be heard giggling], saying “ I don’t know what 
to say. Hey you guys are putting pressure on me. 

Figure 8. Piercing Figure 9. Balloon

Figure 10. “Kids, learn…”
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What am I going to do? I’m gonna sit here an’ cry 
making emo songs, gonna die, this is gonna make 
me fall over. It’s gonna hurt. I’m done.”

The third section of the film is a mixture of 
print messages and photos of her with her friends 
and one shot of her dressed in drag. This section 
begins with the text “the end” and continues with 
“This video was made to prevent the use of chemi-
cally made drugs” and “Kids learn about drugs 
before you think about using them…These kids 
didn’t have a clue what they were doing.” After 
several more photo sequences it ends with “save 
yourselves! Before it’s too late.”

This film is a fascinating representation of 
feminine subjectivity—who Tracei is and what she 
has to say. The literal embodiment of expression 
and resistance to normalized feminine behaviour 
through piercings, hair colour and cross-dressing 
is evident. Drawing on popular culture and using 
new media provides the discursive resources to 
parody gender identity and to engage in social 
commentary and critique (Buckingham & Sefton-
Green, 1994), such as the choice of music that play-
fully draws on her interest in film and TV genres 
of horror, thrillers etc., by using the “Freaker’s 
Ball” song by the 70s rock band, Dr. Hook and 
the Medicine Show—itself a parody of the 60s 
countercultural love-ins. The film becomes even 
more complex when she satirizes “emo” behaviour 
and appropriates discursive resources of popular 
media to parody Public Service Announcement 
(PSA) anti-drug messages.

analysis of the fouR 
cases: compleX multimodal 
liteRacy peRfoRmances 
amonG youth in tWo sites

These four cases illustrate the ways youth under-
took literacy performances that included flexible 
designs of new, hybrid multimodal genres. In this 
process they engaged in new models of authorship 
and, perhaps most importantly, simultaneously 

engaged in powerful social commentary and 
critique. They played with new and old cultural 
semiotic resources to re-narrate identities and 
cultural understandings in the larger network of 
social power relations. However, it is important to 
note that, in contrast to notions of “youth culture” 
as an undifferentiated phenomenon, their work 
is highly context-specific, revealing multiple 
and diverse sub-communities within in which 
specific cultural and critical multimodal work is 
being undertaken. These youth produced videos 
and shifted their identity positions in particular 
contexts in ways that challenged traditional dis-
cursive (Lesko, 1996) representations of youth. In 
both reifying and challenging various stereotypi-
cal representations, they in turn shifted their own 
subject positionings.

In relation to Kevin, an argument can be 
made for the ways in which working with film 
production might support both the composing 
and interpretive processes associated with more 
traditional literacy practices, and the breadth of 
knowledge gained by creating his Holocaust film 
using a combination of multimodal and print re-
sources in relation to having simply read textbooks 
and other print sources (Dressman et al., 2006); 
however, based on a contextualized understand-
ing of this film, it is also evident that Kevin was 
doing some important and related identity work. 
In creating this film, Kevin repositioned himself 
as a capable “student,” one who can exploit a 
range of discursive resources—image, sound, 
text—to powerfully re-narrate an historical event 
and to, at least momentarily, re-position his own 
subjectivity in relation to literacy and schooling 
as someone who has literacy and multimodal 
competencies.

Lane’s creativity was evident in the genesis 
of the ideas, in filming and in editing. His use 
of discursive resources included the layering of 
popular culture references, his own biography, his 
reading of others’ stories, and simple, everyday 
objects as well as the resources that filming and 
editing offered. These layerings resulted in work 
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that transcended the possibilities of working 
within individual modalities. In this work, Lane 
is re-positioning himself as a filmmaker who “has 
ideas in his mind and knows what he wants” as 
a classmate noted. Lane’s work is also important 
identity work in the sense that it is consistent with 
his critical description of schooling above. As Lane 
well knows, classrooms are not normally spaces in 
which students are encouraged to exploit, juxta-
pose, hybridize and layer material and discursive 
resources to perform cultural and creative work 
that “counts” in the curricululm.

Alleana and Amy-Lynne used their film to 
become cultural critics regarding the portrayals 
of gender and ethnicity among youth, providing 
a lens through which to view how they take up 
spaces of authoring in the complex and often 
contradictory discourses (Gonick, 2007) of raced 
and gendered youth culture (Rogers & Winters, 
2007). As evident in their work and their reflec-
tions, they became aware of their own contradic-
tory discourses of Canadian youth and sought 
to move beyond generalized or stereotypical 
representations and instead ask, “which girls? 
which First Nations youth?” in order to address 
issues of particular youth in specific communities 
and contexts.

Tracei’s film, perhaps because of the more ex-
tensive film critique work at this site, was able to 
draw not only on a range of multmodal resources 
and authoring strategies, but to reach toward 
parody and satire to engage in cultural critique. 
This complex performance mirrors Butler’s (2006) 
claim that gender performance is itself a kind of 
parody that talks back to essentialized gender 
identities. In the film, Tracei both reifies and 
challenges gender stereotpypes with contradictory 
discourses and subjective positionings, complexi-
ties that underscore Kearney’s (2006) argument 
that media production, in particular, is worthy of 
more study and analysis as a space that can be 
appropriated by girls. In particular, these spaces 
potentially elucidate the ways that girls draw on 
multimodal discursive resources to embody and 

reinscribe girlhood (Grosz, 1994; Pomerantz, 
Currie & Kelly, 2004) as cultural critique.

conclusion and challenGes 
foR the futuRe

In creating new frameworks for understanding 
these sophisticated multimodal works, literacy 
educators will need to take account of the com-
plexity of video production as critical literacy 
performances, as identity and cultural work, and 
as particular voicings in specific cultural spaces 
(see also, Burn & Parker, 2003; New London 
Group, 2000; Sefton-Green, 1998, 2006; Soep, 
2006). We may need new theorizing related to 
spatiality that allow us to focus on “constellations 
of temporary coherence” (Massey, 1994) across 
educational and community sites in which we 
can observe how youth draw on virtual and real 
spaces, and on local and global information and 
resources to create new forms of cultural participa-
tion (Jenkins, 2006). Across these spaces, youth 
are already exhibiting a powerful appropriation 
of discursive resources and competencies related 
to cultural analysis and critique that often go 
unrecognized in today’s classrooms.

For instance, to fully appreciate video produc-
tion as critical literacy performances, we need 
to be more attentive to broader views of literacy 
that recognize the appropriation of and play with 
discursive resources such as genre (Bakhtin, 
1986; Kearney, 2006; Kress, 2003; Lemke, 1995; 
Manovich, 2001; Street, 1995). These cases illus-
trate the ways even marginalized youth who are 
not successful by traditional standards are capable 
of reading, analyzing, critiquing and hybridizing 
genres to serve their critical purposes. Kevin, 
though he struggled with simple written texts, 
fully grasped the documentary genre and handily 
drew on a range of discursive and technological 
resources to produce a sophisticated account 
and critique of a central historical event. Alleana 
and Amy-Lynne used documentary techniques 
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together with a message that echoed public ser-
vice announcement genres with an intent to help 
others.

Lane and Tracei were more playful with film 
genre. Lane used more literary devices or “fiction 
film” genres along with improvisational acting to 
create a metaphorical statement about loneliness 
and neglect. Tracei’s music video template served 
as a platform for resignifiying girlhood, play-
ing, exploiting stereotypes and parodying public 
service announcements that became a film to be 
posted and shared on a social network site.

We also need to recognize the important cultur-
al work taking place in these spaces. If we were to 
take seriously the embodied and discursive subject 
positionings evident in these productions we could 
open up dialogues about youth representation and 
about how the vestiges of traditional spaces of 
schooling and literacy serve to narrow identity 
positions (Holland et al., 1998). Both Lane and 
Kevin were reaching toward new positionings for 
themselves in classrooms and institutions that did 
not necessarily value their sophisticated literacy 
performances. Alleana, Amy-Lynne and Tracei 
were reaching toward critiques of the narrow 
representations of and discourses surrounding 
ethnicity, girls and girlhood. Video production, 
taken seriously, offers new avenues for critical 
literacy dialogues and practices among youth in 
and out of schools.

Our challenge, then, is to transform schools 
and classrooms to reflect these increasingly mul-
timodal landscapes in which youth reside, rather 
than limiting themselves to traditional language 
and literacy discourses and practices (Moje, 2000; 
New London Group, 2000; O’Brien, 2005). These 
transformed classrooms would take into account 
the abilities of students to integrate knowledge 
from multiple sources and information technolo-
gies, and to use these resources to engage in social 
and cultural critique. An added challenge is to 
draw on these skills to deepen students’ explicit 
understandings of how genre works across media, 
and the power of both print and non-print genres 

to communicate in a new “participatory culture” 
(Jenkins, 2006).

This work will likely begin with teachers. How-
ever, few studies have looked at the possibilities 
of working with pre-service teachers to develop 
their skills and approaches to using multimedia 
production in their teaching, and to encourage 
broader and more critical views of literacy and 
discourse across academic spaces and disciplines. 
In our own work (LaMonde & Rogers, 2007), we 
have explored the possibility of transforming no-
tions of literacy among pre-service teachers and 
encouraging them to explore new possibilities of 
discursive play and cultural critique. We found 
evidence that prospective teachers we worked 
with did, in general, expand their notions of 
literacy and engage playfully and critically with 
media production in our study, though skepticism 
and criticism of technology was also expressed. 
It was particularly interesting to note that what 
commitment they had to engaging in technology 
enhanced educational practices was connected to 
their vision of inclusive classrooms—classrooms 
that are more motivating and engaging sites of 
learning for all students. We concluded that me-
dia production is integral to teacher education in 
literacy in the form of providing opportunities 
for pre-service teachers to author new genres 
and forms of communication. We view this work 
as preparation for engaging youth, particularly 
those youth who have been or are in danger of 
being marginalized from traditional schooling, in 
complex literacy performances in schools.
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intRoduction

The development of successful literacy skills is cen-
tral to educational policy in many societies including 
Hong Kong. However, what counts as ‘literacy’ 
continues to be contested in education (Collins & 

Blot, 2003), and this debate is even more apparent 
in the 21st century as literacy rapidly changes as a 
result of globalisation, mass communication and 
digital technologies. The terms multiliteracies and 
new literacies are now applied to an ever increas-
ing variety of practices in socially, culturally and 
linguistically diverse contexts (Cope & Kalantzis, 
2000; Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). At the same 

abstRact

This chapter examines the implementation of a new 12-hour course on ‘New Literacies’ during the final 
year of a Bachelor of Education in English language education in Hong Kong. Specifically, it examines 
the authors’ attempts to create a community of practice around New Literacies teaching and learning. 
As part of this endeavour, the authors sought to embody – and to encourage their student teachers to 
appropriate as part of their evolving teaching selves – the ‘insider mindset’ (Lankshear & Knobel, 
2006) of new literacies practices, as the authors planned and implemented the course. They hoped that 
experientially connecting theory and practice of New Literacies would provide affordances for teacher 
educators, and for student teachers, to capitalise on the powerful potential of digital technologies in 
order to rethink how curriculum might be implemented in ways that are more multimodal, participative, 
and collaborative. As the authors discuss below, their attempt encountered unanticipated challenges, 
reflecting the power of existing institutional structures and unarticulated assumptions. The final part of 
the chapter examines lessons from the authors experience that may have resonance in other contexts 
and explores how they might approach the challenges they encountered differently in the future.
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time, discussions around literacy in education 
are often associated with the English language, 
as globalisation and mass communication have 
contributed to the spread of English as an Inter-
national Language. As a result, achieving high 
standards of literacy in English as a Second or 
Foreign Language (ESL/EFL) has also become a 
goal for education systems across the world.

These concerns are clearly reflected in the two 
overall aims of the Hong Kong English Language 
curriculum (Curriculum Development Council, 
2002):

1.  To provide every learner of a second language 
with further opportunities for extending their 
knowledge and experience of the cultures 
of other people as well as opportunities 
for personal and intellectual development, 
further studies, pleasure and work in the 
English medium.

2.  To enable every learner to prepare for the 
changing socio-economic demands resulting 
from advances in information technology; 
these demands include the interpretation, 
use and production of materials for pleasure, 
study and work in the English medium.

While many young people in Hong Kong are 
extensive and proficient users and producers of 
new literacies, and are active and enthusiastic 
consumers of multimodal, often digitally mediated 
texts in their out-of-school lifeworlds, these new 
multimodal texts and textual practices have not 
been fully exploited in schools and classrooms, 
other than being used superficially to “contextual-
ise” grammatical points and vocabulary that drives 
much English language teaching in Hong Kong. 
Indeed, in Hong Kong there appears to be growing 
gap between students’ lifeworld literacies and the 
school-based literacy which is further exacerbated 
by the textbook driven teaching practices and 
high-stakes assessment methods.

Indeed, the literacy teaching and learning 
models and curriculum materials used by Hong 

Kong schools largely adopt a skill-based, cog-
nitive approach to reading and writing, and a 
traditional paper-based, print-based view of 
texts. These models are drawn from English as 
a Second Language (ESL) reading and writing 
instruction, where reading is frequently described 
as a neutral, psycholinguistic, cognitive process 
residing in the individual, and involving linguistic 
processing and reading strategies such as decod-
ing, skimming and scanning (Grabe, 2002). While 
linguistic skills and knowledge are necessary, 
they are insufficient when taking into account the 
rapidly changing communication landscape of the 
21st century, the multimodal, dynamic nature of 
texts, particularly digitally mediated texts, and 
the ways in which texts and textual practices 
are situated within specific social practices and 
inextricably linked to social relations and social 
identity (Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic, 2000; Gee, 
2008; Kress, 2003; Street, 1995).

There are also several educational problems 
associated with this decontextualised approach to 
literacy. Such orientations construct the teacher as 
primarily a technician, and the learner and learning 
as fixed and predictable entities, and thus run the 
risk of students perceiving education - and English 
language learning - as irrelevant, foreign, and 
ultimately alienating (Larson & Marsh, 2005, p. 
5). These approaches may also serve to alienate 
English language teachers from their students, and 
limit teachers’ development of educationally and 
socially responsive teaching approaches, strategies 
and resources. Finally, a reductionist approach to 
literacy does not address the need for preparing 
students and teachers to critically engage with the 
proliferation of new texts and textual practices, 
and to use and create texts in socially responsible 
and socially responsive ways (Anstey & Bull, 
2006; Freebody & Luke, 1990).

Thus, to achieve the aims of the Hong Kong 
English Language curriculum outlined above, 
there is a strong need for an expanded, socially 
oriented approach to literacy teaching and learn-
ing in Hong Kong schools and language teacher 
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education programmes, which takes account of 
the emergence of new literacies in the 21st century, 
and which embraces the notion of literacy as a 
social practice, intimately tied to the construction 
of learners’ identities. In this context, it is timely 
that Hong Kong has placed an increasing emphasis 
on literacy development in the English curriculum 
in recent years (Curriculum Development Coun-
cil, 2004); however, given the significant shifts 
in literacy over the past decade, outlined above, 
the need for teacher education to be informed by 
new literacies is particularly urgent. This paper 
outlines our attempts to address this need through 
a new course within our four-year Bachelor of 
Education program. Specifically, this chapter is a 
critical reflection on our experiences of planning 
and teaching a new course entitled Teaching and 
Learning New Literacies on a fourth year Bach-
elor of Education (English Language Education) 
course in Hong Kong.

The term new literacies can be used inter-
changeably with multiliteracies. But although 
they share a focus on the ways that literacy has 
changed in the late 20th century, there are in fact 
differences of emphasis between multiliteracies 
and new literacies, in that the latter tends to place 
more emphasis on the technological dimensions 
of these changes, the former focuses on how 
increased social and cultural diversity resulting 
from globalisation has changed the very nature 
of literacy, as well as a more explicit focus on 
pedagogy. Hong Kong has a relatively homog-
enous cultural make up, and there is a wide gap 
between the technological practices in and out of 
school, and because our students are preservice 
teachers of English, which is very text-oriented, 
we used new literacies as a focus for our univer-
sity course. However, we will draw on literature 
from both new literacies and multiliteracies in 
our discussion.

In this chapter we critically reflect on our at-
tempts to develop a community of practice around 
new literacies with student teachers on a short 
course within a four year Bachelor of Education 

programme. In order to align course content and 
process with the second mindset of new literacies, 
we incorporated new literacies tasks and tools 
throughout the course. However, many of our 
student-teachers did not readily take on board 
these concepts and practices as was evident in the 
nature of their postings on the course wiki, their 
responses to the assessment tasks and processes, 
and the variable quality of their school-based 
projects carried out during their teaching practi-
cum (school based teaching experience). Students’ 
orientation to learning and participation in the 
course, and their understandings of English lan-
guage teaching generally, remained firmly within 
their existing practices of university study and the 
version of literacy learning promoted in the rest 
of the programme. Although the majority of the 
student-teachers did participate in new literacies in 
their personal lives, they were generally not able to 
draw on their experiences to participate meaning-
fully in the course or to refashion their classroom 
practice. From our own experiences as tutors, the 
institutionalised pedagogies of teacher education 
and the dispersed, fluid and creative elements of 
new literacies presented us with numerous dilem-
mas and tensions. Although these findings were 
disappointing on one level, we are challenged to 
reflect on and potentially resolve these tensions 
in ways that are educationally meaningful. In 
our concluding section, we therefore outline a 
few considerations for teacher educators who are 
working to develop new literacies infused peda-
gogies. In the meantime, we begin by providing 
more background to our specific research in the 
section below.

backGRound

new literacies 2

The proliferation of mass media, popular culture, 
digital and mobile technologies has resulted in 
profound changes to everyday communication 
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and the nature of texts. New forms of texts and 
textual practices or ‘new literacies’, particularly 
digitally-mediated ones, have emerged in the 21st 
century (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). Contem-
porary and popular culture texts are frequently 
created through the practice of “remix” (Lessig, 
2004), involving multiple media, combining 
multiple semiotic modes such as words, image, 
sound and movement, and layered through inter-
textual and hypertextual references to create new 
meanings. Textual norms/forms are constantly 
being challenged, redesigned. Indeed, as Lank-
shear and Knobel (2006, p. 52) describe “there 
is no text paradigm. Text types are subject to 
wholesale experimentation, hybridization, and 
rule breaking”.

As new forms of texts emerge, new ways of 
“reading” and interpreting texts, and new textual 
practices have also developed. A single text may 
be intended for various social groups as users, 
and very often involve non-linear, interactive and 
multiple “reading” pathways. Widespread distri-
bution and participation made available through 
the Internet have also challenged accepted notions 
of ownership, authorship, and hierarchical rela-
tionships between authors and readers. Lankshear 
and Knobel (2006) describe these old and new 
literacy practices in terms of two mindsets. New 
literacies practices, or ‘Mindset 2’ embody a ethos 
which privileges “participation over publishing, 
distributed expertise over centralised expertise, 
collective intelligence over individual posses-
sive intelligence, collaboration over individuated 
authorship, dispersion over scarcity, sharing over 
ownership, experimentation over ‘normalization’, 
innovation and evolution over stability and fix-
ity… and so on” (p. 60). In sum, new literacies 
radically changes the nature of literacy per se in a 
number of ways: by offering enhanced possibilities 
for authenticity and engagement; by changing the 
way learners work together and interact with each 
other, thus creating new modes of relationship; 
and by the potential it offers for reaching and 
receiving feedback from wider audiences, offer-

ing enriched possibilities for affirming learners’ 
identities. These potential benefits and how they 
can be capitalized on in schools has been the focus 
of much recent research.

Researching new 
literacies education

There is now a growing body of research on new 
literacies and multiliteracies in school settings 
(for example Evans, 2005; Kist, 2005; Love, 
2006; Love, Pigdon, Baker & Hamston, 2005; 
Mills, 2007; Unsworth, 2001; Walsh, 2007) 
as well as research into youth’s out of school, 
digitally mediated literacy practices and identi-
ties (Sefton-Green, 1998; Thomas, 2007). Some 
researchers have focused on English language 
learners’ engagement in online textual practices 
and multimodal texts (Black, 2007; Lam, 2000). 
However, the majority of new literacies studies 
have been conducted in L1 school settings or in 
English speaking contexts, highlighting the need 
for research into how new literacies are interpreted 
and appropriated by teachers and learners in an 
ESL context. In particular, there is a dearth of 
research focused on new literacies in the Hong 
Kong context.

Many studies on English language literacy in 
the Hong Kong context have focussed on reading 
proficiency and achievement (Tse, Lam, Lam & 
Loh, 2005) and on the effectiveness of education 
reforms such as the Extensive Reading Scheme 
(Chow & Chou, 2000). Further research includes 
Lin’s critical sociocultural analysis of a secondary 
English reading lesson (2001), and Firkins and 
Forey’s (2006) research on the implementation 
of a critical literacy programme using Freebody 
and Luke’s Four Resources Model with academic 
low-achievers in a Hong Kong secondary school. 
However, all these studies have focussed primarily 
on paper-based print literacies, and there appear to 
be no Hong Kong based studies relating to teach-
ing and learning new literacies or multiliteracies 
teaching and learning in Hong Kong schools.
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In addition there have been very few studies 
of teacher education for new literacies and none 
in the Hong Kong context. A number of studies 
have described courses focussing on media educa-
tion and Information Technologies; for example, 
Carmen Luke (2000) describes how a media-
cultural studies and IT course were combined in 
an undergraduate teacher education programme 
in Australia to address the changing literacy 
practices of university students, while Kapitzke 
(2000) examined the pedagogical aspects of on 
line pedagogy on a course on media and technolo-
gies in education.

More recently, Rowsell et al. (2008) explored 
university teacher educator’s understandings 
of multiliteracies pedagogies, and the extent to 
which recent graduates of a four-year Bachelor 
of Education course implemented multiliteracies 
in their elementary (primary) literacy classrooms. 
While the teacher educators on the programme 
stressed the importance of modelling, connecting 
to students’ lives, close student-teacher relation-
ships, building a class community in multilitera-
cies education, and made efforts to teach along 
these lines, the study’s findings showed that new 
teachers did not always realise these in practice. 
Indeed, in all of the above studies, teacher educa-
tors made a concerted attempt to “walk the talk” 
by aligning course content and process and by 
practicing theory and theorising practice

As teacher educators, in teaching the new litera-
cies course we also strived to meet the challenges 
of aligning content and process, theory and prac-
tice, so that the principles of new literacies were 
lived as well as learned, by engendering a sense 
of shared community among ourselves and the 
student teachers. A fruitful framework for thinking 
about this sort of learning through experience is 
offered by the concept of a ‘community of prac-
tice’ (Wenger, 1998, p. 96) since a community of 
practice has both technical and social dimensions, 
is both an ‘engine of practice’ and a ‘source of 
social structure’ (Wenger, 1998).

communities of practice 
and affinity spaces

The communities of practice framework is a 
theory of learning, a theory of identity, a theory of 
meaning, a theory of community and a theory of 
practice (Boud & Middleton, 2003; Buysse, Spark-
man, & Wesley, 2003; Fetterman, 2002; Graham, 
Osgood & Karren, 1998; Hung & Nichani, 2002; 
Lave & Wenger, 1991; Lee & Valdarrama, 2003; 
Moreno, 2001; Porter, 2003; Rover, 2003; Wenger, 
1998; Wesley & Buysse, 2001). As such, it offers 
considerable potential for thinking about a group 
who are striving to learn about and to incorporate 
new literacies principles and practices into their 
teaching. In our new literacies course we wanted 
to engender a community where new literacies 
was a valued enterprise and where students were 
actively engaged in new literacies practices; where 
new literacies connected with students’ identities 
and where new identities were shaped around new 
literacies practices; and where new literacies were 
experienced as meaningful and as offering new 
possibilities for creating and sharing meaningful 
experience.

A community of practice is a group who are 
mutually engaged in a joint enterprise and who 
share a common language or discourse repertoire 
connected to that enterprise (Buysse, et al., 2003; 
Wenger, 1998). “Mutual engagement” refers to 
participation in an endeavour or practice whose 
meanings are negotiated among participants. For 
example, in the new literacies course, we strived 
to establish such common engagement by making 
a number of aspects of the course, including the 
wiki site around which it was organized, and the 
assessment criteria, negotiable among the course 
participants. “Joint enterprise” refers to the focus 
of activity that links members of a community of 
practice. In the context of this chapter, we tried 
to engender a common sense of joint enterprise 
in terms of getting the students’ to realize the 
crucial need for an expanded notion of literacy 
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in the Hong Kong English curriculum. “Shared 
repertoire” refers to the common resources for 
creating meaning that result from engagement 
in joint enterprise. In working with our student 
teachers, for example, we wanted our students 
to learn about and live new literacies concepts 
such as ‘remix’, ‘participation’ and ‘distributed 
expertise’.

In addition to the communities of practice 
framework, we drew on Gee’s (2005) notion of 
an affinity space, which characterizes many social 
configurations in the twenty first century, which 
are defined by a common interest or passion, rather 
than group membership alone, and are virtual 
rather than ‘real’, in that members don’t typically 
meet face-to-face. Salient for our purposes in 
this chapter, affinity spaces are characterized by 
dispersed, distributed knowledge and facilitated 
by a portal that “allows people to generate new 
signs and relationships among signs” (Gee, 2005, 
p. 226). We hoped that our new literacies course 
would act as such a portal, allowing students to 
collaboratively construct new knowledge and 
understanding and engender in them a passion 
for the exciting learning possibilities afforded by 
new literacies. However, the notion of students as 
collaborators raises issues of power and pedagogy, 
which we will seek to address in our discussion. 
At the same time, the communities of practice 
model has been criticized for inadequate attention 
to and theorization of power (Barton & Tusting, 
2005). To address the power issues that arose in our 
study we draw on the Foucauldian inspired work 
of Jennifer Gore, and in particular, her notion of 
potential tensions between the ‘pedagogy argued 
for’ and the ‘pedagogy of the argument’ (1993, p. 
5). Gore’s work allows us to examine the ways in 
which pedagogy is always situated within relations 
of power and to recognize the fine line between 
the promotion of new literacies pedagogy, with 
associations of liberation and empowerment, and 
new literacies as a regime of truth, operating in 
ways that undermine these ideals. We come back 
to these ideas in the final discussion; meanwhile, 

in the section that follows we will explain in more 
detail how we attempted to embody the concepts 
of communities of practice and affinity spaces in 
our new literacies course.

the new literacies course

Our 12-hour new literacies course was organized 
around three ‘input’ sessions, where we introduced 
ideas and practices from the new literacies litera-
ture, and three ‘hands-on’ sessions where student 
teachers explored and experimented with new 
literacies texts and concepts. The course took place 
in a multimedia lab so that we could work with 
the ‘technical stuff’ of new literacies in both the 
input and the hands-on sessions and we encouraged 
students to bring laptops to maximize fluidity and 
ease of movement and groupings.

In terms of conceptualizing new literacies we 
drew on Lankshear and Knobel’s (2006) notion of 
‘mindset one’ and ‘mindset two’, where mindset 
one emphasizes values of individual authorship 
and ownership and centralised expertise primarily 
within a print-based environment, while mindset 
two emphasizes participation and collaboration, 
innovation and experimentation, often within a 
digitally encoded and multimodally mediated 
environment. Within this context, we explored 
new literacies practices such as ‘remix’ and ‘par-
ticipation’, including such specific practices as 
fanfiction and weblogging, and considered their 
potential incorporation into the English language 
curriculum. By introducing and exploring these 
new literacies principles and practices via the 
alternating input and hands-on workshop sessions 
we established a shared repertoire of meaning.

In line with the more democratic, less hierar-
chical ethos of new literacies we organized the 
course around a wiki and invited the students to 
share the responsibility for, and ownership of, 
its evolution and development with us. This also 
provided potential for creating the sort of dispersed 
ownership and collaboration that characterizes 
mindset two and in a similar spirit, we placed 
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value on participation in the wiki space rather 
than on traditional concerns such as attendance in 
the classroom. For example, the wiki technology 
allowed all members of the shared social space 
to co-author the web site, including inserting 
hyperlinks, tagging, contributing to discussion 
boards and editing pages. Rather than setting 
weekly readings, as is typical practice at our 
institution, we invited the students to collabora-
tively generate a ‘reading list’ using the social 
book marking site del.icio.us and creating a tag 
cloud of related concepts, readings and websites 
and embedding this cloud into the wiki. In these 
ways we attempted to foster mutual engagement 
in new literacies practices within the community 
formed by ourselves and the student teachers in 
the hope that the students’ developing interest in 
and knowledge about new literacies would enable 
the course in general, and the wiki space specifi-
cally, to function as an affinity space.

Assessment posed the biggest challenge, in 
that there was an inherent tension between the 
collaborative, democratic spirit of mindset two 
and the institutional requirements for evaluation 
and grades. We decided to address this tension by 
incorporating a ‘product’ and ‘process’ element 
to the assessment.

The latter involved assessing the students’ par-
ticipation in the wiki space and in order to promote 
a greater sense of mutual engagement, we invited 
the students to co-develop assessment criteria for 
their participation; this had both a principled aspect 
in that it reflected the democratic ethos of new 
literacies, by drawing on the group’s collective 
intelligence, as well as a pedagogical aspect, in 
that by collaboratively constructing the assess-
ment criteria the students would develop deeper 
understandings of new literacies by experiencing 
- and articulating - the collaborative negotiation 
that characterizes writing in wiki spaces.

The former required the students to develop 
a new literacies-infused curriculum unit for their 
forthcoming teaching practicum. The students 
were encouraged to collaborate in pairs of groups 

in this task and to develop units that used technol-
ogy, not for its own sake, but to promote enhanced 
possibilities for communication, interaction, 
and relating to others, as well as to engage their 
school pupils’ wider identities beyond those typi-
cally performed in the classroom. We invited the 
students to join us in viewing this as the ultimate 
purpose of the course – in other words embrace 
the joint enterprise of making literacy teaching and 
learning, at least in English language education, 
in Hong Kong schools more real and relevant in 
relation to the rapidly changing communicative 
landscape of the 21st century.

So far we have outlined our guiding principles 
in developing our Bachelor of Education new 
literacies course and the aims we had for our 
students’ learning. However, in practice our ideals 
were confronted by a number of issues which we 
hadn’t foreseen and which are likely to be of inter-
est and relevance to teacher educators planning 
similar courses. These difficulties are discussed 
in the following section.

student teacheRs’ 
appRopRiation of 
neW liteRacies: 
neWcomeR mindsets

As outlined above, we envisaged the students as 
co-authors of the wiki space; we assumed that as 
digital ‘insiders’ they would be comfortable inter-
acting via the wiki space, distributing their prior 
and evolving expertise, collaboratively engaging 
in the learning tasks we set, and generally taking 
increased ownership of the wiki space through 
exponentially increasing levels of activity as the 
course unfolded. In practice, the students’ activity 
levels, in terms of messages posted (see Figure 
1 below) and edits made (see Figure 2 below) on 
the wiki, were clustered around key points in the 
course: specifically, there was a moderate spike 
towards the end of the course in February 2008, 
reflecting a guided, in-class activity – creating 
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a remix text with a message about education in 
Hong Kong – and in May 2008 as the deadline for 
uploading school-based projects and for assessing 
student participation in the wiki space approached. 
Thus, although activity increased during the very 
brief duration of the course, the overall pattern of 
activity was as one would expect to find in a tra-
ditional, face-to-face course driven by washback 
from a summative assessment.

Not only were there quantitative issues, but 
qualitative issues arose too. The messages can 
be grouped according to a number of categories, 
including responses to post-session questions, 
practical inquires, and responses to each others’ 
work. Initially, perhaps reflecting early enthusiasm 
for the aims of the course, there was some genuine 
sharing of student teachers’ current engagement 
with new literacies practices as they solved prob-
lems, such as learning how to tag and exchanged 

new knowledge. For example, Teresa shared her 
poetry writing, blogging and social networking 
practices, which were potential resources to be 
shared and distributed among the community:

I have been into writing poems recently. I started 
to write my own poems since April last year. The 
reasons are expressing my feelings and adding 
to my teaching materials portfolio. The tools or 
medium I have used include the computer, xanga 
(which is an online blog) and facebook (which is an 
online community for sharing and networking).

Another student, Joanne, sent us an email 
expressing her excitement that the course seemed 
to offer affirmation of her literacy identity and 
interest in Japanese manga, as well as providing 
motivation for learning:

Figure 1. Number of messages

Figure 2. Number of edits
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First of all, thanks for giving us such a wonder-
ful and inspiring lesson this morning. I have 
never thought my ‘sailormoon’ example would 
be literacy-related. I am now looking forward to 
exploring new literacy and multiliteracies!!

The same student offered critical reflection on 
the role of technology in new literacies, empha-
sizing the need for human elements of audience 
and purpose, in the context of a discussion about 
remixing songs and animation:

In my opinion, to explain the rise of this kind of 
new literacy, technology contribution itself can-
not stand, it has to also work with the creativity 
of human beings. As technology grows, the world 
becomes smaller and it is easier for us to explore 
the world. But they are just tools and things would 
not change unless somebody creates a ‘link’ for 
them.

However, there was also a tendency for the 
student teachers to engage in uncritical affirma-
tion of each others’ contributions, such as the 
following from Audrey and Teresa:

I like your picture and think that it’s rather cute! 
It’s one of the more positive ones that we have 
seen from Friday’s effort. Nice!

You have included a lot of colourful and beautiful 
pictures in your ppt. I am sure you can capture 
and sustain your students’ attention. The pictures 
are also very effective visual aids to teach the 
different home styles.

Whilst we recognize the interpersonal function 
of these bolstering responses, they were often not 
followed by more substantive or critical points 
and the predominant pattern was one of single 
responses to someone’s work (e.g. a remix text 
providing critical commentary on an educational 
issue in Hong Kong) with no reply from the 

creator of that work and with very few extended 
discussion chains. This may be because we did 
not provide sufficient modelling of the sort of 
responses we hoped to see in student teachers’ 
writing, although we did provide some, such as 
the following in response to Karen and Linda’s 
animated film:

Why did you discuss curriculum reform through the 
medium of a domestic dispute? Did you intend to 
make a comment about gender issues in education 
in Hong Kong through the images you chose?

In addition to the discussion boards, another 
means for the student teachers to participate in the 
course and the wikispace was through contributing 
to the del.icio.us tagging of new literacies related 
readings and web sites. However a tension arose 
as the student teachers used their own names as 
tags to boost the visibility of their activity and 
gain credit for participation, something they were 
being assessed on. Diana explicitly raised this 
issue with us:

As the new-/multi-literacies resources have no 
relation to our names, if we tag the resources using 
our NAMEs, it will affect the accuracy and the 
effectiveness of the search result, and it doesn’t 
seem to be a good internet user practice too.

The tension here reflects the differences be-
tween mindset one, with its emphasis on individual 
authorship and ownership of knowledge, and 
mindset two, which values collective authorship 
and distributed knowledge. There was also a ten-
sion here for us as teachers between wanting the 
students to foreground concepts and ideas and 
acknowledging their desire to see their individual 
identities affirmed and to garner capital through 
the potentially higher grades that they saw as a 
reward for a larger number of tags. As we will see 
below, these tensions became even more evident 
when they focused around issues of assessment.
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assessing new literacies: process

As noted in the section above on the new litera-
cies course, as part of our goal of promoting a 
participatory, democratic approach, reflecting 
new literacies’ mindset two, we decided to par-
tially assess student teachers through participa-
tion in the wiki space and to involve them in the 
collaborative determination of the assessment 
criteria for this purpose. To initiate the develop-
ment of these criteria, we began with the BEd 
programme’s generic assessment criteria, as well 
as Biggs’ (1999) SOLO taxonomy, and invited the 
students to adapt these to more adequately reflect 
the collaborative, participatory, distributed quali-
ties of learning and knowledge in mindset two. In 
practice, only one student made any substantive 
changes, inserting two additional criteria: “Clear 
evidence of collaboration from all students” and 
‘user-friendly format”. Another pair of students 
did suggest some changes on the discussion board 
but were reluctant to make their changes on the 
page containing the assessment criteria:

Good to see that you have had thoughts about the 
criteria; why don’t you make your changes directly 
onto the wikiparticpation page???

Margaret & Matthew

If we do it directly onto the page, we will change 
what others have written so we decided to post 
it here instead.

Teresa and Audrey

Another student raised the issue of quantity 
versus quality in terms of participation via the 
discussion boards:

…the quantity of pages does not mean there has 
been a substantial contribution to the wiki.

Karen

To which we responded:

You can do something about this by editing the 
criteria on the wiki participation page, so that they 
take into account the issues you’ve raised. Why 
don’t you edit the criteria so that they emphasize 
the quality of the response, not just the number 
of pages/tags created.

However, our suggestion was not taken up in 
either instance. This raises a number of issues. It 
indicates that the students were not actively en-
gaging with, and possibly not fully understanding, 
the collaborative authoring and editing potential 
of the wiki technology, nor with the participative 
principles of mindset two. This may have been 
due to their long and deep enculturation into an 
individualist, mindset one approach to writing and 
authorship, as well as the regulative discipline 
of traditional assessment practices, in which the 
student internalizes and assumes responsibility 
for their own individuation and classification by 
the system as an object of knowledge and power 
(Foucault, 1977). This last point is supported by 
the fact that, although we offered the students the 
option of including a peer- and self-assessment, 
the students wished to stick to the more familiar 
approach of tutor-only assessment.

assessing new literacies: product

The same issues arose in the context of the ‘prod-
uct’ assessment, the new literacies-infused curricu-
lum unit for implementation during the students’ 
teaching practicum. We put the word ‘product’ in 
quotes because our intention was that the students 
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would work and rework their projects over several 
months incorporating suggestions and getting 
ideas from peers. We designed this as a pair or 
group project; however, the students for the most 
part chose to work individually, the reason given 
being that they were working in different schools 
from their partner, thus indicating their failure to 
recognize the possibilities for collaborating at a 
distance offered by digital technologies and the 
connectivity of online communication. Those that 
did truly work in pairs were working in the same 
school. What’s more, towards the end of the teach-
ing practicum, we noticed that no one had posted 
any evidence of work on their projects, suggesting 
to us that the students were treating the task as 
a traditional summative assessment, rather than 
as an opportunity for collaborative learning that 
drew on the distributed knowledge and expertise 
of the wider group. This was confirmed when we 
sent a reminder to, and received the following 
response from, the students with regard to the 
assessment “due date”:

Our concern is that the deadline of 20 Apr is the 
weekend after our Teaching Practicum … which 
leaves some of us with very little time to work on 
it. Would really appreciate if the due date of the 
project is kept on 28 Apr as discussed in class 
before, while the responses to classmates’ projects 
and reflections is 4 May.

Diana

Our thinking on this issue is reflected in our 
response:

We had originally hoped that individuals would 
post their projects and teaching ideas as MTP 
progressed, with ongoing comments from class-
mates, and ongoing revisions by the project/
page creator. We believed this would reflect NLs 
principles and would be an appropriate approach 
to a wiki-based assignment. In other words, we 

did not expect that you would treat this as a tra-
ditional paper-based assignment to be submitted 
in one go, as a final copy, on 28th April! We saw 
this date as simply a ‘cut off point’ for university 
assessment purposes.

Matthew and Margaret

uniforms as usual

In addition to these issues of process, many student 
teachers’ projects also revealed the tenacity of 
traditional language teaching approaches which 
focus on individual cognition, language as conduit, 
and what Marion Williams (1999) refers to as a 
‘parcel’ view of knowledge, all of which reflect 
mindset one. Joanne’s project is a case in point. 
She asked her students to design a new school 
uniform in groups and create a visual display, us-
ing textiles and bits of clothing, which they then 
presented to the rest of the class. Her rationale 
and aims are outlined in Table 1.

Joanne has attempted to conceptualize her 
project in terms of new literacies, however, there 
are some serious misconceptions. Collaboration, 
sharing and creative rule-breaking are certainly 
components of new literacies; however, they are 
not by themselves sufficient to ensure that an ac-
tivity reflects a new literacies ethos. For example, 
creative rule-breaking implies an understanding 
of the generic conventions of existing literacy 
practices and deliberately subverting and/or chal-
lenging them; whereas Joanne’s students – at least 
some of them – are exercising artistic creativity 
but still operating inside the conventions of the 
discipline of school uniform and the collabora-
tion and sharing are also limited to the traditional 
participants, audience and purposes of English 
language teaching; it remains a pedagogic task 
with little real world connections, as indicated by 
aims such as “students should learn and practice 
new vocabulary items in the unit”. And her new 
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literacies-related aim of remix was similarly not 
realized due to the conventionality of the task, 
which reproduced rather than challenged accepted 
discourses, as was evident in the students’ posters 
which either resembled traditional school uniforms 
or typical Hong Kong casual wear. There was 
little sense of either carnivalistic entertainment or 
sharp social commentary that often characterizes 
contemporary remix texts. Another issue raised 
in this example is the relationship between group 
work and collaboration; the former, while it may 
lead to collaboration, may also be little more than 
a physical configuration, whereas the latter implies 
genuine sharing of ideas and dispersed knowledge, 
creating a whole that exceeds the sum of its parts. 
One of the key affordances of digital technologies 
is the scope it can provide for rich collaboration; 
however, Joanne’s pen and paper project was 
unable to capitalize on this potential.

How might Joanne’s project have avoided these 
problems? One immediate starting point would be 
to conceptualize school uniforms as ‘texts’ that 
operate as part of a wider disciplinary technol-
ogy of schooling. This would have allowed the 
students to see ways of creating new ‘texts’ which 
comment on (for example, designing prison-like 
uniforms) or challenge (for example, designing 
police-like uniforms) the messages carried by 

traditional uniforms rather than duplicating these 
messages. The task could also have been made 
more engaging and authentic by using technology 
to communicate with students in other schools and 
contexts, including ones where formal uniforms 
are not worn, so as to defamiliarize the social 
practice of uniforms.

old Wine in new bottles

Another project raised a different set of issues in 
relation to new literacies pedagogy. In this ex-
ample, Audrey and Teresa, unlike Joanne, did make 
use of technology within a project on students’ 
home “cultures”, called ‘The United Nations of 
ACCC’ (see Table 2). In this school, there was a 
mix of “local” and “international” students, and 
the task involved them writing a short article about 
an “aspect” of their country. Teachers provided 
“tips” on internet use in the form of hyperlinks to 
sites such as http://chineseculture.about.com/cs/
customs/ which present a ‘holidays and heroes’ 
view of culture (Nieto, 2002). Aside from this 
fairly directive search activity, the only other use 
of the internet was to upload homework “to allow 
students to communicate with us and each other 
as they are completing their assignments over the 
holiday”, ironically undermined by the instruction 

Table 1. Joanne’s project rationale and aims 

We Love our New Summer Uniform!! 
 
1. Teaching Background 
 
The activity was carried out while they were learning a unit called ‘Fashion’. I think their textbook is not very authentic and students do 
not get a chance to understand what fashion is or can be. Furthermore, I think creativity is vital in fashion; this activity is designed to 
encourage students with more creative and rule-breaking mindset 2 thinking. 
 
2. Teaching Focus 
 
By the end of the project, students should learn and practice new vocabulary items in the unit, and; 
Students should experience collaborative work, sharing and creative rule-breaking (different new literacies concept), and; 
Students should be able to practice their reading, listening, writing and speaking skills. 
 
3. Strategies (in of new literacies practice) 
 
In this lesson, mainly mindset 2 will be implemented, but they will also learn how to remix different cultures into their uniform.
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to students to “print it out and submit it” to the 
teachers. The teachers did give an instruction to 
the students to comment on each others’ work on 
a wetpaint site, however, this opportunity for col-
laboration was not taken up. Another interesting 
point to note is the view of images as decorative 
embellishment of their written work, “to make it 
more attractive”, as opposed to the new literacies 
conception of images as an integral part of mul-
timodal text forms. Overall, this project seems a 
paradigm case of “old wine in new bottles” (Lank-
shear & Knobel, 2006, p. 54), where technology is 
used for its own sake, rather than for its potential 
to genuinely enhance learning.

Audrey and Teresa might have considered us-
ing the wetpaint site to reach a genuine audience 
for their students’ written work, for example, by 
collaborating with another classmate teaching in 
a different school during the practicum, and en-
couraging students from the two schools to read 
and comment on each others’ work. They also 
might have dealt with the topic of culture more 
critically by first having students write about their 
individual lives and then, through a comparison 
of the websites with their students’ lived experi-
ences, critically examine the websites for their 
fixed and often stereotypical views of national 
culture and ethnicity.

from Words and sentences 
to songs and Videos

Despite the problems we have identified in the 
above student-teacher’s work, there were more 
successful examples of new literacies-infused 
projects. In the following example, Linda had 
her students create remix texts commenting 
on environmental issues in Hong Kong using 
Windows Movie Maker and posting them to the 
shared social space of YouTube. Her project is 
outlined in Table 3. Her students’ multimodal 
texts involved music, photos with captions that 
interacted with the song lyrics. In one example, 
the students built their remix text around the theme 
song, I need to wake up (Etheridge, 2006), from 
the film An Inconvenient Truth (Bender & Guggen-
heim, 2006), which students changed to We need 
to wake up now. The images and captions were 
focussed on environmental issues in Hong Kong 
that had been prominent in the media recently, 
such as, landfill pollution, use of plastic bags 
and bottles, smoking in public, and construction 
generated dust. Whereas the song was cast in the 
first person, the students demonstrated awareness 
of the mutual shaping of language and purpose 
by using the second personal pronoun to gener-
ate a sense of individual responsibility, and the 
third person plural pronoun to generate a sense 
of inclusiveness and solidarity between the text 
producer and consumer.

Table 2. Audrey and Teresa’s writing task 

Easter Holiday Assignment: The United Nations of ACCC

For local students who have been assigned a topic by your Chi-
nese teacher, write an article on one of the following topics: 
      Red Eggs and Birthday Cake 
      Hong Kong Style Restaurants and Fast Food Restaurants  
Egg Tarts, Milk Tea and Hong Kong Style Restaurants 
Calligraphy and Chinese Keyboard Typing 
Traditional Chinese Housing 
Plum, Orchid, Chrysanthemum and Bamboo 
The Great Wall 
For international students: Write an article on one aspect (e.g. 
food, climate, sports, population, housing, etc.) about the country 
you are from.

1. Decide which topic you are going to write about 
2. Search for relevant information 
~ Surf the internet (Tips from Miss T & Mrs. A) 
~ Make use of what you already know 
~ Ask your family 
3. Write your article 
~ You MUST use the template 
~ You may add photos / pictures to make it more attractive 
4. Upload your article [onto the wetpaint site] 
5. Print it out and submit it to Miss T / Mrs. A
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Linda introduced the task by having her 
students view and analyse similar multimodal 
videos produced by high school students in other 
contexts and posted on YouTube. She presented 
these videos not as professionally-produced films 
“like those we watch on TV but they are works 
made by students or other people who want to 
promote the awareness of environmental protec-
tion.” This demonstrated her understanding of 
new communicative and relational affordances 
offered by digital technologies as well as a sense 
of what would appeal to students’ identities, and 
invited them to envision themselves as members of 
a wider community of environmentally conscious 
new literacies practitioners.

neW liteRacies oR old 
ReGimes of pedaGoGy?

From the above discussion a number of issues can 
be identified for us as teacher educators centring 
around the tension between the ideals of new 
literacies and the practices of institutionalised 
education, and in particular, the tension between 
autonomous, self-directed participation in re-
searching new literacies as an affinity space versus 
the assigned readings, the in-class handouts and 
input sessions, and the formal assessment require-
ments of the university course. These tensions 
resonate with the distinction identified by Gore 
in her critique of critical and feminist pedagogy, 

between “the pedagogy argued for… and the 
pedagogy of the argument” (1993, p. 5), between 
what we preach and what we practice. Despite our 
careful consideration of content and process, we 
had been unable to escape a stark contradiction 
between what we were advocating for our student 
teachers, in terms of participation, collaboration, 
and distributed expertise, and the institutional 
disciplinary regime’s requirements for completion 
and its practices of individuation and classification. 
As teacher educators, we had naively hoped to 
engender with the student teachers a community 
of new literacies advocates and practitioners, in 
which they bridged the gap between out of- and 
in-class literacy practices, bringing the former 
to bear on the latter, and extending this process 
through “constellations of practice” (Wenger, 
1998, p. 127) in their work with students in 
schools. For the student teachers, however, the 
salient community of practice was defined by 
their role as university students, who had been 
together as group for four years, who attended the 
same classes and had developed friendships within 
the group, and who saw our course as one of a 
number they needed to pass in order to complete 
their degree. In other words, the student-teachers 
knew how to “do university study” well, and 
experienced meaningfulness in this community 
of practice. However, despite our attempts to 
“unpack” our new literacies infused pedagogies 
with the student-teachers, their existing commu-
nity of practice proved to be constraining them 

Table 3. Linda’s environmental video project 

Environmental protection 
1. From photos to words -- exploring the topic through photos [of pollution] and using students’ prior knowledge 
2. From words to sentences – using students’ prior knowledge to write meaningful sentences about the photos 
3. From words/sentences to songs/videos – introducing the use of new literacies 
     A few videos about environmental protection have been chosen to share with students. Those videos are made not professionally 
filmed and remixed like those we watch on TV but they are works made by students or other people who want to promote the awareness 
of environmental protection. 
4. Using Windows Movie Maker – learning how to do remix and practicing 
     Students will be taught to use this tool to make a movie clip by using photos, pictures and songs related to the topic “environment”. 
They have to work out the message(s) they want to promote in the movie clip. 
5. Sharing – work appreciation and response
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and holding them “hostage to that experience”. 
This reminds us that “the indigenous production of 
practice makes communities of practice the locus 
of creative achievements and the locus of inbred 
failures; the locus of resistance to oppression and 
the locus of the reproduction of its conditions; the 
cradle of the self but also the potential cage of the 
soul” (Wenger, 1998, p. 85).

These tensions can be also seen as reflecting 
different forms of misalignment between our 
espoused principles and our practice. We can see 
one form of misalignment when we look at our 
expectations with respect to how a shared knowl-
edge base was to be developed in the course. As 
part of our vision for the community of practice 
we hoped to create, we imagined that students 
would engage in new literacies practices between 
classes, such as searching the internet for interest-
ing readings and websites, tagging and sharing 
them via the wiki, and posting critical comments 
and responses on the discussion boards. However, 
in practice, this didn’t happen so that at critical 
points where we needed students to read material 
to inform class discussions we found ourselves 
assigning and giving out photocopies of key 
readings and asking students to present them in 
class. In this case, similar to our failed attempts 
to have students generate their own assessment 
criteria for participation, our principles and our 
practice were prised apart by the response of the 
student teachers to our pedagogy.

On the other hand, a different set of tensions 
arose between the informal practices that student 
teachers characteristically engaged in as part of 
their out of class, personal internet use, such as 
posting informal photos of themselves on their 
project pages, and creating links to jokes and 
amusing sites, alongside their discussions of old 
and new literacies. Such mixing of personal/light-
hearted and professional/serious is common in the 
world of web 2.0 and mindset two (indeed, we 
also included “fun” elements into our participation 
on the wiki, for example a photoshopped image 
of ourselves for our user icon, and an animated 

video to set a workshop task); yet as teacher edu-
cators we found it difficult to accept this kind of 
participation, seeing it as indicative of the student 
teachers’ lack of serious commitment. In this case, 
our response raises questions about the degree to 
which our own alignment between what we prac-
ticed and what we preached was ever as close as 
we might have liked to believe. Reflecting on this 
episode, we note Gore’s insight into the way that 
“teacher education, as institutionalised pedagogy, 
is unique in its function as meta-pedagogy,” (1993 
p.143), that is, in its capacity to, at once, provide 
knowledge of new literacies and at the same time 
to model the experience of new literacies-infused 
teaching. Yet the institutionalized nature of teacher 
education, embodied by the institutions in which 
teacher education is conducted, pose limits as well 
as offering possibilities for the integration of new 
literacies-infused pedagogies; we were only too 
ready to see the latter but insufficiently cognizant 
of the former.

As an example of our attempts to grapple 
with notions of meta-pedagogy, and also of one 
of our struggles with limits in teacher education, 
we assumed that the student-teachers, in a course 
about new literacies, would welcome the chance to 
engage in the more democratic and participatory 
learning of new literacies via the wiki, del.icio.us 
tagging, and through collaborative projects, which 
modelled new literacies practices. In a sense, we 
were attempting to align the ‘pedagogy argued for’ 
and the ‘pedagogy of the argument’. However, we 
did not fully consider what was at stake for these 
student teachers in challenging (aspects of) the 
established machinery of institutionalised educa-
tion, which had its own preferred and recognized 
pedagogy of the argument, in which the teacher is 
deferred to as the source of knowledge and learn-
ing. Our insistence on enacting a more ‘democratic’ 
approach suggests that our new literacies infused 
pedagogy, in this context, may have been enacted 
as a regulative ‘regime of truth’ (Gore, 1993). The 
student-teachers described above, whom we felt 
were simply “going through the motions” of new 
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literacies, were possibly resisting our regimented 
pedagogy of new literacies.

Another way to understand many student 
teachers’ apparent superficiality around new 
literacies practices is through the concept of “le-
gitimate peripheral participation” in communities 
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Our desire 
and expectation for our students to appropriate 
new literacies principles and practices largely 
by themselves, mediated only through particular 
artifacts, reifications or portals such as the remix 
text workshop, the wiki, the del.icio.us tag cloud, 
and the assessment tasks, meant that we missed 
opportunities to engage in the community of 
practice ourselves in order to model the kinds of 
practices, including attitudes, beliefs and values 
and ways of talking about and within (p. 109) new 
literacies we hoped the students would appropri-
ate, and we thus missed opportunities to take an 
active part in constructing that community. For 
example, while we did post a few critical ques-
tions on the wiki and initially added links to the 
readings tag cloud, our involvement in the wiki-
community was minimal and always in role of 
the teacher. On the one hand our reluctance to 
“model” reflected our belief in student-centred 
pedagogies (and our conflation of “prescription” 
and “modelling”) and our efforts to realise the 
non-hierarchical ethos of new literacies; but our 
lack of participation as practitioners meant that 
student-teachers’ ‘legitimate peripheral partici-
pation’ could not take place as they did not have 
“broad access to areas of mature practice” (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991, p. 110) not only in the wiki and 
in the course, but in their practicum schools and 
in the larger BEd programme:

Where there is no cultural identity encompass-
ing the activity in which newcomers participate 
and no field of mature practice for what is being 
learned, exchange value replaces the use value 
of increasing participation. The commoditization 
of learning engenders a fundamental contradic-
tion between the use and exchange values of the 

outcome of learning, which manifests itself in 
conflicts between learning to know and learning 
to display knowledge for evaluation (p. 112).

Perhaps these tensions should have come as 
no surprise to us. After all, we were attempting 
to create a community of practice in which new 
literacies would be lived rather than just talked 
about in the brief space of a 12-hour university 
course over a period of less than four weeks of 
time and during their 10-week practicum which 
followed. This was too optimistic to say the least, 
given the myriad demands and pressures on the 
student teachers during this critical time in their 
degree. Overall, compartmentalising new litera-
cies into a single module at the end of a 4-year 
programme meant that the key learning processes 
of internalization and transformation of knowledge 
and beliefs, through participation in a community 
where ways of acting and interacting reflect the 
values, attitudes and assumptions of our desired 
pedagogy (Johnson, 2009) were unable to take 
root. The result was a considerable degree of ‘false 
clarity’ (Fullan, 2001, p. 77) with regard to new 
literacies concepts, principles and practices on 
the part of the student teachers and frustration for 
us as teacher educators. With this in mind, in the 
final section we outline some of the key lessons 
we have learned as part of our critical reflection 
on our new literacies course, and suggest ways 
teacher educators might consider the implications 
of new literacies for their programmes.

neW liteRacies and teacheR 
education foR the futuRe

We still hold to the principle that new literacies 
needs to be lived in teacher education, given our 
understandings of literacies as multiple and social, 
and new literacies as primarily relational – that is, 
about new ways of relating to others – in that they 
are shared, distributed, collaborative, dispersed, 
and creative. This suggests that teacher educa-
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tion programmes need to infuse new literacies in 
many different aspects of the programme: taught 
modules, pedagogical tasks, the teaching practi-
cum, and assessment practices need to involve 
experience of, rather than just learning about, 
the discourses and practices that competent new 
literacies ‘insiders’ engage in, in ‘the real world’. 
This might involve, for example, giving student 
teachers access to forums that offer genuine peer-
level dialogue with new literacies teachers. Such 
activities should provide access to sufficiently 
varied discourses and practices, so that students 
are in a position to critique any particular example 
from the vantage point of another (Gee, 2004).

Ensuring that new literacies principles and 
practices are lived rather than just taught also 
implies that teacher educators need to live new 
literacies themselves, and take on insider identities 
as new literacies practitioners in their professional 
lives. That is, if educators are to avoid the trap of 
trying to find “educationally useful things to do” 
with technology (Bigum, 2002, p. 130, cited in 
Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 185) – which usually 
means assimilating new technologies in tokenistic 
fashion as appendages to existing pedagogical 
practices – then educators need to understand from 
the inside the meaning, value and purpose of the 
new literacies practices enabled by technology. 
This implies that we as teacher educators need to 
use new literacies as part of our everyday practices 
by, for example, maintaining a blog or actively 
participating in other web 2.0 forums.

However, while creative challenges to tra-
ditional modes of teaching and learning are en-
couraged, in order for new ways of learning and 
interacting in teacher education not to become 
assimilated into the business as usual “regime 
of pedagogy” (Gore, 1993, p. 119), as teacher 
educators we need to, not only seek what will 
always be an ever-elusive alignment between 
the pedagogy argued for and the pedagogy of the 
argument, but also share our aims, purposes and 
practices explicitly with student teachers, and be 
open to ways in which this dialogue might point 

to unconsidered possibilities for new literacies-
infused pedagogy. This will mean that one core 
component of any task becomes a process of jointly 
unpacking its assumptions, purposes and value at 
both the content and experiential level of teacher 
learning, as well as the level of its application to the 
school classroom, as part of building and promot-
ing meta-level awareness of, and dialogue about, 
pedagogy. In this way we may be able to move 
towards designing new literacies-infused teacher 
education that goes some way to recognizing and 
working with the power relations that inevitably 
inhere in the pedagogical encounter, whilst at the 
same time being relevant and responsive to the 
changing nature and requirements of literacy in 
the 21st century.
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intRoduction

The impact that ICT is having on the education sector 
is a pervasive issue. There is a need for research in 
this field, not least because governments worldwide 
are investing heavily in the provision of hardware 
and software to educational institutions as well as 
in the training of teachers and students of all ages 

in the application of ICT in teaching and learning 
(Loveless & Ellis, 2001). More children than ever 
are surfing the Internet (Net). They are the “Net-
Generation” (Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005). This is 
the generation of children learning, playing and com-
municating in ways very different from that of their 
parents. It is now a challenge for educators to design 
and deliver programs that are optimal for current 
learners. While use of the Net has potential dangers 

abstRact

As the integration of information and communications technologies (ICT) in Singapore schools reaches a 
considerable level of maturity and stability, a pertinent question is: how has ICT integration impacted on 
pedagogy in Singapore schools? The present study attempts to address this question through interpretive, 
case-study research in two Singaporean secondary schools. The study found the use of ICT was limited 
in its perceived pedagogical value by teachers. A lack of appreciation and/or understanding of the com-
plexity of the process or culture shift required for ICT to be implemented and integrated effectively into 
the Malay Language Curriculum along with conformity to policy directions resulted in underutilisation 
and uncritical use of ICT tools, and an adherence to the traditional method of assigning tasks and the 
maintenance of existing practices.
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which include misinformation (Luke, 2000) and 
Internet addiction (Khoo, 2001), it nevertheless 
provides potentially unlimited opportunities for 
education, entertainment and enterprise (McNeely, 
2005). The use of ICT therefore, provides count-
less multimodal opportunities for teachers and 
students to teach and learn with, if the technology 
is used appropriately. In many educational con-
texts, the application of ICT tools in classrooms 
has become an overt illustration of the application 
of theories about new literacies and multilitera-
cies. The case studies reported on in this chapter 
provide an example of the assumptions inherent 
in such a coupling, that is, that a multiliteracies 
approach to language and literacy education is 
essentially based on an integration of ICT into 
classroom practice.

backGRound

ICT is integral to the overall vision for education 
as expressed in Singapore’s Thinking Schools 
and Learning Nation (TSLN) (Saravanan, 2005) 
initiative that seeks to make Singapore a nation of 
thinking and committed citizens. Under this vision, 
Singapore has shifted away from an efficiency-
driven education towards an ability-driven one 
that aims to develop and harness the abilities 
of every child. The focus is on the creation of 
learner-centred learning environments, the nur-
turing of thinking skills and creativity through 
formal and informal curricula. ICT is viewed as 
a “mediating tool” but not as a subject of study 
for many of these processes in the schools. The 
focus in the TSLN policy is therefore not chang-
ing an understanding of literacy in favour of a 21st 
century version that is more closely associated 
with a multiliteracies approach, but the TSLN 
has focused on the integration of ICT tools and 
software in traditional curricula.

In Singapore schools students may study Malay 
as a second language, and the Malay Language 
Curriculum incorporates the National vision of 

TSLN and allocates 30% of curriculum time using 
ICT (MOE, 2003). The use of ICT in Malay writing 
classrooms was designed to develop increasingly 
independent learners who are confident users of 
ICT; exploring and finding out for themselves 
solutions to problems. With greater peer interac-
tion in writing lessons using ICT compared to 
non-ICT lessons (Hennessy, 2000), the use of ICT 
is supposed to promote collaborative work among 
students (Towndrow, 2005). The use of ICT in 
mainstream schooling has been widely expected 
to penetrate and transform teaching and learning 
across the curriculum (Loveless & Ellis, 2001).

However, some scholars (Cuban, 2001; Hen-
nessy, Deaney & Ruthven, 2003; Tearle, 2003) 
argue, whilst ICT use in education is increasing, 
this “transformation” has not yet occurred, and the 
extent and nature of ICT integration in schools is 
still very varied, and in many instances limited. 
Perhaps the high expectation of the role ICT could 
play in schools places both opportunities and chal-
lenges for those involved in its implementation 
and application for learning. The main focus in the 
present study is to explore how ICT impacts and 
extend learning in subject areas particularly in the 
Malay Language context, whilst also unpacking 
the connection between ICT and multiliteracies.

ict and second lanGuaGe 
WRitinG pedaGoGy

Warschauer (2000) argues that ICT empower 
students and give them greater control over their 
own learning, thus increasing their agency. Indeed, 
agency is really what makes students so excited 
about using computers in the classroom that is the 
student has some level of control over their own 
learning. Most of the studies in this area (e.g., 
Parks, Huot, Hamers, & Lemonnier, 2005; Spires, 
Lee & Turner, 2008) conclude that the computer 
does provide students with a powerful means of 
placing their stamp on the world. For example, 
the word processing tool found with most office 
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type applications, has been found to provide learn-
ers with the opportunity to participate willingly 
and enthusiastically in the production of second 
language writing material (Mumtaz & Hammond, 
2002; Russell, Bebell, Cowan & Corbelli, 2003; 
Goldberg, Russel & Cook, 2003). Vygotsky 
(1978) points out that one of the difficulties that 
a learner has in writing is that he or she addresses 
“an absent or an imaginary person or no one in 
particular” and thus has no motivation or feels no 
need to write, whereas in oral conversation “every 
sentence is prompted by a motive” (Vygotsky, 
1978, p. 99). In contrast, writing generated through 
ICT is usually for a particular audience and for a 
particular purpose. Thus, the writing becomes a 
tool for exchanging information, interacting with 
others and challenging opinions among a group 
of learners (Lin et al., 2005). If used purposefully 
in writing classrooms, ICT is able to help second 
language learners to establish audience, purpose 
and context.

At the same time as ICT offers all this potential 
to second language student writers, certain issues 
of literacy remain unresolved. There is evidence 
that ICT can help students to produce good writing 
and teachers to teach more effectively in second 
language classrooms, but there is no clear message 
in such evidence that ICT will make a difference 
simply by being used (Salvo, 2002). A review of 
the literature on ICT and second language writing 
pedagogy reveals that although ICT can improve 
learning, there are a number of issues that need 
to be considered if this suite of tools is going to 
make a difference. Given this, teachers should 
offer students self-directed learning activities 
that encourage self-expression. Small-group 
collaboration with computers is effective when 
students have received training in the collaborative 
process (Vallance & Towndrow, 2007). Teachers 
also need to be effective in integrating ICT into 
the curriculum, with teachers using ICT benefiting 
from a social network of other ICT-using teachers 
at their school. Some caution is therefore called 
for at the broad level in terms of where and how 

ICT might have an impact on second language 
writing pedagogy, especially in the area of the 
“informed use” of ICT in second language writ-
ing classrooms (Adams, 2007). For instance, if 
the main goal of a second language writing class 
is the development of argumentative skills, then 
teachers need to know what types of computer 
mediated communications are best suited to teach 
those skills (Salvo, 2002). Students are able to 
analyse how information is presented and how 
different modes of presentation create impact. 
They also have the opportunity to interact effec-
tively as well as learn to acquire grammar and 
linguistic structures and patterns which can be 
used to create various discourse forms or text types 
depending on the linguistic choices made (Lin, 
Cranton & Bridglall, 2005). In essence, students 
have to be taught how ICT can help them make 
these linguistic choices to suit purpose, audience, 
context and culture at both local and international 
levels (Reynolds, 2005). Students need to also be 
aware of the changing nature of literacy practices 
in relation to computer mediated communications 
and gain an understanding of the multiple forms 
of texts available in these contexts, as such a 
multiliteracies perspective.

What is becoming increasingly clear is that 
within the learning of second language writing 
in which ICT is to be used, it is important for 
students to analyse the interrelationship between 
the knowledge domain and the proposed use 
of digital and non-digital tools, together with a 
consideration of the culture, context of learning, 
the students’ previous history of learning and the 
ways in which the teacher interacts with students 
throughout the learning process (Kim & Kim, 
2005). What ICT has done is to draw attention to 
both the tool-using aspects of this human endeavor 
and to appropriate theories of learning. In this way, 
the use of ICT can become a tool for enhanced 
theorizing of teaching and learning in addition 
to extending the computer writing environment 
by linking student writers to other people with 
whom they may interact to develop their own 
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writing (Kaplan, 2000; Kress, 2003). Through a 
computer network, students’ computers may be 
linked to those of their teachers’ as well as those 
of other students as a way to develop collabora-
tive work or to gain input into their writing other 
than by face-to-face interaction (Parks et al., 
2003; 2005).

There has been considerable interplay over the 
years between research into writing and learning 
and instructions using ICT in the teaching of 
second language writing. Much of the research 
has had direct repercussions on the classroom, 
with classroom practice and observation often the 
source of these research studies (Wang & Wen, 
2002). This interplay has made writing a dynamic 
and fruitful area of work and is a clear theme in 
reviews of the use of ICT in second language 
writing research (see Goldberg et al., 2003; Kroll, 
2003; Laurinen & Marttunen, 2007; Parks et al., 
2005; Taylor & Gitsaki, 2004). What is less clear 
is the relationship between this interplay of writing 
research and ICT in second language classrooms 
and the development of a multiliteracies approach 
to second language learning. In the case studies 
presented in this chapter it is clear that while there 
is a significant relationship between the writing 
pedagogy used by the teachers in their classrooms 
and the use of particular ICT tools, there has been 
little work done in these schools or classrooms on 
changing inherent understandings of the meaning 
of literacy in the 21st Century.

ReseaRch desiGn and methods

The present study examined the use of ICT in two 
Malay Language classrooms in two high schools 
in Singapore. School A is a girls’ secondary school 
located in an inner-city area. It is among one of the 
elite schools in Singapore, famous for its record 
of academic and sports excellence. The school 
boasts two computer labs. These rooms are in 
great demand and often timetabled for other uses. 
It employs two full time technical staff to assist 

teachers with the use of ICT. The school has a 
special Malay Language classroom where students 
attend the Malay Language lessons. This special 
room is equipped with a computer and local area 
network (LAN) access for the teacher to connect 
to a data projector or the Internet. The teacher who 
participated in the study is called Mrs Aminah. 
She began her teaching career ten years ago. Mrs 
Aminah has a strong academic background, but it 
is her love for teaching and the Malay Language 
which she believes made her choose the profession. 
Her students are in Secondary 3 (Year 10). There 
are 25 girls altogether in this class; 21 Malay, two 
Chinese and two Indian students. The students 
are high achievers, task-oriented and motivated 
to excel academically.

School B is a co-educational secondary school 
located on the outskirts of Singapore. Almost all 
students who gain entry to this school are among 
the middle and lower ability band of students. The 
cohort is comprised of students in the Secondary 
3 (Year 10) Express class. There are two girls and 
eight boys altogether in this class; eight Malay, one 
Chinese and one Indian student. They are of aver-
age ability but are motivated to learn and explore 
new challenges. The school believes in forward-
thinking curriculum innovations and it is strongly 
oriented towards showcasing teachers’ use of ICT 
in classrooms. The school employs one full time 
technical staff member to assist teachers and has 
three computer labs. Like School A, School B also 
has a special Malay Language classroom. There 
are two Malay Language teachers in this school 
but only one participated in this study. Mr Muham-
mad agreed to be involved in this study because he 
is very passionate about computers and believes 
the use of ICT in the Malay Language classroom 
may improve students’ language learning. He is an 
enthusiastic, young teacher about 27 years old and 
has been teaching Malay Language in the school 
for the past four years. Mr Muhammad is also 
actively involved in conducting sharing sessions 
and free workshops for the Teachers’ Network 
at the Ministry of Education training centre. In 
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these workshops, Mr Muhammad shares with 
other teachers how to use some of the software 
available to help them teach the Malay Language 
in their day-to-day classroom teaching.

Data were collected using classroom observa-
tions (five lessons from each classroom on one 
unit of work: students in Classroom A had to write 
a speech as a famous person for the opening of a 
school; students in Classroom B had to write an 
argumentative essay on the use of recycled water); 
teacher and student interviews (10 students from 
each class were interviewed); and a small student 
survey to explore students’ attitudes towards the 
use of ICT for learning. In the following sec-
tions, the most significant findings of the study 
are discussed.

impact of ict on malay 
lanGuaGe cuRRiculum

In Singapore, the Malay Language Curriculum 
has three foci when describing pedagogical ap-
proaches to be used in the teaching of writing: a 
process oriented approach; learner-centredness; 
and contextualisation. The impact of ICT on this 
curriculum is therefore discussed here under each 
of these foci.

In the Malay Language Curriculum, the process 
oriented approach to the teaching of writing is 
described as having planning, drafting, editing, 
and publishing phases. The Internet was used in 
both classrooms during the planning stage of the 
writing task. The majority of the students from 
both classrooms felt that the Internet connection 
was too slow and on many occasions technical 
problems were stumbling blocks in their effort 
to use the materials effectively in the computer 
mediated lessons. In fact both of the teachers 
argued that they had to have an alternative plan 
in case there were problems with the Internet 
connection.

However, the Internet did facilitate students’ 
learning to a certain extent. Two of the many ben-

efits of Internet use in both classrooms were put 
forward by the teachers and the students. Firstly, 
the teachers indicated during the interviews that 
the Internet had helped students in gathering the 
information needed for their writing task. Students 
from both classrooms advocated that the Internet 
had not only furnished them with authentic, reli-
able and accurate information but also provided 
interesting images. The students believed that these 
images helped them to remember important facts 
about the writing topic. Secondly a few students 
gave feedback that the materials available from 
the Internet were usually formatted in an aestheti-
cally pleasing and uncluttered manner that enabled 
students to generate more ideas. Some students 
claimed that the Google search engine for instance 
provided students with an added advantage as it 
allowed access to cached websites. The students 
believed that these added features on the Internet 
helped them to organise their ideas in the plan-
ning phase.

In the drafting and editing phase of the writing 
task, students should be given ample time to work 
on the writing task. With adequate discussion, ex-
ploration and organisation of ideas in the planning 
stage, students could then start to do their drafting 
and editing. Unlike the planning stage where both 
Mrs Aminah and Mr Muhammad made use of the 
Internet for students to search for information and 
generate ideas for the writing, in the drafting and 
editing stage, the teachers differed in their use of 
ICT tools. Mrs Aminah had asked the students in 
Classroom A to draft and edit their text on speech 
writing using the word processor, whereas Mr 
Muhammad used blogging for students to draft 
and edit short paragraphs consisting of a few ar-
guments. The students commented that blogging 
helped them to play with ideas for their writing, 
ask for clarification about confusing details, show 
readers their emotional responses to the writing 
topic and question the believability of their peers’ 
writing. However one disadvantage of Mr Mu-
hammad’s holistic approach to teaching writing 
was that there was no drafting and editing of the 
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completed argumentative text. The only drafting 
and editing that occurred in Classroom B was in 
relation to the blog. Thus blogging was used as a 
tool for drafting and editing short paragraphs but 
not the argumentative essay which the students 
were required to do. What the students wrote on 
the blog was not a draft of the essay but only 
short paragraphs that did not reflect the structure 
and appropriate form which would be expected 
in an argumentative essay. The students from Mr 
Muhammad’s class did indicate that they received 
feedback from other students on their writing but 
were disappointed that Mr Muhammad did not 
provide such feedback. The students noted that Mr 
Muhammad did not focus much on conventions 
that involved correctness in sentence formation, 
usage, and mechanics. Brush and Saye (2000) 
suggest that teachers who are teaching low and 
average-ability groups like Mr Muhammad’s stu-
dents should prepare some specifically-directed 
questions or prompts during the drafting and ed-
iting session so that the students can find useful 
writing tips to improve the quality of the content 
and mechanics including corrections of spelling, 
punctuation, sentence structure and argumentative 
style. Editing requires a great amount of skill on 
the students’ part, and close supervision from 
the teacher (Ferris, 2007). Mr Muhammad could 
have used the available ICT tools to teach editing 
and reviewing skills that the students needed or 
perhaps use ICT tools to facilitate communica-
tion with his students about drafting, editing and 
revising the students’ argumentative essays (Lamb 
& Johnson, 2006).

In the publishing phase of the writing task, the 
majority of the students in Mrs Aminah’s class re-
ported that they found it much easier to draft, edit, 
revise and improve their text on a word processor. 
If they had done their writing by hand, they claimed 
that they would have to completely rewrite their 
work, which they often found dull and boring. 
They felt that writing on the computer allowed 
them to go back and forth in their writing process, 
to draft and edit at the same time and gave them 

the opportunity to check and ensure their writing 
was not repetitive. The students also claimed that 
they were more thorough and revised their work 
more often because of the cut and paste function 
available from the word processing tool. However 
looking at the students’ final writing, one cannot 
but wonder whether we are really preparing our 
students for the 21st Century if we do not allow 
them to actually produce a multimodal text. The 
students in the present study produced plain texts 
on white paper and not multimodal ones.

learner-centredness

A learner-centred approach defines learning as 
individual “discovery” (Walker & Baets, 2000). 
The learner is at the centre of the learning process. 
Learner-centred learning is an active and dynamic 
process through which learners develop deep un-
derstanding while taking responsibility for their 
own learning. This process will help to provide 
learners with the best possible educational experi-
ences in a flexible and stimulating environment. 
It would also enable students to have access to 
the resources that help them as individual learners 
develop skills and self-awareness of their own 
learning processes, develop increasing indepen-
dence in their learning and give learners greater 
autonomy and control over their learning methods 
and pace of study (Pedersen & Liu, 2003).

In this study, Mrs Aminah used a didactic ap-
proach in her writing pedagogy. For instance, she 
wrote on the whiteboard each step that the students 
should take. This type of scaffolding was unneces-
sary for her higher academic students. Most of the 
time students were sitting and listening to what 
Mrs Aminah was saying. Her style of teaching did 
not fit with the learner-centred approach, which 
requires students to be active learners. In one of 
her responses in the interview, Mrs Aminah draws 
on quite conflicting and contradictory discourses. 
For example she said “the use of ICT promotes 
independent learning”. Later in the interview she 
mentioned “I cannot leave my students to make 
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their own decisions and explore what is in the 
websites. I feel that I have to guide them by giv-
ing step by step procedures and clear instructions 
for them to follow. I do not have the time to let 
them explore.” This is contrary to the learner-
centred approach where students have access to 
the resources and are able to discover knowledge 
on their own (Pedersen & Liu, 2003). While this 
pedagogical approach (Atkinson, 2001; 2002) 
should promote exploration and independent 
learning, Mrs Aminah’s teaching technique is 
more like spoon-feeding her students.

Perhaps the reason for her conflicting ideas 
was that Mrs Aminah assimilated herself to the 
traditional Malay notion of teaching and the role of 
the teacher in the classroom. She believed that the 
teacher needs to be in control of what is happen-
ing in classroom. The lesson procedure reaffirms 
the instructional pattern characterized by a linear 
sequence with the teacher in almost total control 
of all the learning tasks. Secondly, at the design 
level, the tasks designed were all teacher-centred 
with minimum interaction between students. Dur-
ing a 60 minute lesson, direct teaching took up 
approximately 40 minutes, which was used for 
logging in, reading, explaining the lexical fea-
tures, assigning, translating, paraphrasing tasks 
and other decontextualised comprehension and 
written exercises.

Another possible reason for Mrs Aminah’s 
teacher-centred approach could be that School A 
emphasized academic excellence. Possibly Mrs 
Aminah was keen to utilise teaching methods 
that have proven to be effective and ensured re-
sults. She did mention that she had a syllabus to 
cover, and thus allowing her students to explore 
the websites on their own meant that “more time 
would be wasted”. Innovation and adaptation 
are costly in terms of the time needed to develop 
and establish new practices. It appears that a 
technocentric traditional writing classroom is 
emerging in Classroom A. A learner-centred ap-
proach in writing pedagogy gives learners greater 
autonomy and control over learning methods. 

However, in this case, the students in Classroom 
A were given little autonomy to be responsible 
for their own learning. Mrs Aminah still adopted 
the teacher-oriented approach with which she 
was comfortable.

Nevertheless a number of students in Class-
room A felt that the use of PowerPoint slides that 
the teacher used in the writing classroom gave them 
greater autonomy over the pace of their study. A 
student wrote that the PowerPoint slides can be 
read and viewed at any time, and the learner’s 
own ability to understand the slides determines 
how fast or slowly they learnt. In Mrs Aminah’s 
class she did give time for students to read the 
slides at their own pace.

In contrast, Mr Muhammad let the students 
conduct searches on their own without his guid-
ance or specific instructions most of the time. 
Mr Muhammad claimed that the students were 
equipped with the confidence and technical skills 
to explore and “discover” for themselves and that 
they would find websites that were relevant to 
the writing topic, and that students themselves 
searched using keywords. It was up to the students 
to use whichever search engine they were comfort-
able and familiar with. Mr Muhammad believed 
that his students had the ability to perform web 
searchers and gather the required information. 
Unlike Mrs Aminah, Mr Muhammad did not 
write detailed instructions on the white board for 
his students. Mr Muhammad wanted to empower 
his students to take control and for the students to 
be responsible for their own learning within the 
learning process whilst at the same time preparing 
the students to become lifelong learners.

In the Malay Language Curriculum learner-
centred pedagogy emphasises learner flexibil-
ity and control over one’s own learning (MOE, 
2003). The use of e-mail could have been used to 
promote this learner-centred pedagogy. Strenski, 
Feagin and Singer (2005) argue that e-mail can 
be successfully used as a medium for peer review 
functions where students exchange text. Students 
who are normally quiet in the classroom and shy 
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to communicate in person-to-person situations 
are more than twice as likely to communicate 
with greater ease online (Noel & Robert, 2003). 
Among the causes for this decrease in commu-
nicative apathy is a decrease in social pressures 
inherent to the classroom environment (Itakura, 
2004). Both teachers could have taken advantage 
of the benefits of e-mail to enhance the curriculum 
by empowering these students (Warschauer & 
Ware, 2006) to engage in this type of editing and 
peer-conferencing and permit them to develop 
a personal vision of the final draft they wish to 
achieve (Guardado & Shi, 2007). Although e-mail 
as a medium for peer review functions best when 
guided by particular criteria designed to craft the 
logistics of text exchange as well as to guide the 
focus and tone of peer response which was one of 
the greatest assets of e-mail peer review (Strenski 
et al., 2005), Mrs Aminah was not comfortable 
with the idea of distancing herself from authority 
and control. As for Mr Muhammad he preferred 
using blogging to e-mail as a communication 
tool. Consequently in both classrooms e-mail was 
not fully materialised to achieve learner-centred 
computer mediated instructions.

Through the classroom observations, inter-
views and reflections, it became apparent that 
there were variations present in the teaching ap-
proaches between the two teachers. Mrs Aminah 
indicated that she needed to pay particular atten-
tion to her students and monitor them closely. Mr 
Muhammad on the other hand gave his students 
much more freedom to explore the topic using 
the Internet. The students in Classroom B were 
observed to participate actively in a stimulating 
environment. The difference in approach used 
could be due to differences in students’ ability 
that may have an impact on the use of a learner-
centred approach.

The differences in teaching approaches may 
be explained by considering the school context. 
Traditionally in schools with higher academic 
achievement classrooms, teachers tend to teach in 
didactic ways and are not concerned about learner-

centredness, whereas schools that are not so wor-
ried about academic achievement have tended to 
experiment more with innovative practices associ-
ated with the learner-centred approach (Dawes, 
2001; Deaney, Ruthven & Hennessy, 2004). Mrs 
Aminah’s delivery approach adopted in Classroom 
A is in alignment with Towndrow’s (2005) argu-
ment that most teachers use traditionalist pedagogy 
because historically their approach has proven 
to have produced excellent examination results. 
Schools that target higher academic achievement 
consider academic achievement as the end goal 
and provide students with content-loaded les-
sons leaving very little room for discovery and 
exploration (Demetriadis, Barbas, Molohides, 
Palaigeorgiou, Psillos, Vlahavas, Tsoukalas & 
Pombortsis, 2003).

Given that Mrs Aminah’s students were high 
achievers and task-oriented it was anticipated that 
the students were more disciplined and required 
little supervision. Only 40% of the students in 
Classroom A compared to 80% of the students 
in Classroom B indicated that they were given 
the opportunities to choose or plan class activi-
ties when computers are used. This reflects that 
in Classroom A, Mrs Aminah was very much 
in control in the computer-mediated classroom. 
However Mr Muhammad’s students, who were 
average in ability, were less controlled as compared 
to students in Classroom A. Mr Muhammad was 
more relaxed and trusted his students would do 
the writing task given and not divert their attention 
to other irrelevant stuff. While the two teachers 
followed the same Singapore Malay Language 
Curriculum and attempted to integrate ICT in 
the writing lesson, their interpretation of the term 
learner-centeredness varies.

The teachers participating in this study valued 
collaboration, but primarily as an end in itself, that 
is, so that students developed skills for working 
with others. While the two teachers also cited 
creative ideas as reasons for collaboration, none of 
these teachers talked about other potential benefits 
of collaboration such as the opportunity to identify 
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misconceptions during collaborative exchanges. 
It became apparent that teachers had “bought 
into” collaboration, but did not recognize its full 
potential impact on learning and how it could 
further enhance the Malay Language Curriculum. 
The teachers in this study, especially in School 
A, could have done more in terms of letting the 
students explore further and challenged them to 
produce writing which is creative and original.

contextualisation

The Malay Language Curriculum states that 
Contextualisation demonstrates how purpose, 
audience, context and culture determine the reg-
ister or appropriateness of speech and writing 
in both formal and informal situations (MOE, 
2003). Language skills, grammatical items and 
structures are taught and learnt in the context of 
language use.

In terms of audience, both teachers were 
not able to provide students with a real sense of 
audience. ICT offers a wide range of tools that 
has the potential to provide students with a real 
audience (Kozma & Anderson, 2002), however 
the teachers did not fully utilise this potential. 
In Mrs Aminah’s classroom, it was a pretend 
situation for the students writing their speech. 
Mrs Aminah could have included other students, 
parents or other community members to be the 
audience for the students’ speech writing task. 
However, she did not do significant work to 
help her students understand how important the 
audience is in determining language register. She 
exposed her students to the lexical features of 
speech writing by providing a sample of speech 
in her PowerPoint presentation. However she did 
not provide any post-writing activities for her 
students to give their speeches to real or virtual 
audiences. She mentioned how the students can 
influence the audience by their writing however 
the students could not relate what they have learnt 
to actual situations.

Mr Muhammad pointed out that he tried to 
extend the real audience for the blogging to include 
students from other schools. He planned to col-
laborate with Malay Language teachers from other 
schools and wanted to conduct an online debate 
about recycling water in Singapore. However the 
school principal declined his proposal as he wanted 
Mr Muhammad to only focus on his classroom 
teaching. Mr Muhammad was frustrated and did 
not agree with the principal’s opinion. He stated 
during the interview that the students could have 
benefited much more if he expanded the audience 
to students from other schools. This was a typical 
example where a teacher experienced both a pres-
sure to use ICT and a desire to exploit technology 
and to change pedagogy accordingly, but at the 
same time a set of constraints was placed on the 
use of the technology (Hennessy, Deaney & Ruth-
ven, 2005). The effect of these top-down policies 
has been a perception of eroded autonomy and a 
feeling of disempowerment in teachers (Kirk & 
MacDonald, 2001).

Other than blogging, the students in Classroom 
B did not write for a real audience. Mr Muham-
mad could have asked his students to write to a 
newspaper editor to voice their opinions on the 
use of recycled water in Singapore. To provide a 
writing assignment with a real sense of audience 
is critical as such activities suggest to students 
that writing has a social purpose and function 
targeted at a particular authentic audience (Wilson, 
2006). In both classrooms there was no sense of 
a real audience.

In terms of culture, the searches that the 
students did on the Internet had no relation to 
the Malay culture and as a result deprived the 
students of the opportunity to experience the 
authentic context of the Malay Language and 
culture. With the right topic, the Internet could 
have been a great opportunity to expose students 
to authentic Malay Language use and immerse 
them in the Malay culture. Instead students were 
accessing English websites and then transferred 
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and translated the information to Malay Language. 
This caused problems with language interference. 
Language interference has an impact on the context 
of teaching and learning Malay Language writing. 
The students faced difficulties as they attempted 
to translate the English information into Malay 
writing. Some students commented that almost all 
the websites were in English. Most of the students 
indicated that they had problems translating the 
specific terms into Malay Language. As most 
of the search engines are in English, more than 
half of the students interviewed in Classroom A 
indicated they found it difficult to translate the 
English jargon and information into Malay. Even 
though the Google search engine allows students 
to change the language option using the language 
tool, when students would use Bahasa Indonesia as 
the preferred language there was a limited choice of 
resources with a pop up menu appearing to inform 
that the: “Page is not available”. Thus the students 
had little choice but to conduct their search in 
English. As a consequence, the teachers found the 
students translating word for word from English 
to Malay which resulted in language interference 
and the use of inappropriate language structures. 
Mrs Aminah commented that many problems 
were faced by students who were weak in Malay 
Language. Most of them did direct translations 
and there was one student who wrote 50% of her 
final draft in English thinking that the student 
who edited her work would do the translation for 
her. The problem of language interference would 
not have existed in the first place if Mrs Aminah 
and Mr Muhammad had chosen writing topics 
associated with the Malay Language, culture and 
chosen appropriate websites.

With regard to how ICT helped to establish con-
textualisation, three points are of particular interest. 
The use of ICT in this study had limited impact 
on the purpose, context, and culture in the Malay 
Language writing because of the underutilisation 
of ICT tools in the computer-mediated classrooms. 
Another finding reflects that the use of blogging 
did help students in Classroom B to address their 

readers however the ICT tools used in Classroom A 
have yet to address any particular group of readers. 
Finally in this study, ICT played an insignificant 
role to reinforce the concept of contextualisation in 
the Malay Language writing classrooms because 
of the uncritical use of ICT tools.

In terms of using ICT in writing pedagogy, Mrs 
Aminah and Mr Muhammad are not radically dif-
ferent. Even though both teachers were following 
the curriculum, they were following it in different 
ways. In terms of process orientation, the teachers 
focused on different parts, for instance Mrs Ami-
nah’s use of ICT tools did not address the students’ 
needs for producing good speech. By focusing on 
achieving a particular set of planned instructional 
outcomes which was getting information about 
famous people, Mrs Aminah overlooked and 
suppressed student autonomy and self-directed 
discovery. Next is the use of PowerPoint which 
could have been made more interactive to facilitate 
conversational dialogue between student, teachers 
and peers without much additional knowledge 
and effort (Adams, 2007). PowerPoint can be a 
powerful tool to encourage analytical thinking and 
interpretive understanding (Vallance & Towndrow, 
2007). Instead the high achievers, enthusiastic 
and inquisitive nature of students in Classroom 
A were reshaped and made into passive listeners 
and receivers of knowledge.

In the case of Mr Muhammad, ICT is viewed 
as a panacea. However, Mr Muhammad did not 
provide adequate scaffolding and guidance for 
his average students to benefit from using ICT ef-
fectively (Oh & Jonnasen, 2007). Mr Muhammad 
did not relate to his students the link between the 
blogging activity and writing an argumentative es-
say. Therefore the students were not able to connect 
the lessons as a series of writing activities which 
reinforce the process of writing an argumentative 
essay. Entries in the blog could be used by Mr 
Muhammad to do a follow up on difficult areas 
of writing an argumentative essay that might need 
review or clarification. Hence the use of blogs in 
Classroom B is rather limited.
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This study clearly highlights tensions between 
the idealized world of ICT use reflected in policy 
documents and the aspirations of policy makers, 
politicians, and the harsher realities of schools, 
where ICT use is often more embryonic. The 
challenge for the Malay Language teachers is 
how to retain their enthusiasm for ICT in the face 
of the “culture shock” they are likely to experi-
ence in schools. The classroom practices in this 
study reflect limited ICT integration in teaching 
and learning.

The study also found that when teachers used 
ICT in teaching second language writing, it was 
often to achieve print-based purposes in print-
oriented ways. There are very real systemic rea-
sons to explain this phenomenon that go beyond 
Malay Language teachers’ reticence to engage 
with new technologies. The Malay Language 
writing classrooms are constrained by the static 
model of schools as institutions that prevents 
careful inquiry into the new literacies and the 
expansive use of new media (Kirk & MacDonald, 
2001). Teachers have little time to reflect on what 
they do, no matter what the proposed curriculum 
direction (Cuban, 2004) such that when teachers 
teach Malay Language writing using ICT in their 
classrooms, there is not much of an opportunity 
to build creative partnerships with colleagues 
from other schools and to experiment with new 
pedagogies and innovative practices for teaching 
Malay Language writing.

Innovative practices include activities that 
prepare students for lifelong learning in the infor-
mation society (Kozma & Anderson, 2002). For 
instance Mrs Aminah indicated during the inter-
view that although she attended some workshops 
about dreamweaver and hot potatoes to teach writ-
ing, she dare not try new ideas as to experiment 
with new software was time consuming. Scholars 
(Sandholtz & Reilly, 2004; Shetzer & Warschauer, 
2000) argue that professional training should 
focus on developing and equipping teachers with 
the knowledge to transfer the ICT tools learnt 
to pedagogical tools. Furthermore, Mrs Aminah 

was too afraid she would not be able to cover the 
syllabus that was stipulated by the MOE as new 
pedagogies means taking risk to implement them 
in Malay Language classrooms (Elstad, 2006). 
Other scholars (Lofty, 2003; Rizvi & Elliot, 2007) 
argue that teachers need time to experiment and 
explore with new pedagogies. This issue about 
time mirrors many of the themes highlighted by 
Cuban, Kirkpatrick and Peck (2001) and Deaney 
et al. (2004) that teachers’ primary concern is 
teaching a specified curriculum over a set period 
of time. Thus Mrs Aminah resorted to teaching 
writing “the same old way” except using ICT 
such as the word processor to type the writing 
and the Internet to search for information. When 
ICT were used in this study, this was largely in 
ways familiar to teachers (Salvo, 2002).

From a socio-cultural perspective (Gee, 2004), 
taking a curriculum and pedagogy perspective 
based on the criterion of efficacious learning, the 
focus of learning and education is not children, 
nor schooling, but human lives seen as trajectories 
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2003) through multiple 
social practices in various social institutions. If 
learning is to be efficacious, then what a student 
does now as a learner must be connected in mean-
ingful and motivated ways with “mature” (insider) 
versions of related social practices (Gee, 2004). 
The criterion of efficacy applies very strongly as 
an attempt to promote new writing pedagogy in 
classrooms. Efforts to incorporate new ICT into 
teaching and learning writing are often misguided 
from the standpoint of efficacious learning. Of-
ten schools enlist learners in characteristically 
“schoolish” practices that have little or no resem-
blance to life outside the classroom (Goodson & 
Knobel, 2003). Generally speaking, the teachers 
in this study were superficially preparing students 
for the 21st Century. They were not prepared to 
fully integrate ICT into the teaching of this young 
generation of people and even one of the teachers 
expressed that she felt more comfortable teaching 
writing to students without ICT. The challenge for 
teachers in this study is to make the classroom, 
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as much as possible, a socially meaningful and 
relevant place to engage in the production of social 
texts for real purposes. This is crucial, as students 
need to understand that social practices depend on 
what they encounter in the way of social contexts 
(Spires, Lee & Turner, 2008).

ICT use in both Mr Muhammad’s and Mrs 
Aminah’s writing classrooms indicated that the 
lack of ICT resources and tools in their schools, 
resulted in their inability to further enhance the 
implementation of the Malay Language syllabus 
through computer mediated instructions and ac-
tivities in the writing classrooms.

the limited pedaGoGical 
Value of usinG ict

Overall, this study showed that the use of ICT by 
Malay Language teachers was limited in peda-
gogical value because of the pressure experienced 
by the teachers to comply with the Ministry of 
Education’s policy directions. The teachers were 
using ICT to conform to the policy document 
that required 30% of curriculum time to be spent 
using ICT in teaching. This resulted in teachers’ 
uncritical use of ICT tools and adherence to the 
traditional method of assigning tasks. Teachers did 
not complement or go beyond established practice. 
For example, the evidence showed that students 
and teachers were only using the word processing 
tool to produce plain text instead of employing 
the multimedia tools available to them to incor-
porate dynamic visual or audio representations in 
their text production and create a multimodal text 
(Kress, 2003). The present study identified recur-
ring features of ICT-mediated writing practices 
in classrooms that reflect a marked tendency to 
perpetuate the old, rather than to engage with and 
refine or reinvent the new as noted in other studies 
(e.g. Hennessy et al., 2005; Jones, Garralda, Li & 
Lock, 2006; Lankshear, Peter & Knobel, 2000). 
This approach has been referred to by Goodson 
& Knobel (2003) as the “old wine in new bottles” 

syndrome, whereby long-standing school literacy 
routines have a new technology tacked in here or 
there, without in any way changing the substance 
of pedagogical practice. In particular it is evident 
from these case studies that these traditional 
literacy routines will remain pervasive unless 
there is a significant rethinking about the place of 
literacies in contemporary contexts and a move to 
teach literacy with ICT through a multiliteracies 
perspective.

This has implications for policy makers who 
need to adopt a wider perspective on integrating 
ICT into the curriculum and classroom practice. 
This means giving the teachers enough flexibility 
to meet the objectives of curriculum and complete 
the syllabus without sacrificing their innova-
tion and creativity. For instance the Ministry of 
Education’s guideline that teachers need to spend 
30% of the curriculum time using ICT should not 
be imposed as a regulation or rule to be strictly 
adhered by. More flexibility would empower 
teachers to embark on reflective teaching and 
productive pedagogies. Teachers would then be 
able to infuse ICT to support learning and sensibly 
build on and extend existing practice to enhance 
the Malay Language Curriculum. Empowered 
teachers would devise pedagogic strategies 
which maintain teachers’ and students’ attention 
to the subject matter and learning objectives and 
avoiding mechanical forms and superficial uses 
of ICT that distract attention away from the target 
objectives. It is particularly advisable that teach-
ers are given the autonomy to display formidable 
credentials in terms of professional expertise in 
using ICT for subject teaching.

Apart from mandating teachers to allocate a 
substantial time to using ICT in classroom, the cur-
rent Singapore policies are concerned with tech-
nologising learning and introducing sophisticated 
ICT tools into the classroom. Not surprisingly, 
teachers look for ways to fit these new technolo-
gies into their classrooms. Since educational ends 
are directed by curriculum, and technologies are 
“mere” tools, the task of integrating new technolo-
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gies into learning is often realized by adapting 
them to familiar routines. One corollary of this is 
that making learners “technologically literate” is 
largely reduced to teaching them how to “drive” 
the new technologies. The emphasis is very much 
on technical or operational aspects: how to log 
in and out of blogs, add sound, insert a graphic, 
open and save files and so on. It is the “truth” that 
underpins many current claims that school learn-
ing is at odds with authentic ways of learning to 
be in the world, and with social practice beyond 
the school gates (Scott, 2006). It is recommended 
that policy and practice should be mutually con-
ditioning and directly interrelated. In this view, 
policy-making may take the form of school-level 
or even classroom policy work. The policy must be 
responsive to change and give meaning and direc-
tion to school leaders and teachers to understand 
and experience the world within the institutional 
contexts (Sime & Priestley, 2005).

undeRutilisation of ict tools

A complementary theme arising from the present 
study that concerns the lack of pedagogical value 
is the underutilisation of ICT tools in the class-
rooms. For instance, one teacher used a weblog 
in his writing pedagogy but it was not used to 
scaffold lessons and guide students to develop 
their discursive genre writing skills (Bloch, 2006). 
Robert (2003) and Jones et al. (2006), argue that 
weblogs are an excellent tool for students to in-
quire and teachers to provide details on writing 
topic, give feedback, edit and revise ideas and 
writing. The use of weblogs in classroom is good 
writing pedagogy when used purposefully (Bloch, 
2006; Richardson, 2006). In contrast, the teacher 
in this study failed to utilise the full potential of 
this ICT-based tool for teaching writing. Another 
useful tool is that of chat (Laurinen & Marttunen, 
2007) that could be used as a platform for students 
to have quality argumentation about the topic and 
collaborate with other students in chat debates 

relevant to their writing activity. Both weblogs 
and chat could have been very useful had they 
been used appropriately by the teacher in this 
study. Another example of ICT underutilisation 
is the teacher in Classroom A who had used the 
PowerPoint presentation uncritically in her writ-
ing pedagogy. The teacher’s use of PowerPoint 
had turned her inquisitive students into becoming 
passive recipients of knowledge. Vallance and 
Towndrow (2007) demonstrate how PowerPoint 
could be used as a powerful tool to incite critical 
dialogue between students, teachers and among 
students and stimulate intellectual thinking and 
discussion.

Another important finding was the lack of 
instrumental use of the Internet to support the 
teaching and learning of writing in both class-
rooms. There was some evidence that the teachers 
had attempted to harness the powerful potential 
of the Internet in accessing a much broader 
range of information resources to facilitate the 
planning phase of the process writing model. 
Nevertheless the way the Internet was used by 
the teachers in this study contradicts Ruthven, 
Hennesy and Deaney’s study (2004) where the 
Internet-integrated pedagogical strategies had 
enhanced students’ learning by structuring and 
supporting learning through informal teaching 
and by building and capitalising on students’ sense 
of capability. Furthermore, Saravanan (2005) 
suggests that students need to be taught how to 
search for information using keywords, classify 
and categorise searches by topics in order for the 
Internet to be integrated effectively into lessons. 
In this study, both teachers indicated that one 
of the major obstacles in utilising ICT and the 
Internet was the lack of adequate and up to date 
infrastructure within their schools: the Internet 
could be working one day, down the next, and the 
computers were often not powerful enough for 
the use of advanced tools. The observed under-
utilisation of ICT tools in classrooms could have 
been caused by the unreliability of the computer 
infrastructure.
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This finding has implications for policymak-
ers, teachers and principals. Policy makers need 
to understand that teachers need to attend not only 
courses on using the available software but most 
importantly professional development that focuses 
on how to use ICT as a pedagogical tool in order 
to function effectively in an ICT-enriched class-
room environment. Teachers need to understand 
and incorporate these ICT skills in their subject 
teaching and build this new knowledge into their 
planning. Teachers need a wide range of ICT-
integrated skills vital for purposeful classroom 
teaching in the 21st Century. As to the implications 
for principals, the schools need to create platforms 
to showcase effective computer-mediated lessons 
for teachers to share pedagogical strategies on 
how to incorporate the use of the Internet or other 
associated ICT tools in classroom practice. The 
ideas and issues emerging from such activities are 
beneficial for teachers as they have the chance to 
be critical and reflective about their pedagogy. In 
addition both policy makers and school principals 
need to look into ways to further support teachers 
by providing good technological infrastructure 
and to employ technical professionals to assist 
teachers in managing technical malfunctions dur-
ing teaching (Sandholtz & Reilly, 2004; Sime & 
Priestley, 2005).

The present study found that the use of ICT 
in the Malay Language classroom had limited 
pedagogical value and the impact ICT had on the 
curriculum was marginal. Furthermore, evidence 
showed that the rhetoric of policy did not match the 
reality in the schools. Teachers need support from 
policy makers, curriculum developers and school 
leaders for effective integration of ICT into the 
teaching and learning of Malay Language writing 
(Kirk & MacDonald, 2001). Time, opportunity, 
and professional space will need to be given to 
the teachers to allow them to experiment and 
reason for themselves the best way to approach 
the implementation of ICT in classrooms (Lofty, 
2003). Without viewing ICT as the panacea of 
educational problems, a new lens is needed to 

look at ICT, pedagogy and the curriculum. ICT 
can be remarkable tools and their potential to have 
a great impact on the curriculum, pedagogy and 
literacy learning is staggering. It is up to educa-
tors to inspire, motivate, and excite students and 
colleagues about these remarkable instruments 
for learning (Ruthven et al., 2004). ICT is not 
just a passing fancy and information technology 
will continue to have an impact on education for 
a long time.

The high expectation of the role ICT could 
play in schools places both opportunities and chal-
lenges for those involved in its implementation 
and application for teaching and learning. The 
teachers need to incorporate new pedagogies that 
rely more on students’ exploration, discovery and 
on students’ construction of knowledge. There-
fore it is not enough to merely use ICT to do the 
same types of activities as practised in traditional 
classrooms: the educator must also consider the 
new ways of thinking that ICT afford.

conclusion

This study has re-emphasised, from a social-cultural 
perspective, that teachers, in coming to grips with 
innovations, interpret new experiences through 
their prior knowledge and conceptualisations. It 
is hoped that the case studies set forth here will 
foster contemplation, discussion, and constructive 
criticism by students, teachers, and researchers 
on writing to create a bridge between theory and 
practice. This research study provides glimpses 
and examples of new possibilities, as teachers and 
students imagine and explore new ways of doing 
things, or reconfigure older practices within new 
media. The perspectives and experiences offered 
are grounded in reflective practice and convictions 
about what constitutes good writing pedagogies. 
Teachers may need to rethink the subject in ways 
that extend and expand understandings of writing 
and ICT while being responsive all the while to 
students’ interests and needs.
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We are inclined to agree with Kress’s (2003) 
ideas that writing will take its place in combina-
tion with other media; that its visual dimension 
will become more evident, and that its mutual, 
complementary and sometimes tense relationship 
with the visual will continue, with each medium 
having its own strengths and weaknesses. Helping 
students learn to make and read hybrid texts is an 
imperative for the next phase of curricular develop-
ment, but it cannot be done satisfactorily without 
command of both verbal and visual media (Kress, 
2000). It also cannot be achieved until teachers 
themselves develop a greater understanding of 
a multiliteracies approach that would involve 
making meaning from and constructing hybrid, 
multimodal texts.

While the implications of this study directly 
relate to the specific teachers within their particular 
context, readers are encouraged to examine the 
findings from the study in light of their own con-
texts and make additional interpretations relevant 
to their local settings.
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abstRact

Digital technologies can play an important and significant role in improving students’ understanding 
and literacies (e.g., visual, digital, and critical literacies). To develop such multiliteracy skills, stu-
dents need opportunities to process and communicate information or use specialised representations 
that characterise a subject area, often through multiple modalities. Digital technologies are important 
learning tools for helping students to interpret and communicate information multimodally. In chem-
istry, in particular, digital technologies are effective tools for supporting students’ understanding and 
representation of chemical concepts on macroscopic, molecular, and symbolic levels. Designing and 
scaffolding appropriate learning experiences in chemistry can be a challenge for teachers, particularly 
when integrating digital technologies with laboratory-based activities. The purpose of this chapter is 
to outline how a multiliteracies framework can be used to develop and deliver an investigative inquiry 
unit of work to chemistry students. It describes a scaffolding model developed and investigated through 
a study in which an introductory unit in senior chemistry was taught using a multiliteracies approach. It 
also describes student learning outcomes and perceptions of the usefulness of this scaffolding approach 
as these were identified through the study.
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intRoduction

Many concepts and phenomena in chemistry 
are abstract and unobservable and can only be 
understood and communicated through the use of 
chemical representations or models. Such repre-
sentations are used by scientists on three levels: 
macroscopic – representations of phenomena that 
are observable, molecular – visual representations 
showing the structure or behaviour of particles, 
and symbolic – signs and symbols used to rep-
resent particles and their behaviour (Vermaat, 
Terlouw & Dijkstra, 2003; Wu & Shah, 2004). To 
achieve an understanding of abstract and complex 
concepts in chemistry, students need to be able 
to use multiple representations in a number of 
ways, something that often causes difficulties 
(Gabel, 1999; Johnstone, 1996; Kozma, Chin, 
Russell & Marx, 2000; Lemke, 2000; Schank 
& Kozma, 2002). Grasping the complexity of 
meaning in chemistry requires students not only 
to understand individual representations but to 
integrate simultaneously multiple representa-
tions in a variety of modes (Lemke, 2000). For 
example, students may need to interpret teachers’ 
gestures, written and verbal explanations, digital 
or physical models, video clips, graphs and tables, 
numerical data, or symbolic representations. 
A further challenge for students is the use of 
multiple representations to explain macroscopic 
phenomena on the molecular level, as they might 
be required to do when discussing experimental 
observations. This process requires students to 
be familiar with a range of chemical representa-
tions and to understand their inherent meaning, 
to be able to use representations to investigate 
and interpret macroscopic phenomena, and to be 
able to integrate and transform representations, 
linking them together in a range of appropriate 
genres to communicate information.

The ability to read and produce text using a 
variety of available media and modes, known as 
multiliteracies (Williamson, 2005), has implica-
tions for the teaching of chemistry and the role 

literacy education plays in the development of 
students’ understanding of chemistry and chemi-
cal representations. The ways in which we ask 
students to represent their understanding should 
also reflect the changing nature of communica-
tions used by today’s scientists in their daily work 
(e.g., molecular models, digital representations 
of data, analysis, and explanatory information). 
In today’s classrooms, literacy pedagogy should 
account for the role of multiple modes of meaning-
making including electronic media texts (Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2000; Jewitt, 2006; Prain, 2006; The 
New London Group, 2000; Unsworth, 2006) and 
this is certainly the case in chemistry since so 
many representations are generated using digital 
technologies.

Increased student access to computers in 
schools and the affordances of digital technologies 
provide opportunities for students to use multi-
media and visualisation software. Such software 
can often be freely accessed on the Internet, and 
can extend the range of available representations 
students use to interpret findings and to choose 
appropriate representations to demonstrate their 
understanding using multimodal texts. These re-
sources also have the potential to enhance students’ 
understanding of abstract concepts.

To highlight the changing and increasingly 
complex nature of literacies in today’s world, the 
New London Group (2000) proposed the multilit-
eracies framework. This framework emphasises 
the proliferation of ways in which meaning making 
occurs multimodally and the increasing influence 
of cultural and linguistic diversity both locally 
and globally. The framework also provides a use-
ful structure for designing learning experiences 
in chemistry, where it is becoming increasingly 
recognised that students benefit from making 
and representing meaning through integration of 
multiple modes of representation (Michalchik, 
Rosenquist, Kozma, Kreikemeier & Schank, 
2008). A multiliteracies approach allows teachers 
to focus on students’ literacy development and 
knowledge construction, particularly in laboratory 
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and other inquiry-based situations. Such an ap-
proach requires integration of digital learning tools 
into chemistry classrooms and within laboratories. 
Situative theory, which underpins this approach, 
focuses on learning as an investigative process that 
is supported by participation in a community of 
learners in which interactive knowledge construc-
tion occurs through social discourse and the use 
of representations (Greeno, 1998).

This chapter describes classroom practices that 
encourage students to utilise a range of technolo-
gies and digital resources to investigate and explain 
chemistry phenomena on multiple levels. Draw-
ing on an intervention study to present examples 
of multiliteracies pedagogies applied to a unit of 
work in chemistry, it includes suggestions for the 
use of digital technologies to support students’ 
understanding of chemistry and their ability to 
use multiple representations. In addition, this 
chapter provides examples of strategies and tools 
that have been used successfully in a secondary 
chemistry classroom context to scaffold students’ 
learning using a multiliteracies approach. While 
the study and strategies described here are fo-
cussed on chemistry, the approaches used could be 
adapted for a range of other subject areas such as 
geography, economics, health education, history, 
and mathematics; indeed anywhere that students 
utilise digital technologies and information within 
an inquiry-based learning environment.

backGRound

According to the New London Group (2000), 
literacy education should be expanded beyond 
simply learning to read and write to account for 
the growing range of text types available:

The shift from print and paper to electronic tex-
tuality, the proliferation of information resources 
and databases, global knowledge and social 
networks, require very different – multimodal 
and multimedia – social and literacy skills from 

those conceptualised on the basis of an essentially 
assembly-line, factory model of schools, and the 
static linearity of print- and book-based models 
of literacy (Luke, 2000, p. 81).

This perspective requires a broadening of the 
definition of text to include any medium of expres-
sion (Halliday & Hasan, 1985). The New London 
Group suggested that multiliteracies pedagogy 
is necessary to encompass textual multiplicity 
in terms of communication channels and media 
as well as cultural and linguistic diversity and to 
focus on multiple modes of representation and their 
integration to make and communicate meaning. 
If we accept the notion that students make and 
interpret texts in order to make meaning, then 
according to Norris and Phillips (2003), literacy 
and learning in a content area are inseparable. 
Grimberg (2008) too has argued that writing in 
science is a constitutive part of doing science.

The teaching approaches adopted within a 
multiliteracies framework will naturally differ 
in accordance with the age of students and the 
nature of the subject being studied. According to 
Unsworth (2001) research findings on subject-
specific literacies from 1978 through to 1999 
suggested that different subjects “have their own 
characteristic language forms and hence entail 
distinctive literate practices” (p. 10). These dis-
tinctions exist from the vocabulary level through 
to the genre level. The complex role of literacy 
practices in learning science was identified by Gee 
(2005) who argued that no other subject makes 
the same level of literacy demands because of 
the variety of symbols, representational systems, 
and practices used to understand and communi-
cate about science. These literacy demands are 
experienced more acutely in subjects such as 
chemistry in which the concepts are multilevel 
and abstract in nature.

The meanings implicit in multilevel chemistry 
representations are well understood by chemists 
who can select and integrate them in their daily 
practices for such purposes as proposing hypoth-
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eses, interpreting data, and presenting their find-
ings to other members of scientific communities 
(Kozma et al., 2000). However, this is not the 
case for chemistry students. To assist students to 
address these challenges, Kozma et al. argued that 
chemistry should be learned in a laboratory context 
so that students can be guided in their selection 
and use of multiple representations to discuss, 
explain, and communicate their understanding 
of their observations. Kozma and Russell (2005) 
referred to the ability to use representations reflec-
tively and to link appropriate representations to 
think about, communicate, and interpret chemical 
phenomena in terms of underlying entities and 
processes as representational competence. This 
term has also been used to describe these abilities 
in other science disciplines.

The range of representational modes and media 
available to students requires them to draw not only 
on conceptual knowledge but also on knowledge 
about the representational conventions being used 
to present information. These skills require stu-
dents to be capable of “multimodal reading” (Luke, 
2000, p. 73), in other words, they must be able 
to interpret multiple representations in multiple 
modes that are interconnected and integrated to 
represent complex concepts. In addition to mul-
timodal reading skills, students need to put these 
competencies to work in a range of texts. The use 
of writing as a tool for learning has been widely 
discussed in the literature and there are numerous 
points of view on the use of writing-to-learn in 
science as well as unresolved questions regard-
ing appropriate strategies, when they should be 
used, and the resultant learning that arises from 
their use (Gunel, Hand & Prain, 2007). Several 
researchers have pointed to the need to broaden 
such strategies to include the production of texts 
other than written texts, particularly those that 
allow students to utilise emerging technologies 
and the variety of representations that their use 
makes available to students (e.g., Prain, 2006; 
Yore & Treagust, 2006). The focus on literacy 
development in subject areas is not confined to 

science. Indeed in 2001, Cumming and Wyatt-
Smith argued for a multidisciplinary approach to 
literacy education.

Digital technologies have increased the variety 
of learning resources and experiences available to 
support students’ development of multiliteracies in 
all disciplines. Their use also reflects the changing 
times in which today’s students live, having grown 
up with the Internet, computer games, computer-
based technologies such as mobile phones, digi-
tal cameras, and design software. Many digital 
resources and software products that support 
students’ learning are freely available to teachers 
and students. For example, chemistry students 
and teachers can freely access programs such as 
ChemSketch, Jmol, and ChemSense, which allow 
students to create molecular models or simple 
animations. Other programs such as Molecular 
Workbench provide self-paced student-centred 
learning experiences through which students can 
explore chemical as well as physical and biological 
phenomena using simulations. Not only do these 
experiences align with students’ life experiences 
and their use of digital technologies beyond school 
but they reflect the changing work of scientists, 
who use molecular modelling software and simula-
tions alongside computer-based instrumentation 
and more traditional experimental procedures in 
their daily work.

While digital resources can be valuable learn-
ing tools, the learning experiences into which they 
are integrated need to be scaffolded. It would be 
easy to assume that students are cyber-wise and 
ready to “get beyond the classroom walls into the 
borderless world of Internet resources,” as Luke 
has suggested (2000, p. 82), but there are times 
when scaffolding is necessary to help students to 
make meaning from the resources they encounter 
on the Internet and through using other digital 
technologies. They need to understand how to 
interpret and utilise resources before they can 
make sense of, or even access, the information that 
they find on the Internet. In chemistry, students 
can be supported in interpreting and learning to 
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communicate using a range of representations 
by exposing them to laboratory experiences that 
require them to use representations to describe, 
discuss, and explain their observations. Scaf-
folding situated learning experiences in this way 
supports development of students’ representa-
tional competence alongside their development 
of conceptual understanding. The pedagogy of 
multiliteracies framework proposed by the New 
London Group (2000) encourages educators to 
draw on the affordances of digital technologies 
and the efficacy of writing-to-learn approaches to 
design curriculum, pedagogies, and assessment to 
target the achievement of goals such as these.

learning chemistry and 
developing chemical literacy

This section provides a brief description of some 
of the research findings on strategies that have 
been used to develop representational competence 
and enhance understanding in chemistry. It also 
describes current approaches to learning science 
through text production.

Enhancing Learning in Chemistry 
with Digital Technologies

Since being multiliterate requires students to be 
fluent in the representations and texts of particular 
content areas, it is important to employ strategies 
that immerse students in the full range of repre-
sentations and allow them to use them as much 
as possible. In response to the identified literacy 
demands placed on chemistry students, researchers 
have examined the effect of using visualisation 
software on chemistry learning outcomes (e.g., 
Kozma, 2000a; Kozma & Russell, 1997; Russell 
et al., 1997; Schank & Kozma, 2002; Stieff & 
Wilensky, 2003; Wilensky & Resnick, 1999; Wu, 
Krajcik & Soloway, 2001; Wu & Shah, 2004; Xie 
& Tinker, 2006). Results of this research have 
indicated that visualisation tools are effective in 
improving outcomes such as understanding and 

representational competence. Kozma, Russell and 
their colleagues (Kozma, 2000a; Kozma et al., 
2000; Kozma & Russell, 1997) focussed on the 
difficulties that students experience in connecting 
macroscopic findings with molecular phenomena 
and the ways that students use representations in 
their discussions of laboratory activities. They 
found that experts (professional chemists) use and 
communicate with scientific representations in 
ways that novices (students of chemistry) cannot. 
Experts are able to transform representations in 
meaningful ways, while novices rely on surface 
features to make connections between representa-
tions (Kozma, 2000a, 2000b; Kozma & Russell, 
1997; 2005; Russell et al., 1997).

Rather than providing students with multiple 
representations, other researchers have focussed 
on students creating or manipulating multiple 
representations. For example, Wu, Krajcik, and 
Soloway (2001) found that when students con-
structed and manipulated their own models, 
their ability to make transformations between 
representations was improved. A number of other 
digital learning tools have also been reported to 
be effective in helping students to understand 
and explain macroscopic properties in terms of 
molecular interactions, for example, ChemSense, 
ChemVis, Molecular Workbench, and Virtual 
Molecular Dynamics Laboratory (Michalchik 
et al., 2008; Pallant & Tinker, 2004; Schank & 
Kozma, 2002; Trunfio, Berenfeld, Kreikemeier, 
Moran & Moodley, 2003; Xie & Tinker, 2006). In 
order for such learning to be situated in authentic 
practice, students need to use digital technologies 
in activities that help them to connect the digital 
materials directly with their laboratory experiences 
(Michalchik et al., 2008; Russell & Kozma, 2005) 
or other inquiry-based learning. This view aligns 
with that of Trunfio et al. (2003), who argued 
that “students develop intuition by doing, not by 
seeing” (p. 2). They also suggested that students 
need to develop an understanding of concepts 
through the use of multiple representations to 
explain the results of scientific investigation. 
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They suggested that the strength of many digital 
technologies was their support for students to 
explore multiple representations of phenomena 
observed during laboratory investigations. An 
important consideration when selecting digital 
resources for classroom use is their capacity to 
allow students to learn with them as knowledge 
construction tools rather than simply learning from 
them as information transmission tools (Jonassen 
& Carr, 2000).

Beyond the use of simulation and visualisation 
software, to learn about individual phenomena or 
processes, students can learn with digital technolo-
gies because they allow students to collect, col-
late, and analyse data, to create multimodal texts, 
and to generate and use multiple representations 
within explanations to justify claims, elaborate on 
meanings, and communicate their understanding. 
When students produce complex representations 
of knowledge, they engage in a range of thinking 
strategies such as analysing, evaluating, elaborat-
ing, designing, and problem solving. It follows 
that a powerful use of digital technologies would 
be to allow students not only to create multiple 
representations but to embed them within a larger 
multimodal text by linking together linguistic, 
visual, and spatial representations to report on 
laboratory and other inquiry activities. This ap-
proach aligns with another field of research aimed 
at supporting students’ understanding in science 
through writing-to-learn.

Learning through Text Production

In the field of science education, writing has been 
promoted both as a means of actively constructing 
knowledge rather than simply describing knowl-
edge, and as a means of scaffolding inquiry learn-
ing. In particular, writing activities that require 
the transformation of information have been said 
to enhance learning (Klein, 2004), and support 

students to construct knowledge, and develop 
mental models (Yore & Treagust, 2006). In recent 
years, there has been increased interest in the role 
of writing-to-learn in science (Gunel, Hand & 
Gunduz, 2006; Keys, 1999), however, research 
on writing-to-learn activities in upper secondary 
classrooms has been limited (Klein, 2004) and 
calls have been made to extend writing-to-learn 
opportunities in science beyond traditional obser-
vations and report writing (e.g., Gunel et al., 2007; 
Hand, Hohenshell & Prain, 2007; Hand, Yang & 
Bruxvoort, 2007; Yore & Treagust, 2006). Prain 
(2006) advocated a broadening of writing-to-learn 
research to focus on emerging technologies and 
their impact on students’ opportunities to repre-
sent ideas. In chemistry this approach requires 
research that examines students’ use of digital 
technologies to create multiple representations and 
multimodal texts. It also necessitates the expansion 
of the notion of what it means to “write” text to 
include the production of text in any mode or a 
combination of modes.

Writing tasks in science and other content areas 
require students to learn new literacies, which are 
influenced by cultural, social, linguistic, and rep-
resentational resources (Gee, 2004; Gunel, Hand 
& Prain, 2007). Following a review of the use of 
multimedia in chemistry education, Kozma and 
Russell (2005) argued for research that focussed 
on “the use of representations to support the goal 
of learning chemistry as a process of investigation” 
(p. 423) since using language and representations 
during investigative processes is more likely to 
lead students to a deeper understanding of chemical 
phenomena. Taken together, these current views 
indicate the need to investigate the potential of 
writing-to-learn approaches using digital tech-
nologies through a multiliteracies approach to 
support students’ learning and chemistry literacy 
development.



192

Multiliteracies in Secondary Chemistry

Writing-to-learn chemistry 
with digital technologies: a 
multiliteracies approach

Multiliteracies in the 
Chemistry Classroom

Developing learning environments that integrate 
these approaches places demands on teachers 
in terms of time and resources. Teachers often 
respond to time and curriculum constraints by 
choosing efficient teaching and learning strategies. 
Digital technologies provide a means through 
which students can actively construct concepts 
and learn new skills and as such, when used ap-
propriately, are effective learning tools. Their use 
becomes more efficient when they are introduced 
early so that students develop skills in using the 
technologies and software while they are learning 
with them. It is important that teachers identify 
strategies that lead to effective learning rather 
than concerning themselves with efficiency of 
delivery. Consequently, they need to be discerning 
in the selection of learning tools and experiences 
as well as pedagogical strategies.

Effective use of digital technologies for learn-
ing requires that students are able to use resources 
such as data loggers, software (e.g., molecular 
modelling, publishing, and drawing programs), 
simulations, CD-ROMs, search engines and 
websites, digital representations, video, the school 
intranet, and email. These perform multiple roles 
in the learning process including information 
presentation and retrieval, publishing and com-
munication. Students may be familiar with some 
of these, for example, publishing programs, from 
their experiences beyond school and within other 
subjects. Others may be new technologies and ap-
plications that students will need time to master, for 
example, data loggers, simulations, or molecular 
modelling software. This has implications for 
the integration of digital technologies and places 
demands on the pedagogical practices of teachers 
(Wells & Reynolds, 2005).

The New London Group (2000) distinguished 
between the content and form of multiliteracies, 
which they labelled designs of meaning and 
pedagogical elements respectively. The designs 
of meaning involve:

• Available Designs – knowledge and represen-
tational resources with which students are 
already familiar, and have at their disposal 
as a result of past experiences, for example, 
the grammars and conventions of multiple 
semiotic systems such as language, imag-
es, and visual representations,

• Designing – the process of re-representing, 
transforming, or recontextualising a range 
of resources to make connections between 
Available Designs and new information, 
and

• The Redesigned – the outcomes of the design-
ing process – new knowledge and resourc-
es that become Available Designs for fu-
ture meaning making processes.

As designers, students utilise conventions 
and patterns of meaning and design elements 
while actively making new meaning. These 
processes are scaffolded by teachers through 
the implementation of a number of pedagogical 
strategies, including Situated Practice, Overt 
Instruction, Critical Framing, and Transformed 
Practice, the four pedagogical components of 
multiliteracies. These pedagogies can be used to 
scaffold students’ learning both about and with 
digital technologies.

The pedagogical elements of multiliteracies are 
neither linear nor hierarchical in nature but have 
complex interrelationships. These pedagogies 
encompass the strategies and approaches through 
which to scaffold the students’ transformation 
of information and resources to construct new 
meanings and representations of knowledge. It is 
possible that these pedagogies would be utilised on 
a micro-level within single lessons as well as on a 
macro-level, becoming the dominant pedagogies 



193

Multiliteracies in Secondary Chemistry

in different lessons over the course of a unit. By 
way of illustration, Table 1 characterises each of 
the elements and provides examples from class-
room practices in which digital technologies are 
integrated. The examples are drawn from science 
teaching experience but could be applied across 
a broad range of subject areas. The examples 
and strategies supported by the multiliteracies 
framework underpin the design of a unit of work 
used in a study that was conducted to examine 
the effects of learning with digital technologies 
on Year 11 chemistry students’ understanding and 
use of representations to report on investigative 
inquiry in chemistry.

In the examples given in this table, the term 
representation might include graphs, tables, 
photographs, diagrams, flowcharts, equations, 
illustrations, structural diagrams, video, audio, 

or written representation. This would depend on 
the subject area and topic being studied.

the study: examining a 
multiliteracies approach 
to chemistry

Study Design

The study was conducted with two Year 11 chem-
istry classes (n = 27, n = 22) in Queensland, Aus-
tralia, in a large metropolitan public high school 
serving a school community both ethnically and 
socio-economically diverse. It took place over a 
10-week term at the beginning of Year 11, the first 
year in which Australian students study chemistry 
as a separate discipline. Students in both classes 
were taught by the first author for three 70-minute 

Table 1 Examples of scaffolding practices within multiliteracies pedagogies. (Characteristics adapted 
from The New London Group, 2000, with examples added by the authors) 

Pedagogy Characterised by Examples from Classroom Practice

Situated 
Practice

•Immersion in experiences that allow students to 
use current knowledge within a community of 
learners and experts 
• Explicit connections between school and 
students’ life experiences

• Participation in investigative inquiry and opportunity to explain and 
discuss findings and ideas with peers 
• Exploration of authentic contexts – linking learning experiences to 
real world applications and issues 
• Using digital technologies to create representations or to explore 
concepts

Overt In-
struction

• Active teacher interventions to scaffold learn-
ing by building on students’ prior knowledge 
• Development of systematic, analytic, and 
conscious understanding of and control over 
information and texts 
• Explicit metalanguages to describe and 
interpret design elements of different modes of 
meaning

• Discussion of how and when digital and other representations can 
be used to present and explain experimental results, concepts, or 
outcomes of inquiry tasks 
• Learning about the meaning or information inherent in multiple 
representations and texts 
• Translating or interpreting different representations and informa-
tional texts

Critical 
Framing

• Students ‘standing back’ and viewing designs 
of meaning critically in relation to their context 
and purpose 
• Students actively producing information for a 
specific purpose

• Selecting most appropriate ways to represent information for a 
particular purpose 
• Determining what else might be needed to make a point, state or 
argue a case, justify claims, or to link evidence and claims 
• Contextualising – deciding whether the information presented 
achieves its purpose, including awareness of audience and appropri-
ateness of text or representation

Trans-
formed 
Practice

• Transferring and transforming meanings to 
new or different contexts 
• Reflective use of material learned 
• Redesign or reformatting of previously made 
texts.

• Application of laboratory or other inquiry learning outcomes to new 
situations, to solve novel problems, or to redesign experimental proce-
dures or research strategies 
• Re-presenting information for different audiences, or transforming it 
into different genres, (e.g., creating a webpage, poster or PowerPoint 
presentation, or video from a research report)
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lessons per week. The aim of the study was to 
identify effective scaffolding strategies for teach-
ing and learning chemistry supported by digital 
technologies using a multiliteracies framework. 
The study had two phases: An initial 6-week phase 
and a second 4-week phase. Both of these phases 
were designed to focus on aspects of the use of digi-
tal technologies to support students’ development 
of chemistry understanding and representational 
competence and to provide students with designs 
of meaning to promote multiliteracies develop-
ment. The purpose of Phase 1 was to examine 
the effect of learning with digital technologies on 
students’ learning outcomes. Students’ alternative 
conceptions were pretested to identify alterna-
tive conceptions and prior knowledge, which 
were used to inform the design of the learning 
materials and scaffolding strategies. The pretest 
used a 9-item instrument based on the Chemical 
Bonding Diagnostic Instrument developed by 
Tan and Treagust (1999) as well as questions to 
determine students’ representational competence. 
The pretest responses gave an indication of the 
students’ available designs at the beginning of the 
unit, which could be used to construct new designs 
of meaning. During this phase, both classes were 
taught using the same resources and pedagogies 
and spent the same amount of class time in ex-
perimental and computer laboratories.

The purpose of Phase 2 was to examine the 
effect of asking students to use writing-to-learn 
strategies to report on laboratory inquiries. The 
focus of this phase was to allow students to trans-
form available designs through situated practice 
and critical framing. The classes undertook the 
same two investigative inquiries. The manner in 
which the classes were asked to report on their 
investigations was varied. During the first inves-
tigation, Class A reported using a digital poster 
while Class B wrote a standard laboratory report. 
For the second investigation, the reporting methods 
were swapped so that Class A wrote a standard 
laboratory report while Class B created a digital 
poster. A further goal of the study was to identify a 

model for scaffolding multiliteracies development. 
Data for this purpose were collected at the end of 
the study through semi-structured interviews with 
students who participated in the study and during 
the course of the study through audio and video 
recordings and researcher journals.

Unit Design

The study was conducted within an introductory 
Year 11 unit that focussed on learning bonding 
concepts within a materials context. Chemical 
bonding was the chosen topic since it is a key 
concept of central importance in chemistry (Fen-
sham, 1975). Students need a solid grounding 
in chemical bonding if they are to understand 
the nature and properties of materials, the pro-
cesses that occur during chemical reactions, and 
more complex relationships and concepts such 
as equilibrium and thermodynamics. It is also a 
topic that is difficult for students because of the 
diverse range of models used by chemists to un-
derstand it and one in which students are known 
to hold a number of alternative conceptions. For 
example, students have been found to experience 
difficulties in understanding van der Waals forces, 
hydrogen bonding, and the distinction between 
intermolecular and intramolecular bonding (Taber 
& Coll, 2002).

Phase 1 of the unit introduced students to 
digital technologies such as molecular modelling 
software to allow them to learn how to use the 
software while exploring and creating some of 
the multiple representations used to understand 
different types of chemical bonding. Students also 
used simulations to learn about atomic structure, 
molecular shape, and intermolecular bonding and 
interactions. The authentic context of the unit, The 
Chemistry of Biomaterials, was designed to expose 
students to the notion of the earth as a finite system 
with renewable and non-renewable resources. 
The use of renewable resources for applications 
such as energy production and the synthesis of 
biomaterials were presented to students through 
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both theoretical and laboratory-based experiences 
during Phase 2. This allowed them to develop and 
apply their understanding of intramolecular and 
intermolecular bonding to design experimental 
procedures, explain experimental findings, and 
make theoretical predictions. Students learned 
about bonding in real world contexts during these 
investigations, which focussed on bioplastics 
synthesis and properties and biofuels production. 
The unit was designed with attention to the multi-
literacies pedagogical framework. Table 2 shows 
examples of multiliteracies components linked to 
focus areas of the unit. This table illustrates the 
fact that pedagogies can occur in parallel and 
some are repeated throughout a unit as students 
encounter new concepts or learning experiences. It 
also provides examples of the designs of meaning 
that students might use during the course of the 
unit as they integrate their prior knowledge with 
new learning experiences to construct knowledge 
and develop representational competence within 
the topic under study.

Digital Resources Selection

According to Baggott La Velle, McFarlane, and 
Brawn (2003), problems commonly cited by 
educators for not using digital technologies in 
classrooms include mismatches between soft-
ware and curriculum and between technologies 
and learning needs, access to computers, cost of 
software, and lack of professional development 
for specific software applications. When select-
ing digital resources for use in the study, these 
potential barriers to implementation in regular 
classrooms were addressed by developing and 
applying the following criteria to selecting digital 
learning tools and materials:

Availability for download by teachers and • 
students, free of charge or at minimal cost,
Ability to serve a range of purposes de-• 
pending on the topic, year level, and prior 
knowledge of students,

Ability to be mastered by teachers with • 
minimal or no access to professional 
development,
Ability to be used by students with mini-• 
mal instruction on their use (to retain stu-
dent-centred nature of learning rather than 
technology-centred),
Suitability for use in both theoretical and • 
laboratory activities, and
Compatibility with other programs schools • 
would be likely to have such as Microsoft 
Office applications.

Since the challenges faced by teachers in using 
digital technologies in schools are not specific to 
any subject area, these criteria could be applied 
equally across the range of subjects and year 
levels.

After identifying a number of programs that 
matched these criteria, ChemSketch and Molecular 
Workbench were chosen. ChemSketch was chosen 
because it allows students to:

create molecular models in a range of • 
modes and to transform representations 
easily,
rotate and observe the molecules in differ-• 
ent ways,
copy and embed the representations cre-• 
ated into student work as picture files, and
download it from the Internet for use at • 
home.

It also has a Periodic Table template that pro-
vides a range of information and representations 
of elements including photographic images, a 
bonus feature as teachers don’t need access to 
the Internet to use one of the many periodic table 
sites that exist online. While there are several 
useful simulation tools available online, Molecu-
lar Workbench was chosen because many of its 
simulations are editable and teachers can easily 
change or adapt the activities to suit their goals 
or the needs of their students, the activities are 
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self-paced and allow students to check their un-
derstanding, and students can save and print their 
answers. The variety of simulations and models 
available through Molecular Workbench is such 
that students and teachers could use it throughout 
a course rather than for just one topic or concept. 

This is an advantage because once students learn 
how to navigate within the program, they can 
move easily between activities and topics. This 
increases the ways that teachers and students can 
utilise them. Students used these programs in the 
computer laboratory and during overt instruc-

Table 2 Multiliteracies in the Materials Unit

Focus Areas Designs of Meaning Multiliteracies Pedagogies and Examples

Introduction to context 
     • Revising the classification and 
types of materials and their proper-
ties 
     • Macroscopic properties and uses 
of materials 
     • Importance of new technologies 
and materials

Available designs 
• Prior knowledge of types, properties and 
classification of materials 
• Recognition of representations of differ-
ent types of materials 
Designing and the redesigned 
• Transforming available resources to 
produce classification concept map 

Situated practice 
• Group activity constructing concept map 
• Laboratory investigation – common macroscopic 
properties 
Overt Instruction 
• Discussion of materials of the earth, renewability, 
types of resources and biomaterials 
• Instruction in the use of molecular modelling 
software

Introduction to bonding and multiple 
representations 
• Nature and properties of ionic and 
covalent substances 
• Intermolecular forces 
• Molecular and network solids, 
macromolecules 
• Developing ChemSketch skills 
• Using simulations in Molecular 
Workbench

Available designs 
• Representations of ionic and covalent 
substances 
• Types of bonds 
Designing and redesigned 
• Creating and using molecular level 
models to predict and explain structure, 
polarity, intermolecular forces, and linking 
them to macroscopic properties 

Situated practice 
• Using molecular modelling software and simula-
tions 
Overt instruction 
• Discussing key concepts 
• Discussing multiple representations, their trans-
formation, and the information conveyed by them 
Critical Framing 
• Deciding which representations to include to 
support explanations 
Transformed practice 
• Using information and representations learned to 
explain macroscopic properties on molecular level

Bioplastics investigative inquiry 
• Examining and critiquing biomate-
rial samples 
• Designing investigation to make 
and compare two bioplastics 
• Biopolymer and plastics composi-
tion and properties 

Available designs 
• Knowledge of variables, and how bond-
ing and structure influence macroscopic 
properties 
Designing and redesigned 
• Collating and interpreting qualitative data 
• Peer and class discussion about meanings 
of data 
• Producing an experimental report that 
incorporates multiple representations of 
biopolymer and bioplastics structures to 
explain properties

Situated practice 
• Making and testing bioplastics in laboratory 
• Data collection 
Critical Framing 
• Designing appropriate procedures and materials 
• Identifying variables and experimental goals 
Transformed practice 
• Redesigning experimental procedures 
• Proposing products to be made from bioplastics

Biofuels investigative inquiry 
• Ethanol production from sucrose 
• Designing investigation to compare 
fermentation rates of mono-, di-, and 
poly- saccharides 
• Bioethanol production research 
areas

Available designs 
• Knowledge of variables and how the 
nature of reactants and enzymes influence 
reaction rate 
Designing and redesigned 
• Collating, interpreting, and representing 
quantitative data 
• Discussing analysis of data 
• Producing experimental report that 
incorporates multiple representations and 
proposal of new experimental design for 
cellulosic raw materials

Situated practice 
• Making and comparing rates of reaction of etha-
nol in laboratory 
• Collecting and collating data 
Critical Framing 
• Designing appropriate experimental procedures 
• Identifying variables and experimental goals 
Transformed practice 
• Redesigning experimental procedures 
• Proposing new experimental procedures
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tion when they were also used on an electronic 
whiteboard to facilitate whole class and group 
discussions.

Teaching Strategies

Phase 1
Students’ alternative conceptions of chemical 
bonding were pretested at the beginning of the 
unit and the information regarding the nature 
of students’ alternative conceptions was used to 
design and sequence the learning experiences and 
to identify areas that required particular empha-
sis. The approaches used and the order in which 
concepts were developed were also informed by 
recommendations in the literature about how to 
minimise the likelihood of developing alterna-
tive conceptions (e.g., Taber & Coll, 2002; Tan 
& Treagust, 1999). Part of this process involved 
identifying visual representations that might be 
useful in developing more accurate conceptions. 
During Phase 1, strategies were used to establish 
students’ understanding of key concepts and visual 
and symbolic representations and to make con-
nections between the chemistry concepts, labora-
tory investigations, and the biomaterials context. 
Students were introduced to visualisation software 
with which they created and interpreted representa-
tions and used simulations to investigate bonding, 
structure, and intermolecular forces. Activities 
were designed to integrate digital technologies 
with other learning experiences such as laboratory 
investigations to allow students to explore proper-
ties such as covalent molecular shape and polarity, 
physical properties of elements, and the structure 
and properties of ionic and covalent compounds 
while learning how to use the technology (Situ-
ated Practice). Learning experiences were scaf-
folded using worksheets, open-ended questions, 
investigative prompts, and teacher intervention 
to direct students to explore particular aspects of 
the program or resources (Situated Practice and 
Overt Instruction). This part of the unit focussed 
on allowing students to create and explore different 

types of representations, and to use them to answer 
explanatory, problem-solving, and application 
questions. The goal was to ensure that students 
had the appropriate experience and knowledge 
prior to the investigative inquiries to allow them 
to report their findings. It also sought to establish 
appropriate available designs to equip students to 
engage in the design process in Phase 2.

Phase 2
During the final four weeks of the unit, students 
conducted two investigations focussed on the 
production and properties of biomaterials. Groups 
of three or four students designed and conducted 
laboratory investigations in which they made 
and tested bioplastics and then produced ethanol 
through fermentation of various carbohydrates 
(Situated Practice). They reported on their find-
ings using two different text types: a standard 
laboratory report and a digital poster (Critical 
Framing and Transformed Practice). During this 
phase, students were self-directed with the only 
teacher intervention being in response to student 
questions. In addition to learning experiences in 
which students learned with Molecular Work-
bench simulations and ChemSketch activities, 
another scaffolding strategy that utilised digital 
technologies was used during the two inquiries, 
to extend students’ available resources. Students 
were provided with a range of digital resources 
related to the investigations through a “digital 
resources toolbox”.

Scaffolding with the Digital 
Resources Toolbox

Students were encouraged to select, modify, or 
transform representations in the digital resources 
toolbox, to create models to support explanations, 
and use them to extend, justify, or illustrate their 
explanations and to create multimodal texts. 
Students were also able to use the resources to 
support their interpretation and understanding of 
experimental data. The digital resources toolbox 
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provided a collection of digital images, including 
photographs, molecular models, and structural dia-
grams that could be modified or used by students 
in the creation of reports and poster presentations 
of their laboratory work. It also contained sum-
mary articles, relevant background information, 
and PowerPoint presentations and other digital 
materials used in class. The toolbox provided 
information in a variety of formats, which served 
to support or expand students’ understanding and 
model the integration of multiple representations 
into multimodal texts.

Summary of Findings

Pretest-Posttest Comparisons
At the end of each phase, students were post-
tested using the same items as the pretest. The 
results for the alternative conceptions items on 
the pretest and the Phase 1 posttest were com-
pared using a paired sample t-test. This showed 
that the difference between results on the pretest 
and the posttest was significant, indicating that 
there was a significant improvement in students’ 
understanding (t = 8.45, df = 48, p <.0005, two-
tailed). The effect size was large (d = 1.23). The 
scores on representational competence items for 
the pretest and posttest were compared using the 
Wilcoxin Signed Ranks test. The representational 
competence scores on the posttest were signifi-
cantly higher than the pretest scores for all three 
items (p <.0005 for each item). These results sug-
gested that the use of selected digital materials and 
activities in scaffolded student-focussed learning 

activities were effective in improving students’ 
understanding, explanation, and representation 
of bonding concepts.

A similar outcome resulted in Phase 2. Paired 
sample t-tests again indicated a significant in-
crease in students’ scores on knowledge items. 
The results of the comparison t-tests and effect 
sizes are summarised in Table 3.

The scores on representational competence 
items for the pretest and Phase 2 posttest items 
were again compared using the Wilcoxin Signed 
Ranks test. The representational competence 
scores on the posttests were significantly higher 
than the pretest scores for all six items (p<.005 on 
one item for Class 1; p<.0005 for all other items). 
These findings suggested that production of mul-
timodal texts improved students’ understanding of 
experimental findings and their ability to explain 
and represent them.

text analysis

Analysis of the texts produced by students during 
Phase 2 to report on their investigative experiences 
indicated that students in both classes were able to 
select and use a range of appropriate representa-
tions to explain their findings and to make links 
between representations to support their explana-
tions of macroscopic data in terms of underlying 
phenomena. The students who produced standard 
laboratory reports relied more heavily on written 
explanation than students who produced digital 
posters, which limited the amount of written text 
and required the use of visual representations 

Table 3 Summary of Paired t-tests Comparing Pretest and Phase 2 Posttest Scores

Inquiry Topic Class t df d

Bioplastics
1 18.17 26 3.63

2 13.43 21 4.58

Bioethanol
1 11.99 25 2.73

2 11.21 21 3.38

p < .0005 in all cases
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to support explanations. For example, when 
explaining the differing rates of fermentation of 
glucose, sucrose, and starch, several students in 
the report writing class wrote statements such 
as, “The different rates of fermentation of the 
three substances are due to their different struc-
tures. Glucose is a monosaccharide, sucrose is 
a disaccharide, and starch is a polysaccharide. 
Glucose is a simpler structure than sucrose and 
therefore reacted faster…” Such statements rely 
on the reader’s understanding of the meaning of 
scientific terms. Students in the poster class with 
only two exceptions included structural diagrams 
of the substances discussed and while using the 
same scientific terms, they made reference to the 
diagrams when explaining the differing fermenta-
tion rates observed. For example:

Starch, shown in Figure 1, is a polysaccharide, 
which cannot be fermented by yeast until it is 
broken into its glucose monomers, as shown in 
Figure 2. As expected, starch had a much slower 
reaction rate than sucrose, which is a disaccha-
ride and has fewer bonds to be broken during 
fermentation...

This student included structural diagrams 
labelled as Figures 1, 2, and so on within the dis-
cussion. The findings for this investigation were 
confirmed through comparison of the number of 
visual representations used by students in digital 
posters with the number used in laboratory re-
ports. Students in the poster-making class used a 
significantly higher number of representations in 
addition to written text, including photographs, 
graphs, tables, structural diagrams, chemical 
equations, and other diagrams.

Student Interviews

Student interviews indicated that the students felt 
they had to engage in higher levels of thinking 
when making posters because the limited space 
for written text forced them to think more about 

what was relevant and important. The comments 
of student C reflect this:

With posters you have to write less so you have to 
be aware of what to write and how to condense 
it. That’s more challenging because you have to 
get to the point. It’s harder because you have to 
think more.

Student N also commented on the need to limit 
written information in the poster:

I probably learned more from making the poster 
because it still requires all the same information 
(as a laboratory report) but allows you to select 
appropriate information.

Students also indicated that the need to limit 
written text prompted them to identify and make 
connections between relevant visual representa-
tions. For example, Student A commented that:

You need to be more creative in the ways that 
you represent the information when making a 
poster.

Student H suggested that the inclusion of visual 
representations simplified the writing process:

… making a poster lets me use pictures and dia-
grams and this makes it easier to express ideas 
than just by using words.

Comments such as these support the idea 
that providing students with the opportunity to 
transform available resources through practice 
and critical framing promotes engagement with 
the task and the concepts involved.

When interviewed about the use of the digital 
resources toolbox to scaffold the explanation of 
experimental data, students reported that they 
learned more or felt more confident when trans-
forming the materials for their own purposes than 
they might have if they had been required to source 



200

Multiliteracies in Secondary Chemistry

the information through their own research, for 
example, using the Internet. For example, Student 
C commented that the toolbox helped to identify 
relevant information:

I learned more having them there because I 
knew what I had to write about. If I’d gone on 
the Internet, I probably would have got a bit lost 
because there’s so much stuff and it’s hard to 
know what’s useful and what’s not. Some of it’s 
also quite technical and it’s hard to choose what’s 
most relevant.

Student B made similar comments:

It was a lot easier when we had the basic informa-
tion because we knew we were on the right track. 
When you type something in on the Internet, so 
much comes up on that topic. I wouldn’t be sure 
it was the right thing to be writing about...

In other words, having access to a broad set 
of resources allowed students to focus on the task 
of transforming available designs to create texts. 
Scaffolding text production tasks by providing a 
range of digital resources and software with which 
to produce representations and texts supports 
students’ learning and builds digital literacies by 
helping them to focus on relevant and appropri-
ate information, be critical in their use of repre-
sentations and information, and transform and 
integrate digital information. Student interview 
responses were also analysed using Leximancer 
Text Explorer, text analysis software. A summary 
of the themes that emerged from student interview 
responses regarding scaffolding is provided in 
Table 4.

lessons from the study

A Model for Scaffolding Learning 
with Digital Technologies

A multiliteracies approach in any subject area 
requires consideration of the designs of mean-
ing, students’ prior knowledge, and familiarity 
with representations and texts that characterise 
the subject. It also requires consideration of 
pedagogical components (Situated Practice, Overt 
Instruction, Critical Framing, and Transformed 
Practice) when selecting and designing learn-
ing experiences, resources, and activities. This 
includes a focus on the multiple representations 
that students will need to use and interpret when 
they meet new concepts. This can be achieved 
by identifying the available designs that students 
have and considering how these need to be aug-
mented and complemented through experiences 
that allow students to build their repertoire of 
available resources prior to engaging in more 
complex transformation of knowledge. When 
approaching a new topic, teachers should begin 
with simple models and concrete examples and 
gradually expand the range and sophistication of 
representations and the abstract nature of concepts 
and information. A model of a well scaffolded 
design process using a multiliteracies approach 
includes the following steps:

Identification of the key concepts and ideas • 
of the topic, including the types of repre-
sentations likely to be encountered by stu-
dents (Designs of Meaning).
Consideration of the prior knowledge and • 
possible alternative conceptions that may 
be held by students (Available Designs).
Identification of representations and mod-• 
els that will be conducive to developing 
students’ understanding of the concepts 
and which can act as available designs of 
meaning with which students can construct 
new knowledge and build representational 
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competence (Designing and Redesigning).
Provision of models, including digital re-• 
sources that can be used to develop stu-
dents’ understanding and critical selection 
of the multiple representations needed to 
create and transform information and pro-
duce multimodal texts (Critical Framing 
and Transformed Practice).
Immersion in activities that allow stu-• 
dents to make connections between new 
and prior knowledge, within a community 
of learners, for example, through inquiry-
based learning tasks and class and small 
group discussions (Situated Practice).
Use of strategies that encourage and sup-• 
port students to link inquiry findings with 
theoretical concepts (Overt Instruction and 
Situated Practice).

It is also important to consider strategies that 
support students to learn chemistry in ways that 
reflect the work of chemists, such as presenting 
the learning in authentic contexts (by linking 
learning to real-world topics, issues, and emerg-
ing fields of research), as an investigative endea-
vour. Discussion of laboratory experiences and 
other inquiry-based learning tasks are essential 
in helping students to make connections between 
macroscopic and molecular levels of chemistry 
and an engaging factor is that they reflect the 
nature of expert chemists’ work. This approach 
is not exclusive to instructional design in chem-
istry. In any discipline, it is important wherever 
possible to make real world connections to the 
subject being studied. These provide students 
with an insight into the authentic practices of 
professionals in the field while helping them 
to contextualise their learning and understand 

Table 4 Student Responses Regarding the Scaffolding Strategies Experienced in the Study

The scaffolding strategies identified as useful by 
students

Reasons cited by students in terms of multiliteracies framework

Using visual representations The range of representations used 
• increased understanding 
• led to more available designs 
• facilitated transformation of designs

Using digital resources toolbox Having a variety of information presented in multiple modes facilitated selec-
tion and decision-making about how to re-represent it (Critical Framing and 
Transformed Practice)

Writing different text types • Required understanding of writing for particular purpose 
• Required critical thinking when deciding what was important 
and relevant for inclusion and how best to present this information 
(Critical Framing and Transformed Practice)

Conducting laboratory-based investigative inquiries • Promoted discussion of data with peers 
• Allowed student to apply theory in authentic investigative contexts 
(Situated Practice)

Using worksheets and activity guides that scaffolded 
computer-based inquiries

• Focussed attention on important concepts 
• Encouraged peer discussion of learning 
• Guided analysis and discussion of data 
(Situated practice and Overt Instruction) 

Using digital technologies •  I n c r e a s e d  m o t i v a t i o n  a n d  e n j o y m e n t  o f  t a s k s 
• Aligned the learning experiences with interests and skills outside of school 
• Enhanced ability to visualise phenomena and to produce multi-
modal text with visual illustrations to enhance written explanations 
(Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, and Transformed 
Practice)
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the purpose and importance of what they are 
studying.

Digital technologies should be integrated into 
a range of learning experiences, from providing 
students with appropriate representations and the 
means by which to transform or create their own 
representations through to the production of new 
texts. This means they must be used for purposes 
beyond word processing and research. These are 
important and necessary skills, however, students 
should also be provided with resources that al-
low them to select, create, and integrate multiple 
representations, to illustrate and elaborate on their 
explanations, to re-represent their understanding 
of concepts, and to gain competence in using and 
interpreting a range of multimodal representations 
and texts.

Recommendations for Teachers

Consideration of the outcomes of this study leads 
to a number of general recommendations for 
teachers wishing to design a unit of work that 
appropriately scaffolds multiliteracies learning. 
These include the following:

Encourage students to use • digital technolo-
gies to create representations and integrate 
them within written text to support and jus-
tify explanations and arguments. For ex-
ample, including a graph, table, or diagram 
might serve to illustrate, justify, or comple-
ment written explanations.
Scaffold text production by providing stu-• 
dents with models from which to build 
their own texts and gradually remove or 
change the scaffolding over time to give 
more control and responsibility to students 
for producing their own representations 
and texts. For example, providing students 
with genre guides or templates can scaffold 
text production when students are unfamil-
iar with a genre.

Make learning experiences, whether theo-• 
retical or practical, inquiry-based, begin-
ning with guided inquiry and over time 
gradually make inquiries more open-ended 
as students develop laboratory or research 
skills and representational competence.
Introduce new representations alongside • 
the concepts they represent. Don’t assume 
that students know what information cer-
tain representations provide. Make explicit 
links between representations and their 
meanings. For example, deconstruct rep-
resentations and texts with students to ex-
plore what information is represented and 
how it is portrayed.
Spend time debriefing inquiry activities so • 
that students can link these learning expe-
riences with the theoretical concepts they 
meet in other lessons. This helps to avoid 
the “disconnection” between what they 
learn in theory classes and what they do in 
laboratory or practical lessons.
Provide opportunities for class and group • 
discussions of representations used or cre-
ated by students, including critical analy-
sis of representations and texts. This helps 
students to select information critically and 
to decide how it is best presented. Ask stu-
dents to practice these ideas by producing 
multimodal texts to discuss and report their 
findings with peers.
When students undertake independent re-• 
search to solve a problem or explain con-
cepts, inquiry findings, or laboratory re-
sults, they may need help to decode what 
they’re reading, seeing, or hearing since 
they don’t always have the literacies with 
which to make sense of the information 
they find. It is important to remember that 
they are novices, particularly in terms of 
understanding the information contained 
in the wide range of informational texts 
available on the Internet.
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Provide learning experiences that support • 
students’ development of representational 
competence so that they become more able 
to “talk”, “write”, or “draw” in discipline 
specific ways, especially when asked to 
combine these skills.
Encourage students to interact with peers • 
and teachers, both in school and via email 
or discussion boards, to ask and pose ques-
tions, query information, send drafts, and 
check for understanding.
When using simulations, help students to • 
understand how chemical entities and phe-
nomena are represented and how these rep-
resentations relate to others.

Recommendations for the use 
of digital technologies in the 
broader educational context

It is important to acknowledge that using digital 
technologies in schools can be problematic for 
teachers for a number of reasons, some of which 
were mentioned previously:

Funding is limited in many schools and • 
this has an impact on the availability, reli-
ability, and capacity of computers and also 
on access to software.
Some software is expensive, particularly • 
when schools must pay for school-wide 
site licenses. Even if costly software is 
used at school, it is unlikely that students 
will have access to it beyond school, for 
example, on their home computers, which 
limits the use of the software to class time. 
If classes cannot access computers at an 
appropriate juncture in the course, such 
software may not always be used in timely 
or meaningful ways. It also means that stu-
dents cannot spend time at home consoli-
dating or extending their learning with the 
same tools.

Lack of training or confidence with soft-• 
ware applications or the level of technical 
support needed is another problem experi-
enced by many teachers. Access to profes-
sional development is limited by budget-
ary constraints and school priorities, which 
often means that teachers cannot learn 
how to use particular software in their 
classrooms.
Curriculum constraints can also limit the • 
integration of digital technologies into 
learning programs. For example, if it takes 
considerable time for students to master 
particular software applications or if teach-
ers have other imperatives such as the need 
to cover a certain amount of information 
in a limited time, they will, understandably 
opt for what they judge to be more time-
efficient methods of delivery. This may 
lead to the decision not to spend multiple 
lessons on a single concept or group of 
representations.

While it is not possible to solve all of the prob-
lems experienced by individual teachers or schools 
when integrating digital technologies, it is possible 
to make general recommendations about the selec-
tion and implementation of particular resources. 
Constraints such as funding and teachers’ ability to 
use particular software can be addressed, at least in 
part, by selecting software applications that serve 
a number of different purposes, for example, those 
that are compatible with other applications that 
the school and students already have available. 
For example, teachers may select applications that 
allow students to create multimodal representa-
tions that they can use within laboratory reports, 
summaries, multimedia presentations, or other 
texts. If there is limited funding for site licenses 
and the purchase of software, teachers can opt 
to use applications that are freely available for 
download on the Internet for students to create 
and transform a range of representations. Such 
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programs are not only accessible free of charge 
to teachers but they can be accessed by students 
from home.

futuRe tRends

The continued development of digital technologies 
and the uncertainty of students’ future life and 
work worlds (lifeworlds) make the adoption of 
a multiliteracies approach to teaching in content 
areas an imperative. The burgeoning range of 
multimedia and multimodal texts that students 
encounter in their lives beyond school should be 
reflected in the ways that they are asked to present 
knowledge in school. Today’s students are grow-
ing up immersed in digital technologies. In their 
world multimedia and digital technologies are 
not “optional extras”. The range of uses of digital 
technologies in schools will continue to change 
and grow and the need to ensure that pedagogies 
adopted by teachers align with these changes is 
without question. Adopting multiliteracies peda-
gogies allows teachers to utilise the affordances 
of digital technologies during Situated Practice, 
Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, and Trans-
formed Practice. Within learning environments 
where students learn with digital technologies, 
they become creators as well as users of digital 
representations and texts. These approaches are 
also essential for students’ development of digital, 
critical, and chemical literacies, without which 
chemistry students cannot hope to develop a 
deep understanding of, or ability to communicate, 
on molecular or symbolic levels. The emerging 
scientific fields within which chemistry learning 
can be contextualised will continue to grow and 
diversify. Many scientific research fields are 
becoming interdisciplinary – integrating several 
scientific disciplines or even multidisciplinary – 
integrating expertise from fields beyond scientific 
disciplines (Fensham, 2008; Nichols & Davies, 
2006). It is essential that contemporary areas of 
research are presented to students to make their 

learning relevant and to engage them in areas 
with which they will need familiarity in their lives 
beyond school.

Further research is needed in this area to inves-
tigate the use of a multiliteracies scaffold in other 
areas of chemistry in which students are known 
to develop alternative conceptions, for example, 
equilibrium, electrochemistry, or stoichiometry, 
and at different stages of conceptual development, 
for example, at different junctures across the two 
years of senior chemistry study. Similar research 
is also needed in other scientific disciplines as 
well as subjects beyond science. There is also 
a need for further examination of the effect of 
multimodal text production as a writing-to-learn 
strategy in the senior sciences and to establish 
effective scaffolding models that allow students 
to learn with a variety of digital technologies. The 
application of these approaches to other disciplines 
may also prove effective. Of particular importance 
is the investigation of how student learning can 
be appropriately scaffolded when students are 
learning about new areas of scientific research, 
many of which involve concepts from more than 
one traditional discipline.

conclusion

The examples in this chapter have been taken from 
a unit that aimed to contextualise a fundamental 
area of chemistry education, chemical bonding, 
into a contemporary area of scientific research: 
the production and applications of biomaterials. 
The unit was designed with consideration of 
research findings in a number of areas including 
students’ understanding of chemical bonding, the 
use of digital technologies to support students’ 
conceptual understanding and representational 
competence, the efficacy of writing-to-learn 
strategies, and the application of multiliteracies 
pedagogy. There are many digital technologies 
beyond those described in this chapter that are 
either free online or commercially available and 
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it is a matter of considering the needs of schools 
and students in order to select the most appropri-
ate tools and resources in the design of units of 
work. The suggestions here have been provided 
to address the commonly cited challenges faced 
by teachers and students when learning with 
technology but there are many ways of achieving 
these goals. It is more important to recognise the 
potentially powerful learning tools that today’s 
access to technology provides students and to be 
prepared to experiment with a range of options to 
scaffold students’ learning both in theoretical and 
laboratory-based or practical learning experiences. 
The outcomes of the study described in this chapter 
indicate that digital technologies have the potential 
to enhance learning in chemistry; however, the 
findings might also be applied across a range of 
other subject areas. The framework of multilitera-
cies provides a valuable structure within which 
to design learning experiences and scaffolding 
strategies to develop students’ subject-specific 
literacies as well as developing their broader 
digital and critical multiliteracies.
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Chapter 13

Robotics as a Vehicle 
for Multiliteracies

Marissa J. Saville
Scotch Oakburn College, Australia

Robotics as a Vehicle 
foR multiliteRacies

Being literate in today’s society and in the future 
is more than just being able to read and write the 
written word. With advances in technology and 
the inclusion of technology in educational settings 
students are reading and viewing an increasingly 
complex and diverse range of multimodal texts. 
Literacy and learning in these new environments 

requires students to be multiliterate. (Zammit & 
Downes, 2002, p. 24)

intRoduction

Literacy and thinking skills are generally accepted 
as two of the core building blocks that support 
learning across the curriculum (Hedley, Antonacci 
& Rabinowitz, 1995; Stoll, Fink & Earl, 2003). To 
be literate in today’s technological knowledge-based 
society requires more than just the ability to read, 

abstRact

This chapter is a catalyst for encouraging educators to use robotics as a vehicle for multiliteracies. This 
chapter will provide compelling, practical evidence of the multimodal nature of robotics, highlighting the 
potential of robotics to encompass any or all of the linguistic, spatial, visual, audio and gestural elements 
of multiliteracies, as described by the New London Group (1996). The social and technological benefits 
for both genders arising from the integration of robotics into the curriculum, and their importance in a 
rapidly changing world are discussed, as is the need for educators to learn how to facilitate a learning 
environment that entices students to take risks and solve problems through the development of higher-
order thinking skills. Robotics crosses curriculum boundaries, and engages and motivates students of 
all ages by making learning directed and real.
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write, listen and speak in English (Chua, 2004; 
Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). The arrival of new tech-
nologies in the educational arena in the late 1970s 
brought with it a myriad of issues and implications 
for literacy practice (Snyder, 1998). In 1994, a 
group of educational theorists (the ‘New London 
Group’) met to share and discuss their combined 
concerns, experiences, expertise and expectations 
for the future of literacy learning within national 
and cultural contexts (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). 
They concurred that to achieve positive social 
outcomes for all students it was essential that 
literacy pedagogy capitalise on cultural and lin-
guistic diversity. As a result of their discussions, 
they used the term ‘multiliteracies’ to encapsulate 
their vision for literacy learning which combined 
traditional literacy approaches with the multitude 
of technological tools present in the community 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). The New London Group 
recognised the dynamic nature of multiliteracies, 
placing importance on learning to make meaning 
by the integration of multimodal dimensions with 
texts full of media, multimedia (text, graphics, 
video and audio), and hypermedia (multimedia 
linked by hypertext) (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). 
With multiliteracy viewed as essential to effective 
global citizenship, the group considered it ex-
tremely important that educational achievements 
not be hampered by cultural, linguistic, or gender 
differences (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). According 
to Giddings (1988) the development of critical 
thinking skills is crucial for students to respond 
to, and reflect on, the diversity of cultural litera-
ture. Thus it is imperative for teachers to devise 
learning experiences that develop thinking skills, 
and which are equitable, engaging, and achievable 
by all students (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Eggen 
& Kauchak, 2001; Hamston & Murdoch, 1996; 
Luke & Carpenter, 2003; Marsh, 2000; Murdoch 
& Hornsby, 1997; Perkins & Blythe, 1994; Stoll 
et al., 2003).

A multiliterate pedagogy views modern tech-
nologies as a means of transforming curricula, and 
uses a variety of texts in critical, dynamic, reflective 

and thoughtful ways (Department of Education 
[DoE], Tasmania, 2005; 2007; Unsworth, 2001). 
The complex relationship between modern tech-
nologies and literacy learning challenges educators 
to rethink their practice (Healy, 2004; Snyder, 1998). 
While technologies such as the Internet, email, 
word processing and hypertext have not replaced 
the printed book, they have blurred the boundaries 
of literacy and changed the production, processing, 
storage, retrieval and usage of written and visual 
language (Snyder, 1998). With approximately 377 
million people using the Internet world-wide, the 
scope of technology’s impact on business, media, 
entertainment, and society is creating an e-world, 
comprised of “perhaps the most transformative 
technology in history” (United States Web-based 
Education Commission [USWEC], 2000, p. 1). 
The USWEC argues that it is high time the Inter-
net’s potential to transform education was made a 
reality. Hawkridge (1989) is also concerned with 
the manner in which schools prepare students for 
active participation in society, arguing that they 
must be better equipped with the skills to function 
effectively in the technological global society of 
the future. Similarly, Kearns and Grant (2002) offer 
the rationale that technological competence is now 
a prerequisite life skill, key to employability and 
participation in society. Some have viewed tech-
nology as a passing fad in the educational arena; 
however it is now widely recognised as a valuable 
tool for promoting students’ learning (Cromwell, 
1998). Although virtually impossible for teachers to 
accurately predict the technological skills students 
will need in their future, Williams (2000) believes 
a wide range of technological experiences are in-
valuable for developing positive attitudes towards 
technology that will support students in their per-
sonal and professional life after school. Williams 
(2000) suggests that it is fitting to embed computers 
throughout classroom experiences, because this is 
consistent with real life and work contexts.

A multiliterate curriculum effectively bridges 
and develops students’ abilities to use the various 
text-types they encounter at school and in the 
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community, thus promoting a real-life approach to 
learning (DoE, 2005; Healy, 2004). Furthermore, 
the Tasmanian DoE (2005) recognises that such 
texts are not confined to written formats, but can 
integrate the linguistic, spatial, visual, audio and 
gestural elements as described by the New London 
Group (1996). The linguistic element includes 
the visual aspects of meanings attained from im-
ages, page layouts, screen formats and the like; 
the spatial element refers to meanings derived 
from environmental, personal, and architectural 
spaces; the audio element gathers meaning from 
music and sound; and the gestural element refers to 
meaning made from body language and physicality 
(New London Group, 1996). However, the most 
effective and significant learning is achieved by a 
multimodal approach to learning, which integrates 
any number of these elements together in surpris-
ingly dynamic and powerful ways (New London 
Group, 1996). It can be said that meaning-making 
in every day life is multimodal; a trip to the shop-
ping mall for example, is a remarkably complex 
combination of many, or all, of the elements, and 
thus should be reflected in educational experiences 
(New London Group, 1996).

backGRound

Robotics is an effective tool to support a mul-
timodal approach to learning in that it can be 
used to incorporate some, or all, of the elements 
of multiliteracies depending upon the particular 
challenge and desired learning outcomes. For 
example, students may expand their vocabu-
lary as they learn the discourse of their robot’s 
programming language, learn to identify visual 
iconic symbols (D’Agustino, 2007; Gregor, 2005), 
and engage in related literacy activities such as 
reflective, procedural, exposition, or narrative 
writing tasks based on their own experiences 
(D’Agustino, 2007; Dibdin, 2006). Rogers and 
Portsmore (2004) have used robotics as a ‘visual 
reading’ tool, whereby they challenged students 

to use the robots to build something from the text 
they were reading. Verbal communication skills 
are developed as students discuss and explain their 
ideas and solutions, brainstorm, or problem solve 
situations that they encounter (D’Agustino, 2007; 
Gregor, 2005); this aspect links directly to both 
the audio and linguistic elements as it concerns 
both spoken language, and the development of 
understanding of grammatical conventions (New 
London Group, 1996). Students develop spatial 
awareness and visualisation skills as they must 
design and programme their robots to stay within 
set boundaries, and at the same time, not collide 
with other robots (D’Agustino, 2007; Gregor, 
2005). Robots can be programmed to create and 
play musical tunes, and their movements can be 
programmed to accompany or ‘dance’ in time to 
a piece of music; this can be an extremely chal-
lenging and engaging endeavour (Gregor, 2005; 
Gura, 2007). Students can be challenged to cre-
ate robots that represent specific things, such as 
people, animals or vehicles, and careful building 
design can result in effective, engaging, and often 
amusing parody of the characteristics of the chosen 
subject (D’Agustino, 2007; Gregor, 2005). Indeed, 
numerous researchers acknowledge robotics as 
a viable springboard for successfully improving 
learning outcomes in a range of curriculum areas, 
including mathematics, science, literacy, technol-
ogy, and engineering (D’Agustino, 2007; Dibdin, 
2006; Gura, 2007; Norton, McRobbie & Ginns, 
2007; Rogers & Portsmore, 2004).

Robotics also provides opportunities for inter-
disciplinary learning and enables high levels of 
learner engagement (D’Agustino & King, 2007). 
For example, Rogers and Portsmore (2004) report 
how a year 2 teacher challenged students to use 
robotics to build the amusement park from their 
class novel, Charlotte’s Web (by E.B.White), 
integrated into the mathematics curriculum as 
students needed to exchange play money before 
being able to use the ride. Another example of in-
tegrated learning comes from Doyle (2007, as cited 
in Murray, 2007) who describes how an English 
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teacher integrated robotics into his classroom by 
asking his students to tell the age-old story ‘The 
Three Billy Goats Gruff’ through team-work and 
problem-solving in order to choreograph their 
robots’ movements. Seemingly simple tasks can 
easily become creative and problem-solving mas-
terpieces (Druin & Hendler, 2000). Several schools 
involved in a U.K. project for raising attainment 
in young boys’ writing through technology effec-
tively used robotics to engage students in literacy 
tasks (Canterbury City & Country Cluster, 2007). 
A number of topics were selected for students to 
create labelled pictures and diagrams, including 
‘dinosaurs’, ‘travel and journeys’, and ‘a walk in 
the jungle’, with students recording the places and/
or sounds of the places their robots visited.

In order to link robotics to multiliteracies the 
following sections will explore contemporary 
educational theorists’ views on using robotics as 
part of a multiliterate curriculum in light of the 
author’s practical experience teaching robotics in 
a primary school context. The history of robot-
ics, the features of three robots recommended 
for classroom use, and how the use of robotics 
aligns with modern educational philosophies are 
also discussed. Furthermore, there are a number 
of important issues surrounding the successful 
implementation of a robotics curriculum which 
will also be considered, these being: a supportive 
teaching pedagogy, the development of students’ 
social issues and Emotional Intelligence, the 
benefits of mentoring, an examination of gender 
differences and classroom logistics.

the history of Robotics

The word ‘robot’ is thought to derive from the 
Czech word ‘robota’ meaning compulsory labour, 
which was originally used by Karel Capek in 
1923 in his play, ‘Rossum’s Universal Robots’ 
(Gura, 2007). The term ‘robotics’ came soon af-
ter, and is defined by Merriam-Webster’s (2008) 
online dictionary as technology dealing with the 
design, construction, and operation of robots in 

automation. Robotics was popularised by the 
science fiction author Isaac Asimov in 1942, in 
his book (and later movie), ‘I Robot’, and con-
tinued gaining popularity as they became regular 
features of television shows and movies, such as 
‘The Day the Earth Stood Still’ (1951), ‘Lost in 
Space’ (1965), ‘Dr. Who and the Daleks’ (1965), 
‘Transformers’ (1984), ‘The Terminator’ (1984), 
‘Short Circuit’ (1986), and ‘Bicentennial Man’ 
(1999) (as cited in Gura, 2007). The high number 
of related enthusiast sites on the Internet attests 
to the popularity of this culture, and provides a 
background for the capacity of school robotics to 
capture the imagination through its enduring ap-
peal (Gura, 2007). Robots are now commonplace 
in the home and community, performing regular 
tasks like answering machines, automatically 
opening doors, controlling streetlights and water-
ing systems, and dispensing money; hence the use 
of robots in the classroom provides opportunities 
for open-ended learning grounded in realistic 
contexts (Reilly, 2006; Sims, Spinetti, Crabb 
& Earnshaw, 2006). Unlike the disciplines that 
require students to learn a fixed body of knowl-
edge, robotics is an area that enables students to 
be immersed in active, problem-solving learning 
that is as dynamic by nature in the classroom as 
it is in the real world (Gura, 2007). Furthermore, 
the educational benefits from the whole process of 
conceiving, designing, constructing, and program-
ming an open-ended autonomous robot projects far 
outweighs those to be gained from building robots 
based on preconceived ideas (Gura, 2007).

LEGO® robotics (The Lego Group, 2007), the 
Valiant Roamer® (Valiant USA, 2004) and the 
Bee-bot® (TTS Group, 2008) are three forms of 
robotics that are considered to be appropriate for 
use in the classroom (Alimisis et al., 2007), and 
with which the author has practical experience. 
LEGO® (The Lego Group, 2007) has two types 
of robots available for home and classroom use, 
these being the original RCX (Robotics Com-
mand System), which has been around for over 
ten years, and the recently-released NXT-G. Each 
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of these robots has a computer ‘brain’ set within 
a ‘brick’, which when programmed accordingly, 
controls motors and/or lights attached to its three 
output ports. The RCX robot can store up to five 
long, complex programmes, whereas the NXT can 
store up to 130K of programmes. The RCX has 
three, and the NXT four, input ports to which can 
be attached a range of accessories such as touch 
and light sensors (both RCX and NXT), ultrasonic, 
rotation, and sound sensors (NXT only). The robots 
can be programmed to make decisions, respond 
to events, simultaneously perform multiple feats, 
and many other tasks. The ‘brain’, coupled with a 
multitude of building blocks, motors and sensors 
quickly allow students to put together an incred-
ibly wide range of engineering inventions with 
remarkable speed. In the 1990’s, it would take a 
university student months to create a wall-avoiding 
creature, whereas Rogers and Portsmore (2004) 
report how a year 2 student was able to make a wall-
avoiding turtle in only a few hours. The graphical 
programming software ROBOLAB (powered by 
National Instrument’s LabVIEW) has numerous 
levels, and as such, is compatible for users from 
ages three to adult (Rogers & Portsmore, 2004). 
The step-by-step introductory sequences included 
in the LEGO® MINDSTORMS® NXT software 
make it very user-friendly for students aged 8 and 
above (LEGO® Education, 2006). Classroom 
robotics has been responsible for kindergarten 
students debating the frictional forces of axles, and 
elementary students programming with decimals 
numbers; these engineering experiences have 
developed an early, deep and genuine conceptual 
understanding (Rogers & Portsmore, 2004).

With approximately one million students per 
year worldwide using ROBOLAB and LEGO® 
robotics, with the software translated into fourteen 
different languages, international sales success 
has certainly been achieved (Rogers & Portsmore, 
2004). The Valiant Roamer® (Valiant USA, 2004) 
robot has been in classrooms for nearly as long 
as the LEGO® RCX, but has an entirely differ-
ent appearance; it looks much like an oversized 

mushroom with a thirty centimetre diameter on two 
wheels, and can be easily decorated to portray a 
wide range of characters. The author has witnessed 
year 1 students engaged in their learning as they 
pretended the Roamer® was a garbage collec-
tor, and proceeded to pair up and use the robot 
to ‘collect’ (by gently nudging) specific rubbish 
types spread around the classroom. They wrote 
down the sequence of symbols representing their 
plan for the robot’s movements, and then tested 
their theory. Many discussions and experiments 
ensued as students worked to identify errors, and 
pure delight was evident when their goal was 
reached. More than a quarter of a million of these 
highly popular robots can be found in schools 
throughout twenty-seven countries around the 
world (Murray, 2007). Research by the Faculty of 
Education at Curtin University (1997) concluded 
that the Roamer® was a highly motivating robot, 
suitable for use by children from kindergarten 
right through to the end of primary school. It can 
store 182 actions, and can turn and move in a 
range of units to suit the age of the user; however 
its ability to turn in one degree units makes it an 
ideal tool for students to explore mathematical 
concepts like shapes, mapping, and simple math-
ematical equations. Students enter their programs 
directly through a colour-coded keypad on the 
top of the machine and can incorporate sound, 
nested programmes, lights, and sensor inputs. 
Variables, such as the impact of the type of floor 
surface on the wheels, need to be considered 
and contended with, reflecting situations drivers 
deal with driving on a day-to-day basis (Murray, 
2007). A marker pen can be placed in a hole in 
the centre of the robot and used to trace its path 
on butcher’s paper taped to the floor. The author 
has again witnessed insightful conversations and 
debates over the angles, turns and distances from 
students challenged to draw a capital letter. Let-
ters like ‘L’ provide an easy starting point, and 
students readily move on to more complex tasks 
like ‘M’ or ‘A’, which require a higher level of 
thinking. The robot provides immediate feedback 
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for students’ efforts, and evidence of areas needing 
guidance or consolidation. A different dimension 
can be added through the use of Roamer World® 
software, which allows the user to control the 
robot directly from a separate computer.

The Bee-bot® (TTS Group, 2008) is similar to 
the Valiant Roamer®, in that it is a programmable 
floor robot that the user commands by pushing 
buttons directly on the top of the robot, however 
its simplistic design and large directional arrow 
buttons make it more suited for young children 
from the age of three to middle primary school. It 
has sold over seventeen thousand since its release 
in July 2005, and is an ideal medium for teaching 
control, spatial awareness, problem-solving, basic 
programming concepts, and directional language. 
The Bee-bot® accurately travels forwards or back-
wards in fifteen centimetre units, turns in ninety 
degree units, and can retain up to forty steps at 
once. The Bee-bot® can be decorated to take on 
a character role with clip on covers designed for 
this purpose, and can perform on rough or smooth 
surfaces. Its small thirteen centimetre long chassis 
allows it to be used on table tops or bench surfaces. 
The robot’s moves and commands are acknowl-
edged by the flashing of its eyes, and optional 
sounds. Sprainger (2007) describes the success 
of a pilot program that introduced Bee-bots® 
to young students from six schools throughout 
Parramatta in Australia. Teachers were provided 
with literacy resources appropriate to their year 
group, for example the picture books ‘Going on 
a Bear Hunt’ and ‘Rosie’s Walk’, for students to 
emulate and develop with their robots. The stu-
dents responded with imaginative and creative 
play-learning, with some even forming emotional 
attachments and naming their robots. Assorted 
play mats (available through retail or student/
teacher made) added to the variety and scope of 
the program by providing a variety of everyday 
scenarios for students to explore.

Seymour Papert, a renowned professor at 
the MIT research university, was an early sup-
porter of using LEGO® robotics in the school 

curriculum (Norton, 2008). He termed the rich 
and multifaceted learning that can be achieved 
through the construction and programming of 
robots as ‘constructionism’, or more simplified 
as ‘learning-by-making’ (Papert & Harel, 1991). 
Understanding of the learning process has evolved 
over time. When Stoll et al. (2003) examined the 
work of philosophers and educational theorists 
such as Plato, Descartes, Locke and Skinner, they 
found a common belief; “learning was something 
that happened to the learner” (p. 23). Since these 
early years, extraordinary advances in understand-
ing about the process of learning have occurred 
(Stoll et al., 2003). Educational theorists of the 
twentieth century, such as Piaget, Vygotsky, and 
Dewey, have expanded educators’ understanding 
of learning dramatically to the point where learn-
ing is recognised as being intellectual, social and 
emotional, linear and erratic, and by both design 
and chance (Stoll et al., 2003). Slee (2002) has 
similar findings when he states: “Research into 
child development is uncovering facts at a rate 
that sometimes outstrips our ability to integrate 
them into a coherent framework” (p. 48). Con-
structionism aligns with the modern educational 
theory of constructivist learning, whereby “learn-
ers construct their own understanding of the world 
rather than recording it in an already-organized 
form” (Eggen & Kauchak, 2001, p.106). Learning 
is not a passive activity, but an active and dynamic 
process; there must be “some level of conscious-
ness… allowing one to perceive and think about 
what is happening outside and inside oneself in 
such a way that it can be evaluated and acted on” 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, as cited in Stoll et al., 
2003, p. 25). Students must be engaged in the 
learning process because, “(o)utside events don’t 
exist for people unless they are aware of them” 
(Stoll et al., 2003, p. 25). Students are constantly 
building and expanding their knowledge when 
constructing and programming robots; they are 
“learning on the edge of what they know at all 
times – the area of proximal learning” (Gregor, 
2005, p. 10). After the initial design and construc-
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tion of a LEGO® robot, which in itself requires 
students to identify a problem and formulate a 
solution, students continually extend their engi-
neering skills as they build their design and test 
their solution. Students begin the programming 
process; each time a section of programme is 
written, downloaded to the robot and executed, 
students receive immediate feedback from the 
robot. Students learn from each attempt and 
alteration as they critically consider whether the 
next modification or addition lies with the robot 
design, construction, programming, or combina-
tion of these. Students have the opportunity to 
improve and refine their robot, and are continually 
scaffolding, consolidating, and expanding, their 
knowledge and understanding.

implementation of a multiliterate 
Robotics curriculum

There are a number of important issues surround-
ing the successful implementation of a multiliterate 
robotics curriculum which will now be considered, 
these being teaching pedagogy, social issues, 
Emotional Intelligence, mentoring, gender dif-
ferences, and classroom logistics.

Teaching Pedagogy

Society is changing with the presence, growth 
and integration of technology into human civilisa-
tion (Drenoyianni, 2006). To survive in this new 
world, it is important to be multiliterate. Whilst 
new technologies have been heralded by many as 
“the totem of educational change” (Drenoyianni, 
2006, p. 401) and the solution to a variety of edu-
cational problems (Cuban, 1986), other research 
indicates that their effectiveness as a learning tool 
relies on the pedagogy, teaching methods, cur-
riculum and context in which they are used (Peck, 
Cuban & Kirkpatrick, 2002; Tsiakalos, 2002, as 
cited in Drenoyianni, 2006). Peck et al.’s (2002) 
study recognised the potential of technologies 
for improving educational outcomes, but found 

very few teachers capitalising on this potential; a 
view supported by the study’s teacher and student 
surveys. In fact, this study found little evidence 
of increased technology use in regular classroom 
learning compared to that of 50 years ago: “based 
on our findings and on national data, we main-
tain confidently that, contrary to the dreams of 
most techno-promoters, technology has simply 
become a small and largely peripheral element 
of a familiar, long-running high school routine” 
(p. 32). In contrast, Heale (2005) described how 
the introduction of new technologies provided 
the stimulus for a welcome transformation at the 
technologically rich Frankston High School. As 
a result, this school has changed its focus from 
conventional teacher-centred teaching methods, 
to education focused on student learning where 
students are encouraged to take greater responsibil-
ity for their learning, and cooperative teamwork 
is promoted.

Robotics is increasingly being recognised 
as a valuable educational tool, and as such, is 
becoming more popular; however capitalising 
on the benefits this tool offers may require a 
pedagogical shift by many teachers (Carbonaro, 
Rex & Chambers, 2004). Robotics is a hands-on, 
student-centred, project based activity that uses a 
non-conventional teaching approach far removed 
from traditional teacher-centred teaching methods 
(D’Agustino & King, 2007; Rogers & Portsmore, 
2004). In this way the teacher directs and guides 
the learning as the students explore theories and 
concepts, instead of reading about or listening 
to the teacher explain the relevant principles 
(D’Agustino & King, 2007). Indeed, robotics is 
an ideal vehicle for implementing progressive 
educational philosophies such as a constructivist 
approach to learning, problem-solving, interdisci-
plinary/integrated subject areas, and collaborative 
learning activities (Gura, 2007). The teacher’s role 
in teaching robotics is that of a facilitator who 
provides scope for students to explore their ideas 
and designs, as they learn from each and every 
attempt (Gregor, 2005; Sims et al., 2006).
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Teachers do not need to be experts in the 
field, but they do need to be prepared to model 
learning for and with their students. Robotics 
sessions become an exciting adventure, where a 
risk taking attitude is typical, knowledge is shared, 
and success is celebrated by all (D’Agustino 
& King, 2007). Students’ futures depend upon 
their ability to “learn to understand concepts as 
well as facts, in classrooms where they link and 
apply ideas, produce their own work, and learn 
to cooperate productively with diverse peers” 
(Darling-Hammond, 1997, p. 331). Assessment of 
students’ understanding is an ongoing and rich af-
fair, whereby students’ developing understanding 
is constantly on display throughout the trial and 
error process (Carbonaro et al., 2004). Carbonaro 
et al. (2004) also recommend the use of student 
log books and video to record the learning process. 
However, it is important to these processes that 
the robotics teacher be extremely careful to ask 
questions that generate students’ thinking rather 
than ‘giving’ them the answer (Rogers & Ports-
more, 2004). In this way, students will develop 
genuine understanding, rather than knowledge 
simply gleaned as an unconnected fact (Darling-
Hammond, 1997). Students who have developed 
deep understanding “can evaluate and defend ideas 
with careful reasoning and evidence, indepen-
dently inquire into a problem using a productive 
research strategy, produce a high-quality piece of 
work, and understand the standards that indicate 
good performance” (Darling-Hammond, 1997, 
p. 96). Furthermore, they can demonstrate their 
understanding by applying what they have learned 
to solve other problems.

For teachers whose curriculum is driven by 
a teacher-centred approach, this requires a great 
deal of flexibility and a change in practice on the 
part of the teacher (D’Agustino & King, 2007). 
History has shown that despite many reform 
efforts, advances in teacher education and un-
derstanding of the learning process, there is still 
evidence of reliance on practices such as whole 
group, ‘chalk-and-talk’ teacher-centred teaching, 

dependence on textbooks, and traditional class-
room layouts comprised of rows of desks (Cuban, 
1990; Marsh, 2000). However, Gura (2007) has 
found that bringing robotics into the classroom 
can reinvigorate teachers, foster professional 
growth, and increase professional satisfaction. 
As with all educational innovation, the effective-
ness of a robotics program depends largely on the 
teacher’s ability and attitude to change; a process 
made easier with resources, training, and support 
(D’Agustino & King, 2007). Robotics is often per-
ceived as being highly-technical by nature, which 
may be cause for concern by some, however, in 
reality teachers really only need to know a few 
easy icon-based programming fundamentals to get 
started, and a quick Internet search reveals plenty 
of free online help (D’Agustino & King, 2007). 
Some teachers struggle to teach robotics because 
they feel uncomfortable and unprepared due to a 
lack of training (Howell, McCaffrey & Murphy, 
2003). Other difficulties arise for teachers who 
are prepared to experiment with robotics, but are 
employed in a school with a culture that resists 
change and innovation, or are lacking the financial 
resources to support such endeavours (D’Agustino 
& King, 2007). There are programmes in place 
to assist schools with financial constraints. For 
example, in Tasmania (Australia), departmental 
schools can apply for the free Centre for Extended 
Learning (2008) SiMERR ‘SmartBots’ project, 
with priority given to rural schools without an 
existing robotics programme. This is a popular 
online robotics course designed for teams of up 
to six, year five to eight students considered to 
be notably advanced, gifted or talented students 
by their teachers. The students are lent the ro-
botics kits (for classroom use), and complete a 
series of tutorials, programming and building 
challenges within set time-frames and specified 
criteria. The programme is a great way to start a 
robotics programme, as it is supported, managed, 
developed, delivered and maintained by an expert, 
online teacher, who communicates with students 
and teachers online on a regular basis. Schools 
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nominate a support person to assist students as 
required, with this person being given a full-day 
workshop to familiarise themselves with the 
basic principles of the programme prior to the 
commencement of the course.

The range of learning outcomes that can be 
attained through robotics is astounding. In dis-
cussing how students learn by ‘doing’ LEGO® 
robotics, Rogers and Portsmore (2004) state: “it is 
impressive what students can learn, from discov-
ering molecular thermodynamics in 4th grade to 
frictional forces in 1st” (p. 23). Warren (2007, as 
cited in Murray, 2007) commented on how easily 
the fundamentals of geometry, such as angles and 
degrees can be taught through experimentation 
with the Valiant Roamer®, when compared to 
traditional shape drawing on a board. The trial 
and error, cyclic nature of LEGO® robotics is 
an excellent medium for students to develop 
their problem solving, creativity and higher order 
thinking skills (Alimisis et al., 2007; Gregor, 2005; 
Mauch 2001; Papert & Harel, 1991; Sims et al., 
2006). Research suggests that in a non-threatening, 
supportive learning environment, robotics can be 
used effectively to promote seven of Art Costa’s 
Habits of Mind, these being risk taking, flexibil-
ity, impulsivity, persistence, questioning, check 
for accuracy, and creativity (Sims et al., 2006; 
Sprainger, 2007). Practical experience teaching 
and using robots supports this research: The fun 
and innovative nature of robotics is ideal for 
creating an environment in which students can 
feel comfortable experimenting and taking risks 
as they test out different ideas, knowing that it is 
highly likely, indeed expected, that they will need 
multiple attempts to successfully achieve their 
goals. The complexity of design and programming 
functions are only limited by the imagination, 
encouraging lateral thinking both individually, 
or in group robotic performances. Indeed, Gregor 
(2005) describes robotics as “an intellectually 
stimulating challenge that involves a great deal of 
higher order reasoning and critical thinking – but 
above all it is fun” (p. 9).

social equity in a multiliterate 
environment

The development of social skills is vital for 
students to effectively understand, and actively 
participate in an interconnected and complex 
global society (Cope & Kalantzis, 1988, as 
cited in Allard & Johnson, 2002). Australian 
curriculum documents recognise the importance 
of the development of social competencies; the 
Victorian curriculum guide’s (2002, as cited in 
Allard & Johnson, 2002) definition of social 
competence as the effective integration of the 
behaviours, emotions, and cognitive aspects of 
social relationships, is one such example. The 
New London Group (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) 
call attention to the importance of ‘civic plural-
ism’, arguing it is essential for achieving a fair and 
equitable future for all. For classroom practice, 
this translates to teachers recognising and capi-
talising on student differences, whereby cultural 
and linguistic diversity is viewed as a valuable 
classroom resource (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). 
Arthur and Davison (2000) contend that social 
development is linked directly to the cultural con-
ditioning and the historical and social contexts in 
which children learn. Other research suggests that 
an individual’s social development and personal 
identity is derived from the way he or she is per-
ceived and treated by their family and peer group 
(Johnson & Johnson, 1997). Social exclusion can 
have a very negative impact on confidence, self 
esteem, aspirations, achievement and attitude, and 
can make a person feel alienated, isolated, angry 
and hopeless (Francis & Skelton, 2005). Thus, 
the environment, learning experiences, and peer 
relationships that students experience are of the 
utmost importance. Scott (2000) expressed doubt 
that teachers would be able to balance the politi-
cal agendas that shape curriculum reform, such 
as summative assessment and target-setting, with 
truly meaningful learning of social values such 
as tolerance and respect. Delors’ et al. (1996, as 
cited Stoll et al., 2003) identified four “pillars of 
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knowledge” (Stoll et al., 2003, p. 16): ‘learning 
to know’, ‘learning to do’, (the prime pillars of 
the knowledge economy) (Hargreaves, 2003, p. 
42), ‘learning to be’ (personal responsibilities), 
and ‘learning to live together’ (pertaining to de-
mocracy, community and empathy). Hargreaves 
(2003) argued that learning to live together is pos-
sibly the most important pillar in a world that he 
believes “is falling apart in the face of economic 
globalization” (p. 42).

Robotics can be used to encourage positive 
social and democratic behaviours in the classroom 
by providing multiple tools for demonstrating un-
derstanding, communicating, interacting, creating, 
and constructing meaning (Drenoyianni, 2006). 
Robotics lends itself to a socio-constructivist 
teaching pedagogy as it is a useful vehicle for 
developing social, teamwork, collaboration and 
communication skills (Alimisis et al., 2007; Gura, 
2007; Mauch, 2001). When a social structure is 
applied to a problem-based learning model, as is 
the nature of a constructivist approach to learning, 
students learn from and with each other in a safe 
but challenging, motivating, and engaging learning 
environment which promotes risk-taking (Eggen 
& Kauchak, 2001). Small cooperative groupwork 
is effective across all year levels, and commonly 
found in robotics classrooms, providing opportuni-
ties for personal and social development (Marsh, 
2000). In Mauch’s (2001) experience, three stu-
dents per robot are quite enough, with a fourth 
member running the risk of becoming redundant. 
The author concurs with Mauch’s (2001) view, 
however if resources permit, groups of two lead 
to more active involvement for the team members 
whilst not detracting from the social aspects of 
collaborative learning. Including teamwork as a 
criterion of an assessment rubric given to students 
before a project starts can motivate students to 
increase empathy and understanding of their 
partner and assist conflict resolution strategies. 
The actual grouping requires careful thought on 
the part of the teacher. Decisions need to be made 
as to whether groups would team better as mixed 

gender, mixed ability, selected by students or by 
teacher; however it is important that the unit or 
lesson objectives influence this process (Marsh, 
2000). For example high achievers may need to 
be extended, students may need to learn with 
peers outside their friendship group or cultural 
background, or metacognition may be developed 
through explaining the thinking process to students 
with different strengths. Groups will work more 
effectively if the goals are clear, all members have 
a well-defined role, communication is encouraged, 
and conflict is resolved (Marsh, 2000).

Constant communication is central to effec-
tive teamwork, and is the key to solving the types 
of problems associated with LEGO® robotics 
(Mauch, 2001). The cause of problems associated 
with developing robots using the LEGO® system 
are often hard to identify, and enforce the need for 
cooperation and clearly articulated communication 
between team members as they discuss and trial 
possible strategies and designs; a situation that 
benefits from the combined expertise, thinking 
skills, and creativity of all team members (Beer, 
Chiel & Drushel, 1999; Mauch, 2001). Indeed, 
students very quickly learn to value and listen to 
the contribution of each team member, whether 
they are responsible for programming, construc-
tion, organising, or recording the group’s prog-
ress (Mauch, 2001). Beer et al. (1999) expressed 
concern over educational approaches that focused 
mainly on the promotion of individual problem 
solving within separate subject domains, after their 
research indicated that this approach was a major 
contributor to the poor interpersonal teamwork 
and critical thinking skills exhibited by the sci-
ence and engineering students they studied. In the 
context of a dynamic world, they were disturbed 
by the lack of experience and preparation these 
students displayed when attempting to solve real-
world problems, and particularly their inability to 
explore unorthodox or interdisciplinary methods 
as opposed to standard textbook approaches. The 
teaming of students so that each group contained 
students with a mixture of programming and 
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construction skills, was found to be beneficial to 
the interpersonal skill development of individuals 
and the teamwork skills of the group as a whole 
(Beer et al., 1999; Mauch, 2001; Nourbakhsh et 
al., 2005). However, it is unlikely that truly het-
erogeneous groups will be formed immediately; 
merely telling people they are a team does not 
necessarily mean they will make an effective group 
(Johnson & Johnson, 1997; Marsh, 2000). Care-
ful monitoring of the groups in action is needed 
to identify students who need teacher guidance 
in overcoming personality and problem-solving 
conflicts (Marsh, 2000).

emotional intelligence, multiliteracy 
and Global citizenship

Cope and Kalantzis (2000) argue that multiliteracy 
is essential for effective global citizenship. The 
Tasmanian DoE (2002) recognises the significance 
of the impact that emotions have on learning, rec-
ommending that educators learn to acknowledge 
and recognise emotions and potentially emotional 
contexts in order to capitalise on learning oppor-
tunities. Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) believe 
the importance of ‘Emotional Intelligence’ (EI) 
cannot be understated, and argue wholeheartedly 
for its development in teachers and students. Dan-
iel Goleman (1995, as cited in Newman, 2007) 
recognises EI as new type of ‘smart’ that defies 
the restraints of technical knowledge or traditional 
‘IQ’. Goleman (1995, as cited in Hargreaves, 2003) 
identified five basic competences of EI:

knowing and being able to express one’s own 
emotions; being able to empathize with others’ 
emotions; being able to monitor and regulate one’s 
emotions so they do not get out of control; having 
the capacity to motivate oneself and others; and 
possessing the social skills to put the first four 
competences into action (p. 18).

Goleman (1996) warns that academic intelli-
gence does not necessarily automatically transfer 

to emotional life, is concerned with schools that 
are too fixated on academic ability, and neglect the 
preparation of students for the trials and tribula-
tions of life. Hargreaves (2003) warns that those 
lacking EI may well be unprepared for citizenship 
in a global civilisation, with relationships tending 
to be impersonal and economic based. Likewise, 
Maxine Greene (1988) warns that a highly cogni-
tive focus in the classroom can compromise the 
development of the fundamental principles of 
freedom, morality, ethics and democracy. The pro-
motion of caring relationships and students’ social/
emotional learning, commitment and character, are 
vital for developing well-rounded students, and 
requires teachers to be responsive and sensitive 
to their students’ varied cultures and backgrounds 
(Hargreaves, 2003; Stoll et al., 2003).

The social-constructivist nature of robotics 
makes it an ideal means for developing EI. Many 
would be surprised to learn that student robotics 
is, in fact, a world of “intense emotion and con-
centration, camaraderie and self-directed learning” 
(King, 2007, p. ix). It is a vibrant, empowering 
and engrossing learning experience during which 
students are highly likely to experience “a veritable 
seesaw of intellect and emotions” (King, 2007, p. 
ix). Frustration can dominate students’ emotions 
when a building or programming solution evades 
their grasp; team members can easily become 
irritated or even angry at each other, particularly 
if a robot is accidentally dropped, or one team 
member tends to take over; and sheer elation is 
evident with both small and large achievements. 
All students are different, and while some know 
how to control their emotions, others need explicit 
guidance and rationalisation for controlling their 
feelings. In the author’s experience, a friendly 
competition between teams can encourage indi-
viduals to become more effective team members. 
Students’ teamwork can benefit greatly from a 
rubric explicitly outlining the expected behaviours 
and team skills that all members will be assessed 
on. Learning to share the workload, trust each 
other, and to discuss, think through and develop 
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ideas are vital elements of a successful robotics 
team, and requires students to put egos aside, 
manage their emotions, and put forward a posi-
tive attitude.

EI is “as important in a school classroom or 
staffroom as it is in a corporate office” (Hargreaves, 
2003, p. 18). Strong EI is a characteristic common 
to high performing, ‘superstar’ leaders and execu-
tives, and businesses are increasingly recognising 
the importance of this quality in their employees 
(Newman, 2007). For example, the Australian 
company Foster’s, approached Newman to im-
prove its Carlton and United Breweries division 
leadership team’s ability in this area (Newman, 
2007). After conducting and interpreting an 
emotional and social audit, Newman was able to 
successfully implement strategies that resulted in 
a 30 percent improvement; an impressive, sub-
stantial and, more importantly, sustainable gain. 
Clearly EI can be developed and there are many 
benefits from becoming an emotional capitalist 
(Newman, 2007). Research has identified a link 
between teachers whose students genuinely felt 
supported in their learning by caring teachers with 
higher levels of student engagement and achieve-
ment in their learning (Mortimore, Sammons, 
Lewis & Ecob, 1988; Thomas, Smees, MacBeath, 
Robertson & Boyd, 2000). Teachers must become 
concerned with the development of character as 
well as performance, for without these, Hargreaves 
(2003) believes “there is little hope of sustained 
security for any of us” (p. 45).

mentoring and multiliteracy

The New London Group (1996) view mentoring 
as a positive influence on the development of 
multiliteracy in students. Gregor’s (2005) expe-
rience teaching robotics suggests that leadership 
skills can also be promoted through robotics when 
mixed ability grouping or peer mentoring is incor-
porated into the program. Students who generally 
do not learn so well through traditional means 
suddenly find themselves the class expert, gaining 

the respect of their peers and teachers (Rogers & 
Portsmore, 2004). The term ‘mentor’ originates 
from Homer’s classic tale, ‘The Odyssey’, in which 
Odysseus left his possessions and son’s education 
in the care of Mentor, his trusted counsellor and 
friend (who actually turned out to be the goddess 
Athene), when he fought in the lengthy Trojan 
War (Phillip, 2000). Thus, traditional definitions 
of mentoring reflect the selection of a suitable 
older person deemed to have appropriate skills 
and experience, and who is seen as an acceptable 
source of assistance and support to a young person 
(Phillip, 2000). Nowadays, mentoring is defined 
as “a mutually beneficial relationship which in-
volves a more experienced person helping a less 
experienced person to identify and achieve their 
goals” (Mentoring Australia, 2000, p. 3).

The author’s experience aligns with Gregor’s 
(2005) views, having initially taught LEGO® 
robotics at year 4 level and then inviting these 
students to mentor the subsequent year 4, and 
so on. Each new group of students formed 
positive relationships with their mentors as they 
developed the robotic skills and knowledge they 
needed, and the mentors developed leadership 
skills, self-esteem, confidence and their sense of 
self-worth. Another valuable mentoring experi-
ence came from an innovation by the University 
of Tasmania’s Education ICT department, who 
invited primary school students to the Univer-
sity to teach preservice teachers about robotics. 
Feedback from all parties indicated this to be an 
extremely positive and beneficial experience to 
all involved, and the students’ self-esteem grew 
immensely as they became the ‘experts’ teaching 
the adults. Similarly, Gura (2007) found great 
success in mentoring between high-school robot-
ics students, and students from a nearby middle 
school, as did Howell, et al.’s (2003) report on two 
university students specialising in engineering and 
programming successfully mentoring a group of 
10-13 year old LEGO® robotics students. Over 
the past few decades there has been a decline in 
the amount of out of school support, or ‘informal 
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mentoring’, available to Australian children, 
primarily due to factors such as changing family, 
social and economic circumstances, as well as the 
redefining of gender work roles (Hartley, 2004). 
The increasing risk to the health and welfare 
of young people has been recognised, and as a 
result the freely available document ‘Mentoring 
Australia’ was developed in June, 2000, which 
outlines the principles and guidelines for effective 
formal mentoring. Peer mentoring generally uses 
students of a similar age group, background, or 
other commonality; however it is important that 
the recipients accept the mentor as knowledgeable 
and experienced in the particular field (McDonald, 
Grove & Youth Advisory Forum Members, 2001). 
It is also worth noting that a mentor’s personal 
characteristics, communication and presentation 
skills influence the effectiveness of the mentor-
ing role and as such, individual coaching may be 
necessary (Mentoring Australia, 2000). Student 
coaches need to understand that they are enter-
ing a problem-solving arena, and as such, must 
be taught to facilitate the learning of those they 
are helping, not to do it, or ‘give’ them a solution 
(Adventist Robotics League, 2007).

Gender differences and 
multiliteracies pedagogy

The importance of ensuring that gender is not a 
barrier to attaining educational success is high-
lighted by the New London Group (1996) in their 
discussion of social issues and multiliteracies 
pedagogy. Advances in brain-based research 
have found many differences between boys’ and 
girls’ learning (Francis & Skelton, 2005; Gurian 
& Ballew, 2003). For example, girls generally 
tend to benefit from the use of manipulative and 
real objects when learning mathematical concepts 
more than do boys, whereas boys flourish in expe-
riential learning environments with fewer verbal 
instructions than girls (Gurian & Ballew, 2003). 
There is also disparity in computer usage between 
the genders. Research suggests that boys tend to 

dominate school computer use, especially when 
the ratio of students to computers is high, while 
girls are inclined to allow more forceful users to 
have their turn (Gurian & Ballew, 2003). Males 
tend to be drawn toward the spatial stimulant of 
computer monitors more than females, most likely 
due to the theory that female brains are not gener-
ally attracted to the high-speed, right-hemisphere 
stimulation provided by many computer games 
(Gurian & Ballew, 2003). Traditionally, cur-
riculum areas have often been viewed as being 
typically a male or female subject, for example 
mathematics, science and computers are mascu-
line, while English, language based subjects, and 
the arts are feminine (Francis & Skelton, 2005). 
Boys favour memory-based learning, which 
aligns with traditional presentation of mathemati-
cal learning, and as such, is possibly why it is 
considered a male domain (Francis & Skelton, 
2005). Likewise, girls generally relate well to real-
world, open-ended tasks which enable a broader 
set of responses, such as the written assessments 
demanded by English and humanities subjects. 
Other research cited by Francis and Skelton (2005) 
indicates collaborative group work to be a female 
preference, as compared with males who prefer 
an individual, more competitive approach. While 
there are trends evident between the learning styles 
and preferences of each gender, no research has 
been able to provide a definitive rule for every 
child of each gender; there are always exceptions 
to the rule (Francis & Skelton, 2005).

There is widespread concern about the decreas-
ing number of students completing computer-
based subjects in Australia, and consequential 
IT skills shortage in the workforce (Gedda & 
McGonnachie, 2006). New South Wales, for 
example, has seen a steady decline from 22,910 
students in 2003, to 18,268 in 2004, and just 15,668 
in 2005 (Gedda & McGonnachie, 2006). There 
is also concern about the low ratio of females 
compared with males in IT-related jobs: “Women 
earn only 28 percent of the bachelor’s degrees in 
computer science and constitute just 20 percent of 
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information-technology professionals” (Gurian & 
Ballew, 2003, p. 97). There has been a marked fall 
in female enrolment into IT courses, with some 
universities reporting drops from 24 to 10 percent, 
which concerns Prabhu (2007) because a gender 
balance is needed in this industry to keep innova-
tion in design and construction up with market 
demand. The U.S. has a similar trend of females 
being under represented in technological careers 
and educational courses, particularly at advanced 
levels (Herring & Marken, 2008). Interestingly, 
this recent research identified gender difference 
awareness as a potential factor contributing to a 
female’s success in this field. Of the females par-
ticipating in the study, those who recognised the 
inequalities facing their gender in their course were 
better able to attain a positive outcome, complete 
their IT course, and follow on with a career in this 
industry. This imbalance needs to be addressed at 
primary school level to ensure that girls have the 
same chance as boys in developing a positive at-
titude towards technology, and the computer skills 
that they need for a successful career in this area 
(Gurian & Ballew, 2003; Nobel, 2007). Hence, it 
is vital that teachers be vigilant in supporting the 
use of technology by both genders in a fair and 
equitable manner, provide a range of opportunities 
that will engage students’ interest, and develop a 
positive attitude towards technology.

Robotics excites and appeals to students of both 
genders, who are often prepared to use their free 
time, morning tea break or lunchtime to work on 
a robotics project (Rogers & Portsmore, 2004). 
Indeed, from a class of twenty-one, Rogers and 
Portsmore (2004) reported how twenty-four stu-
dents (they brought friends), half girls and half 
boys, turned up for a lunchtime session. While 
there will always exceptions to the rule, it is in-
teresting to note that the following characteristics 
appear to hold true regardless of age, culture, 
ethnicity, or socio-economic background (Milto, 
Rogers & Portsmore, 2002; Rogers & Portsmore, 
2004). Boys like building robotic cars for the 
sake of building cars, whereas girls respond more 

positively to purposeful challenges that reflect real 
life situations; however they are prepared to build 
a car if it is part of solving a larger problem. Boys 
tend to want to build the biggest, best, or fastest 
robot as quickly as possible. Girls like spending 
time on the deductive, planning, and modelling 
side of robotics before any building takes place. 
Girls respond to a teamwork approach to robotics 
challenges better than boys, as they enjoy the com-
munication and discussion that revolves around 
possible designs, whereas boys tend to prefer to 
work alone. Boys do not want to disassemble 
their work in order to refine their ideas, but would 
rather build on regardless of existing flaws. Girls 
tend to have less confidence in the construction of 
their robots as they generally have less experience 
than their male counterparts.

While boys tend to be more competitive, both 
genders enjoy the competitive nature of robotics 
that can be fostered in the classroom and beyond 
(Howell et al., 2003; Milto et al., 2002; Rogers 
& Portsmore, 2004). RoboCup Junior Australia 
(2007) is a project-based robotics competition 
designed to extend classroom learning to regional, 
state, national, and international levels, and is 
similar to the ‘FIRST’ Robotics Competition and 
‘LEGO League’ competitions held around the 
world (Howell et al., 2003). Since its introduc-
tion in Melbourne, in 2000, RoboCup has spread 
rapidly around Australia, as well as thirty countries 
around the world. While RoboCup effectively in-
tegrates engineering and IT skills with curriculum 
areas, it also emphasises social development by 
highlighting the need for good sportsmanship, 
teamwork, problem-solving, collaboration and 
cooperation within and between teams and na-
tions. RoboCup offers three types of contests for 
both primary and secondary students, these being 
dance, rescue, and soccer competitions. RoboCup 
aspires to interest students in scientific and tech-
nological fields, and expects its competitors to 
share knowledge and technological developments 
through learning journals which are presented at a 
team interview with experienced RoboCup judges. 
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The author’s robotics programme consists of year 
4 Primary School students, who over the past four 
years, have competed in the junior dance section. 
This competition has been the source of extreme 
motivation, fun and excitement, for mixed-gender 
teams of up to eleven students working in pairs 
or threes, with three to six robots per team. Stu-
dents have been completely engrossed, enthused, 
frustrated, and elated by their robots’ progress, 
and extremely proud of their final results. Every 
entry is unique, with endless project possibili-
ties, construction, costuming and choreography, 
limited only by the imagination. To date students 
have created robots to the themes of ‘The Flint-
stones’, ‘The Wigglies’, ‘Elvis and the Blue Suede 
Shoes’, ‘Monster Mash’, ‘The 8 Amigos’, ‘Shrek’, 
‘Garfield’, ‘The SOC Rescuers’, ‘Alvin and the 
Chipmunks’, ‘SpongeBob SquarePants’, and 
‘Ghostbusters’. The learning journals created by 
past years’ teams serve as a wonderful memory, 
inspiration and challenge to all.

classroom logistics

In implementing any new theoretical approach 
into classroom practice there will be a number 
of logistical issues to consider, and this is doubly 
so when implementing robotics using a multi-
literacies perspective or framework. The ratio 
of robots to students, and whether other classes 
need to share the robots, both have a large impact 
on the set up and types of projects and building 
challenges that will work effectively. The opti-
mum scenario is for each class to have its own 
robotics kits so that students can build and refine 
their robots without needing to take them apart 
for other classes to use. If there are enough kits 
for students to use working in groups of two or 
three, then it could be a whole class activity, or 
if there are not enough kits, then it could become 
a learning station on a rotational basis or exten-
sion opportunity. Alternatively, it could be run as 
a lunch-time activity for a specific year group, 
which is how the author’s aforementioned robotics 

programme has been run. All year four students 
were given the opportunity to see if they were 
interested in robotics, with those that were, formed 
into teams which worked on an extended project 
for well over a term. A crowded curriculum may 
also make lunch-time sessions a better option, 
however careful planning can enable robotics to 
be integrated into classroom learning.

Equipment organisation and storage is another 
issue that needs thought and planning. A survey 
of LEGO® educators identified two popular 
management methods (Teytelbaum & Portsmore, 
2008). The storage boxes supplied with LEGO® 
robotics school sets are sturdy, have a sorting 
tray, stack well, and suit teachers who need to 
keep individual kits together or do not wish to 
purchase other storage methods. Other teachers 
prefer to join kits together and sort like pieces 
into tubs; this enables students the freedom to 
supplement their constructions with extra pieces. 
Tackle or craft boxes can also be bought quite 
cheaply and provide ideal storage for sorting and 
easy location of smaller pieces. The author has 
also found that stacking like blocks within mixed 
bins can make pieces easier for students to find. 
A little experience trying to locate pieces gives 
students an appreciation of the importance of tub 
organisation; however constant reminders or an 
occasional ten minute session focussed on sorting 
pieces will help immensely.

Batteries are an ongoing issue that go hand-in-
hand with a robotics programme – there are six in 
each robot. Students must learn to turn their robots 
on only when downloading or testing a programme, 
and remember to turn them off as soon as possible. 
If purchased separately, the RCX can use a power 
supply on a limited extension cord as an alterna-
tive to AA alkaline or rechargeable batteries. The 
NXT-G robot also runs on AA batteries, however 
a rechargeable battery pack can also be purchased 
separately and has a simple plug-in charging sys-
tem. In both cases, it is important that the building 
design allows either the battery cover to be removed 
for batteries to be replaced, or the charging port 
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be left uncovered for easy access. The RCX robot 
will indicate when it needs new batteries, and the 
changeover process must be done very quickly, 
and one at a time, to avoid losing the ‘firmware’, 
which is the basic operating system that enables 
communication to occur between the computer 
and RCX. If the batteries are not changed quickly 
enough, the firmware will need to be downloaded 
again through the infrared USB tower, taking ap-
proximately five minutes. Any programmes on 
the robot will also have been lost and will need 
downloading again. If a robot is to be left unused 
for a period of weeks or longer, the batteries need 
to be removed to prevent leakage and possible 
damage to the robots. There are also a number of 
helpful robotics communities to be found on the 
Internet, where educators are free to share ideas, 
post problems, and offer solutions and advice.

conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that an integrated 
robotics curriculum has the “potential to breathe 
new life into education” (Gura, 2007, p. 4), and 
when used effectively, can inspire students in the 
development of all aspects of multimodal multilit-
eracies. Robotics captures the imagination and can 
be used as a vehicle for multiliterate projects that 
are vivid and engaging to students and teachers 
alike. It generates a tremendous amount of energy 
that has the ability to transform students’ learning 
into exciting, dynamic experiences that challenge 
all students to take risks, to think deeply, and to 
become dynamic problem-solvers. The energy 
and potential created by students and robotics 
is compelling for students, parents and teachers 
alike, and the students’ willingness to learn is a 
joy to witness. With the right support and teach-
ing approach, teachers can use robotics to cross 
curriculum boundaries, develop teamwork and 
social skills, and foster a positive attitude towards 
technology; all vital ingredients for active, effec-
tive, multiliterate global citizens.
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intRoduction

In the early days of the popularization of personal 
computers in the 1980s, many people spoke of the 
infinite potential of the information highway that 
promised egalitarian and multidirectional commu-
nication among all peoples, groups, and nations. But 

another metaphor, critical of the naive optimism of 
the early years, did not take long to appear: that of 
the digital divide. How can the abyss that separates 
the digitally literate from the digitally illiterate—
commonly understood as those excluded from the 
technological promise—be gapped? What other 
image could represent this tension in an alternative 

abstRact

This chapter discusses the digital divide from the perspective of education and culture and highlights the 
forms in which the problem is presented in Brazil, understanding that it is not exclusive to this context. 
Given the complex challenges to digital inclusion in the context of globalization, the chapter empha-
sizes that for children and young people to be able to appropriate new technologies and languages in 
a significant manner, the promotion of digital literacy should be realized with respect to the concept of 
multiliteracies. Digital inclusion means much more than access to technologies and is understood as 
one of the fronts in the struggle against poverty and inequality. The authors propose that the understand-
ing of the digital divide be enriched with the valorization of cultural mediations in the construction of 
digital literacy. In this sense, a culturalist perspective of media education can promote digital inclusion 
that is an experience of citizenship, belonging, and critical and creative participation of children and 
young people in the culture. 
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form, not as an unpassable chasm but as a space 
to be traversed? A river, which both separates and 
unites? A sea of currents that at once flow together 
and apart? How can this river be crossed, this sea 
be navigated?

This chapter proposes to discuss this prob-
lem—the distance between those who have and 
those who do not have complete access to the 
archives of culture made available by the media 
and the possibilities of recreating them criti-
cally. We focus on the new configurations that 
the problem takes with the intensification of the 
presence of digital technologies in education and 
culture. Our discussion seeks to identify possible 
contributions to the dilemmas of media education 
and of digital literacy that emerge from the Brazil-
ian scene—a country of continental dimensions, 
where the pulsation of globalized media culture 
co-exists with a strong and sometimes preliterate 
popular culture, often in the same city and just a 
few blocks away. Our anchor in the problems as 
they are presented in Brazil does not mean, how-
ever, that we see the Brazilian or Latin American 
context as exclusive.

The diversity of semiotic practices and disloca-
tions resulting from the forms by which industrial 
culture was incorporated into local contexts has 
challenged Brazilian thinkers for a number of 
decades. Concepts such as syncretism and cultural 
anthropophagy marked sociological, anthropo-
logical, and literary thinking in the country dur-
ing the past century, in the search to understand 
the tensions between the “local” and “global” 
images and narratives, tensions that are at times 
generative and at times paralyzing. Paulo Freire’s 
(2000) proposal for a pedagogy of liberation, with 
its emphasis on a dialogical methodology that 
would be a space for a radical and micropolitical 
criticism of oppression, continues to inspire a 
large number of educational experiences, in and 
outside of schools. Nevertheless, although these 
conceptual proposals are on the horizon of an 

increasing number of media education practices, 
they are rarely explicit.

This chapter identifies a number of theoretical 
themes and concepts that have been instigating 
and challenging the field of media education in 
Brazil. The digital divide will be understood as 
the contradiction between digital exclusion and 
inclusion, recognizing however, that one is not 
always opposed to the other. We will focus on 
concepts associated with practices that strive 
to establish a digital inclusion that transcends 
a merely operational access to machines and 
programs, that is, inclusion that is also political, 
social, and cultural—and thus meets the broad 
needs of education.

It is first necessary to locate the place from 
where we write, both from a theoretical as well 
as a geographic perspective. Our reflection about 
this theme is based on the Brazilian condition, 
although we believe that many of the issues that we 
will discuss here are analogous to those found in 
other countries at the periphery of capitalism. We 
are both professors and researchers working at the 
interface between education and communication 
in a large federal, public university. For this reason 
we feel comfortable speaking about the issue of 
the digital divide, since it would be impossible to 
consider the relationship between the media and 
education in our country without recognizing the 
social inequality, made evident in statistical data 
presented below. It is also necessary to recognize 
that exclusion is far from the only theme discussed 
in Brazilian or Latin American academic spaces 
that work with media education. We will thus at-
tempt to consider the material precariousness in 
our country and the challenges that it creates for 
digital education, while highlighting those ideas, 
themes, and processes that, being fruit of the cul-
tural singularity of our context, can contribute in 
a positive way to considering digital literacy and 
the digital divide. 
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consideRinG inclusion in  
education and cultuRe

Digital exclusion is not to be without a computer 
or a cell phone. It is to remain incapable of think-
ing, or creating and organizing new more just and 
dynamic forms of production and distribution of 
symbolic and material wealth. (Schwartz, 2000)

When we speak of digital inclusion, one imme-
diately tends to think in the expansion of access to 
computers. Another way of thinking of the issue, 
however, is to give importance precisely to that 
which resists being done with computers, which 
tends to remain outside technological rationality. 
For Latin Americans, by taking simulation to the 
extreme, the new communication technologies 
“make visible the non-digestible, non-simulative, 
remains that from cultural alterity resists gener-
alized homogenization” (Martín-Barbero, 2004, 
p.183). These “remains,”, which resist media 
dilution, are related to the existence of popular 
culture, an expression that on our continent des-
ignates not the pop universe or the museum, but 
a space for symbolic exchanges and tensions that 
are still very much alive in society. 

In this context many authors in our field high-
light the importance of resistance to the model of 
technological and economic acceleration that is 
dominant in contemporary Western society and 
“that appears to condemn all other societies to an 
integration to its paradigm or to disappearance,” 
as Santos (2003) warns. He adds that resistance 
to this model includes the maintenance of the 
diversity of cultures and societies, particularly 
of the “diversity of temporalities and of rhythms 
that are not annihilated by the imperative of total 
acceleration” (Santos, 2003, p.28).

Thus, a first presumption of this chapter is 
the need to consider the access to digital culture 
dialectically, abandoning any naïve enlightenment 
ideas or welfare-type programs that merely distrib-
ute equipment. We also seek a distance from the 
logic of globalized integration and the dichotomy 
between backwardness and modernity, which 

impels entire populations to the quest for the latest 
electronic gadgets. To think of digital inclusion in 
countries considered peripheral, requires paying 
attention to the cultural manifestations that take 
place outside of cyberspace. The absence of the 
latest technology is not necessarily understood 
as backwardness, a form of symbolic poverty 
or incompetence, but perhaps as a situation that 
composes a valuable and eloquent difference—a 
possible space for creative and critical constitu-
tion. It also requires paying attention to public 
policies for teacher education, as well as special 
educational and cultural programs. We consider 
it to be important to have this cultural perspective 
as a horizon, to assure that the democratization of 
digital access signifies the broadening of the social 
and cultural participation of various sectors of the 
population and not only a new form of ceding to 
old modes of discrimination and domination.

To think dialectically of digital inclusion in 
Latin America thus requires a careful look at 
the relationship between education and com-
munication. Once again, it is Martín-Barbero 
who indicates that schools push young people to 
social-cultural marginalization, by encouraging 
passivity, redundancy, uniformity, anachronism, 
and provinciality, which contrast so strongly with 
the activity, diversity, curiosity, currentness, 
and opening of frontiers that mark the world of 
communication (2004, p. 350). The most grave 
consequence of this contradiction, according to 
the author, is that schools deny the poorest portion 
of the population the strength of orality found in 
their original culture, at the same time in which 
the poor are not introduced to the grammars 
of the new media. For the author, the cultural 
specificity of Latin American modernity lies in 
the complicity and interpenetration between oral 
and visual cultures. 

The productive co-existence, whether marked 
by tension or partnership, between different cul-
tures and imaginaries in Latin America, has been 
the object of analysis of a long critical tradition, 
exactly because this co-existence highlights the 
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most eloquent of artistic and literary expression 
on the continent. To cite only two examples, we 
can begin with the “antropophagy” movement of 
the Brazilian modernist vanguard of the 1920s: 
“Tupi, or not Tupi, that is the question. I am 
only interested in what is not mine,” Oswald de 
Andrade declared in his celebrated manifesto of 
1928, permeated by nationalist references to the 
joy and creative potential of cultural syncretism. 
A second reference that is equally important is 
the concept of “hybrid cultures” developed by 
the Argentine García Canclini, which had wide 
academic circulation in the 1990s throughout 
South America. Based on this concept, the author 
discusses the new and original uses that each lo-
cal community makes of videogames, videocas-
settes, and copying machines, emphasizing the 
egalitarian vitality of the singular mixes between 
the academic, the popular and the mass culture 
that the technologies favor. 

These interactions allow the relativization of 
fundamentalisms, whether “religious, political, 
national, ethnic or artistic, which hold as absolute 
certain patrimonies and discriminate against the 
others,” said Canclini (1998, p. 307). In relation to 
education, a fragmentary relationship with texts, 
books and annotations can also, Canclini suggests, 
induce “more fluid ties among the texts, among 
the students and knowledge” (1998, p. 308). In 
addition to these interesting aspects, however, 
he also points to the inequality in cultural capital 
and therefore the differences among the meanings 
constructed by youths for technologies in various 
social contexts. Appropriation of technologies is 
not the same for “poor adolescents who go to video-
game arcades and for middle and upper class youth 
who have them in their homes.” (Canclini, 1998). 
In addition, large sectors of Brazilian society pass 
from the traditional oral culture directly to au-
diovisual culture, or to the media orality, without 
passing through written culture. This evidently 
interferes in the various types of relationships with 
the new media products—given that the mean-
ings of the technologies depend on the way that 

they are inserted in daily life—and how culture 
appropriates and then transforms them. 

To dialectically consider digital inclusion in 
Latin America also requires paying attention to 
the relations between education and popular cul-
tures. In Brazil, a large variety of manifestations 
linked to different traditions are still very much 
alive. Dramas and ritual and or religious festivals, 
musical narratives, and poetic repertoires are 
relatively easy to access, even in urban centers. 
As Azevedo (2006) said, 

If for students of the middle and upper classes, 
children and grandchildren of literate people, the 
discourse of the school appears to make sense, 
for students coming from an oral tradition – the 
large mass of the Brazilian population, it presents 
an authoritarian, prejudicial, discriminatory and 
exclusionary character.

The prejudice of the school against traditional 
oral culture, Azevedo (2006) adds, leaves many 
children without references, because of the institu-
tional disdain for the knowledge and values of their 
parents and thus with a difficulty in identifying 
with the educational “truth.” The result, we can 
say, deepens the sociocultural marginalization to 
which we referred earlier. 

A reflection that clearly and critically locates the 
relationship between education and social exclusion 
in Brazil is conducted by Muniz Sodré. He begins 
by recalling that we educate not only for what is 
viable today, but for what is possible tomorrow. 

To educate means establishing an (ethical) 
distance from the animal condition and prepar-
ing for complete citizenship, which presupposes 
knowledge by the subject, in addition to that of 
technical-operative instrumentation, of the politi-
cal and administrative processes of its Polis, that 
is, of its Human City. (Sodré, 2002, p. 87)

The dominant change of paradigm and new 
forms of labor organization have provoked al-
terations in pedagogical relationships at various 
levels of schooling, in the forms of teaching and 
learning and in curricular content. Moreover, in 
the new social-cultural order, he explains, com-
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mon knowledge, or knowledge about the self, is in 
crisis. The transmission of information in media 
space has become characterized by persuasion or 
fascination and this fascination with the media 
wonders can result in an ideological practice 
that attributes to technological innovation itself 
a “magic power to resolve problems (…) generat-
ing a technical temptation” (Sodré, 2002, p. 99-
100). Muniz Sodré maintains that this ideology 
is instilled not on an ethical but on a corporate 
horizon, in the framework of a private-sector 
oriented educational matrix.

Many projects with this technocratic and 
private sector focus can have consequences that 
can misguide educational policy, because they are 
based on market interests, Brazilian, and foreign, 
often, but not always, imbedded in the guidelines 
of international agencies.1 In many programs said 
to promote digital inclusion, “the real intention 
to promote business competition with support for 
the implantation of electronic commerce, new 
security policies and other government objec-
tives was camouflaged by the official discourse 
as ‘digital literacy’ and public education” (Sodré, 
2002, p.104). More than transforming the real 
conditions in which the old educational structures 
are placed, Sodré maintains that these programs 
intend to include the largest possible number of 
people, qualifying them for the labor market as 
“cybernetic simulacros for ‘inclusion of everyone 
in the Web’, in other words, there is no reflection 
of a collective desire, but only an adaptation to a 
techno-bureaucratic scenario” (idem).

By emphasizing technical instruction, educa-
tion abandons the socialization of knowledge linked 
to human values and enters the market for goods 
and services. According to Sodré this perspective 
cannot understand that what is most important in 
terms of education “is not in the technical means 
and the disciplinary content (knowledge and in-
formation) but in the cultural form by which the 
knowledges are incorporated and the pertinent 
connections are promoted among them” (2002, 
p.106) Thus, when programs for inclusion said to 

be innovative emphasize only access to equipment, 
they understand the school merely as a physical 
place and not as a cultural form. 

These ideas establish a reference horizon that 
allows us to consider the challenges of digital 
inclusion in the complex scenario in which we 
live. These include developing: a capacity to pay 
attention to cultural—and not merely technical—
dimensions of the relationship of children and 
youth with the technologies; a dialectical un-
derstanding of the relationship between school, 
media, and popular cultures; a focus on the local 
uses of the medias and a recognition of the pos-
sibility that the critical and creative tensions of 
the repertoires and languages that occur there 
can point to routes for the mediation, even if 
circumstantial, of digital exclusion. 

GlobaliZations and conteXts 
of ineQuality

The fight against exclusion is part of the rhetoric 
of the “information society” in the context of 
the dream of a “second Renaissance” based on 
creativity, scientific discovery, cultural develop-
ment, and community cohesion, as proposed by 
the European Forum for the Information Society. 
The concern for inclusion was also recommended 
in the 1990s by the G7, which sought a transition 
to the “information society” including: global 
interaction of broadband networks, transcultural 
education, support for libraries, museums, and 
electronic art galleries, environmental manage-
ment, natural resources, and healthcare,  inter-
connection of public administration and a global 
multimedia inventory of projects and studies for 
the development of the Global Information Society 
(Cadimo, 2004, p. 4).

Certain experiences have shown that the new 
communication and experiential paradigm pres-
ent real opportunities for the democratization of 
media and messages and for citizens to overcome 
their condition as consumers and or spectators and 
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transform themselves into reflexive and participa-
tive subjects. However, in general, what we find is 
not only a growing distance between the info-rich 
and the info-poor, but also the production of a new 
type of illiteracy, digital illiteracy.

There is considerable regional disparity in 
the reach of the Internet, given that the most 
highly developed countries, with nearly 15% of 
the world’s population, in 1998, accounted for 88% 
of all Internet users. In Latin America, 90% of the 
users are in the highest income groups as Castells 
(2006, p. 433) notes. “The spatial inequality in the 
access to the Internet is one of the most impres-
sive paradoxes of the information era, due to the 
characteristic supposedly independent from the 
space of the technology ” he maintains (Castells, 
2006, p. 434). “Globalization acts selectively, in-
cluding and excluding segments of economies and 
societies from networks of information, wealth 
and power that characterize the new dominant 
system” and for Castells “the new information 
technologies are the instrument of this global 
storm of accumulation of wealth and diffusion 
of poverty”, that relegates entire peoples and 
territories to irrelevance from the perspective of 
the dominant interests of global informational 
capitalism (Castells, 2002, p. 191-192).

In this light, the situation in Brazil is concern-
ing: 54% of Brazilians have never used a computer 
and only 14% of all homes have Internet access.2 
Three percent of school age children (6 -14) are out 
of school, corresponding to 1.5 million children.3 
Of the 162,000 public schools in Brazil, 129,000 
do not have Internet access, 40,000 do not have a 
library, 25,000 do not have electricity, and 1,000 
do not have a bathroom. 

This data reinforces the certainty that the 
digital divide truly cannot be understood only 
as a question of access to technologies, because 
it involves much broader questions of a cultural, 
political, and social order. 

At the same time in which we seek the univer-
salization of schooling, reading and writing, for 
the first time in the history of humanity enormous 

changes are taking place within a single genera-
tion and no longer from one generation to another. 
In a country of continental scope such as Brazil, 
problems also take on enormous proportions: 
the challenge of digital inclusion coexists with 
these social challenges that have been resolved 
in other locations. For these reasons, this is a 
time of searching for paths and alternatives given 
the complexity of the problems that are not only 
related to education.

Another question that we must keep in mind 
when we speak of digital exclusion is its dynamic 
character, requiring that countries that are not at 
the vanguard of technological production develop 
a critical capacity for analysis of technological 
trends. At the minimum, “it is necessary to discuss 
the technology politically and get to know the pos-
sible technological options to avoid that they are 
not presented as inexorable and that we swallow 
them whole” (Santos, 2003, p. 33). Although it is 
common for us to hear that poor countries can 
“skip certain phases” of development, absorbing 
more advanced technologies, this development is 
continuous and moved by competition. Thus, each 
“last generation” of devices is quickly surpassed 
and becomes obsolete and “the highly dynamic 
character of the new technologies is a constantly 
renewed barrier to the capacity to approximate 
the poorest countries to the wealthiest ones” (Sorj, 
2003, p.61). Considering that a large portion of 
the Brazilian population does not have physical 
access to the new technologies, in order for the 
country to begin to participate more broadly in 
the cyber-culture, public policies are needed that 
guarantee access, software development, the work 
of educational-cultural mediation and the training 
for citizenship through these technologies.

Thus, the access to communication technolo-
gies and technical knowledge provided by digital 
inclusion programs is not sufficient to construct an 
experience of citizenship, since it can be oriented 
towards critical as well as passive uses. It is neces-
sary to promote conditions for the development 
of autonomy in the interaction with the media, in 
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order to favor the critical formation of citizens, 
not only of users. This includes an ability to de-
velop search criteria, to encourage technological 
fluency means to critically use information and 
communication technologies, interact with words, 
graphics, images, and sounds, locate, select and 
critically evaluate information, and know and 
have command of the rules of the social practice 
of communication supported by the media, in a 
search for significant, autonomous, and continu-
ous learning, as Almeida (2005) affirmed. This 
facilitates the production of knowledge that is 
needed to improve living conditions, thus creating 
and organizing social relationships, communica-
tive interactions, and cultural participation. This 
perspective of digital literacy as a social practice 
goes beyond learning about codes or technology. 
It implies the attribution of meanings to informa-
tion that comes from different texts, as Almeida 
(2005) proposed. That is, it is a perspective aimed 
at the production and representation of knowing 
oneself, the others and the world. 

diGital liteRacy and  
multiliteRacies

Demographic data also present disturbing sta-
tistics indicating low literacy rates4 forcing us to 
think of a new form of dual illiteracy: the func-
tional and the digital. Is the complete computer-
ization of schools the solution to this problem? 
The question does not have a single response, 
but we can say that the distribution of comput-
ers in schools would not be sufficient if there is 
no teacher training policy aimed at cultural and 
artistic enrichment so that the use of the equip-
ment can gain social meaning. Dual illiteracy 
creates a dual challenge—or perhaps a multiple 
one, if we consider the need for literacy in mul-
tiple languages—to promote digital inclusion and 
digital literacy as public policies that confront the 
inheritance of functional illiteracy and at the same 
time combat technological apartheid. To believe 

that it is first necessary to eradicate one and later 
confront the other would be a fundamental error, 
as Silveira (2001) emphasizes. Without a policy 
to invest in writing there would be a continuous 
production of inequality in digital literacy, since 
this requires a command of writing. 

In the early 1960s, Paulo Freire recognized 
that the reading of the world preceded the read-
ing of the word. In the 1980s, Emília Ferreiro and 
Ana Teberosky emphasized that children already 
have contact with written language before they 
enter school and highlight the importance of the 
social function of writing and learning to read 
and write as a form of representation, more than 
as a simple acquisition of an alphabetic code. 
Even so, in Brazil and in other countries, the 
word that designates learning to read and write 
“alfabetização” refers primarily to the process 
of acquisition of an alphabetic system. The word 
literacy “letramento” is used to emphasize the 
social function of writing. 

In various countries such as Brazil, it is found 
that many children, although they know how to 
read and write, do not practice the social use of 
reading and writing. This is the other reason for 
the distinction in our context, between the terms 
“alfabetização” and “letramento,” which, although 
they are interrelated, have specific meanings. 
Implicit in the concept of literacy, “is the idea that 
writing has social, cultural, political, economic, 
cognitive, and linguistic consequences, whether 
for the social group in which it is introduced, or 
for the individual that learns to use it,” said Soares 
(2005, p. 17). 

From this perspective, literacy can be under-
stood as a condition that the individual acquires in 
virtue not only of knowing how to read and write, 
but of having appropriated the social dimension of 
writing, incorporating it into their life, and trans-
forming oneself, as Soares (2002) emphasizes. 
The author uses the term in the plural, literacies, 
recognizing that different writing technologies 
create and require different literacies, above all 
since the introduction of cyberculture.
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Some scholars even broaden this concept to that 
of multiliteracies, in order to include the audiovi-
sual and digital grammars that involve a certain 
level of understanding of reading and production 
in all these dimensions. There is an interesting 
aspect in this notion of multiliteracies, which is 
the need that we have today to circulate in other 
types of representation of reality that transcend 
writing and involve the visual, musical, corporal, 
digital, and other forms of representation. It is 
important to work with these dimensions in a 
transdisciplinary manner, with an emphasis on 
circulation, transit, and interaction, involving sci-
entific, literary, aesthetic, and cultural literacy.

The notion of digital literacy is related to print 
literacy in Buckingham’s (2003) analogy: 

As with print, children also need to be able to 
evaluate and use information critically if they 
are to transform it into knowledge. (...) As with 
older media, children need to be empowered to 
make informed choices on their own behalf, and 
to protect and regulate themselves. And just as 
print literacy involves writing as well as reading, 
digital literacy must involve creative production 
in new media as well as critical consumption. 
(Buckingham, 2003, p. 177)

In this perspective, digital literacy is associ-
ated to play, art and narrative, as languages that 
are essential for children to be able to express and 
communicate their feelings, ideas, and experiences. 
The specificities of each language should be con-
sidered, given that different abilities are required, 
for example, to write words, take photos, watch a 
film, or make a video-clip.5 An articulation between 
the different languages and contents involves a 
collaborative work of experimentation, creation, 
and discovery. It also involves dialogue, negotia-
tion, polyphony, openness, flexibility, criticism, 
and collaboration. In this process, the languages 
of different fields of knowledge can be understood 
based on different perspectives: as forms of expres-
sion of the subject and of the culture, as a means 

of communication, as a form of interaction and 
human development, and also as a social-cultural 
object of knowledge. This perspective requires that 
the initial and on-going education of teachers also 
considers their own experience with expression and 
creation, based not only on scientific knowledge, 
but also on the recovery of their experiences with 
languages that at times are dormant (artistic, per-
formatic, literary). 

It is through the different languages that 
children use, verbal and nonverbal, that they 
express their wealth of imagination and produce 
culture. In this perspective, speech, crying, ges-
ture, observing, silence, play, sciences, arts, and 
experiences with media are part of a network of 
symbolic systems that is the context of a plu-
ral literacy. This leads us to reconsider what it 
means to be literate. For the teacher today it is 
not enough to have information from books, to 
dominate codes of writing and understand them 
as a form of representation of speech. To what 
degree is an individual literate if he or she is not 
capable of seeing, interpreting, and questioning 
TV images, watching and understanding films, 
critically analyzing advertising and news, using 
a computer, conducting research, navigating the 
Web or creating and inserting texts and images in 
the flow of social circulation? And to what degree 
are we as teachers literate in these languages and 
are we working in a suitable manner with the 
multiple literacies?

In sum, to be literate in the 21st Century 
involves multiple literacies, including digital 
literacy, which also concerns the construction of 
real and virtual citizenship and the possibility of 
effectively participating in society. For this reason, 
the media can no longer be excluded from the 
literacy process. Even if it seems obvious, this 
idea has still not been sufficiently adopted and 
converted into a transformative practice in many 
social-cultural contexts.

The concept of multiliteracies as a new under-
standing of the appropriation of the social practices 
of reading and writing, demands considering the 
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theoretical bases that are its foundation and giving 
it legitimacy. In this sense, the multiliteracies can 
be understood as a repertoire of related capacities, 
some generic and others specifically related to the 
media and other areas, as Bazalgette (2005) empha-
sizes. This concept is related to media education, 
particularly to an ecological approach to media 
education (Rivoltella, 2002), understood as the 
interface between the various fields of knowledge, 
involving science, art, and literature. 

Three elements have been identified that sus-
tain this approach to media education: culture, 
as the expansion of and opportunities created 
by various cultural repertoires, criticism, as the 
capacity to analyze, reflect, and evaluate, and 
creation, as the creative capacity of expression, 
communication, and construction of knowledge. 
To these three words that begin with the letter 
C,6 we propose adding the C of citizenship, thus 
establishing the “4 Cs” of media education: cul-
ture, criticism, creation, and citizenship, which 
must be present to make possible transformative 
work in the schools (Fantin, 2006). 

citiZenship and diGital  
inclusion of childRen and 
youth

Based on the conceptual fluidity of the concept 
of citizenship, Rivoltella (2005, p. 155) identifies 
some dimensions that qualify citizenship and the 
citizen: civil law, political citizenship, social citi-
zenship, and cultural citizenship. Relating these 
dimensions of citizenship with media education, 
Rivoltella emphasizes what he calls the “dual 
exercise of citizenship” or the combination of 
citizenship of belonging with instrumental citizen-
ship. On one hand media education can call the 
attention of civil society and political power to the 
values of citizenship, and on the other, through its 
specificity, media education contributes to build-
ing this citizenship. It involves “a dual exercise of 
citizenship, which is active and passive, composed 

of solicitation of rights and of a set of efforts to 
build them” (Rivoltella, 2005, p. 156).

For Rivoltella (2005), to educate for citizenship 
involves an inclusionary education based on the 
recognition of universal rights, the formal and 
legal factors of citizenship as well as social and 
cultural rights, school education that conducts 
transversal work among the disciplines, consid-
ering the implicit and explicit curriculum, and 
an education that seeks solidarity. It also implies 
favoring interaction with territory, developing 
multiple and complex identities, and promoting a 
sense of belonging to the local, national, and global 
context. This perspective of educating for citizen-
ship strives to favor: the acquisition of knowledges 
(knowledge of the world and the cultural, social, 
and economic reality in which we live, as well as 
of the laws, institutions, and their functioning); 
the acquisition of social competencies (knowing 
how to perform the role of citizen, to cooperate, 
construct and realize common projects, to assume 
responsibilities, resolve conflicts and intervene in a 
political debate); and the acquisition of ethical and 
interpersonal abilities (knowing how to express 
solidarity, to be open to difference, etc.).7 

By encouraging this type of education, schools 
would be taking on new responsibilities in soci-
ety and could contribute to the construction of a 
new form of cultural mediation, integrating with 
the communication media in order to reduce the 
asymmetries on the plane of cognitive and par-
ticipatory capacities of individuals, as Morcellini 
(2004) emphasizes. Upon transposing this idea 
to the concern for the digital divide, we note that 
the term “digital inclusion” cannot always be 
understood as the opposite of exclusion, given 
that it often only describes programs that propose 
alternatives to the problems presented by social 
inequality. In order to struggle against the forms 
of domination and control caused by the digital 
divide, the public calls for digital inclusion be-
gan to appear, with the impact of the Internet on 
the world in the 1990s. To be inserted digitally 
comes to be a condition for citizenship and a right 
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of individuals for their existence in the world of 
information and communication. 

The debate about the forms of insertion of 
Brazilian society in this scenario is even more 
important when we analyze the data from the 
“Map of Digital Exclusion” which indicates that 
85% of the Brazilian population is excluded from 
the information society (Néri, 2003). Although 
the federal government has invested in various 
digital inclusion programs, data indicates unequal 
growth among the regions of the country. From 
2000-2004, Brazil had a 286.2% growth in the 
number of Internet users, becoming the country 
with the tenth most users in the world, with nearly 
19 million people navigating the Internet. This 
growth is incomparably greater than that of the 
other means of communication.8 Nevertheless, 
the penetration of the Internet in the country is 
unequal, concentrated in the upper classes. Ac-
cording to the map of digital exclusion, 79% of 
Brazilians never touched a computer and 89% 
never accessed the Internet. According to a study 
conducted in Latin America, only 10% of the 
poorest 40% of the Brazilian population have 
Internet access. Among Argentina, Brazil, Chile, 
and Mexico, Brazilians pay the most to have a 
computer (IBOPE).9 This reveals that Brazil still 
has much to do to gap the digital abyss.10 

While from a simplistic perspective the recipe 
to transpose the digital divide would be to make 
technology available, we see that this is important 
but not sufficient, and we must consider the many 
complexities of the problem. We can ask what is 
the significance of including and what are the 
forms of inclusion, since the digital divide can 
be examined from its social, economic, cultural, 
technological, and/or intellectual dimensions, and 
based on its technical, subjective, or economic 
specificities. What does it mean to include? What 
rights does technological access to the use of the 
computer promote if this access is not accompa-
nied by literacy in the multiple languages? Is to 
access a computer without being literate allowing 
its use without assuring the rights to citizenship 

it makes possible? Is digital inclusion a right of 
citizenship or a market necessity? While much of 
the international literature about the digital divide 
emphasizes the technical nature of inclusion, the 
questions above seek to point to the cultural and 
social aspects of inclusion, which seem funda-
mental from a Latin American perspective. 

The term inclusion today, in some public 
debates, appears to have become a consensual 
politically correct label, immune to reflection 
and discussion. The principle that society must 
be included in the information era is accepted 
without questioning, and the question “who will 
be included and what will he or she do with this 
new tool?” appears to have little importance. 
Without guarantees of employability, without real 
opportunities to use digital tools to participate 
in decision making about their communities and 
schools and in formulating and accessing public 
policies and services for healthcare, education, 
housing and so forth, and given the speed of 
technological change, it appears that the discourse 
of digital inclusion is satisfying to only a few 
companies, NGOs, and technocrats who sell this 
ideology as one more technological novelty.11 In 
this context, to include appears to mean in most 
cases to offer material conditions (skill and access 
to the Internet) to manipulate technologies. More 
than developing critical and questioning cognitive 
processes, it appears that in this vision, to include 
is to merely adapt pre-existing procedures to cur-
rent technologies. 

If to include is to give access to proprietary 
computers with primitive software and mechani-
cally train people to use them efficiently at work, 
as is implicit in most of the inclusion projects,12 Le-
mos (2003) asks why should society be included? 
For whom and for what does inclusion serve? In 
societies such as ours, where basic rights are still 
not assured, inclusion appears to be a goal and 
a utopia in some social fields such as healthcare, 
education, housing, and public safety. Is it pos-
sible to evaluate digital inclusion by the number 
of computers, people navigating, and other similar 
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statistics, Lemos (2003) asks, highlighting that 
in this perspective, to include appears basically 
to adapt and mold. But to include is much more 
than to adapt to a technocratic logic. After all, it 
is by participating and acting in the world that we 
construct ourselves and “it is in the insertion in 
the world and not in the adaptation to it that we 
become historic and ethical beings, capable of 
choosing deciding and overcoming” said Freire 
(2000, p. 90). 

Digital inclusion must include social, cultural, 
technological, and intellectual dimensions, in 
order to favor forms of belonging and assure the 
effective participation of people in the culture. 
Thus, the policies of digital inclusion should 
also encourage the deconcentration of power and 
local, regional, and national autonomy and not 
subordination to monopolies and imprisonment 
to private networks. This is the position taken by 
numerous authors, such as Silveira (2003), who 
see the open software movement as an important 
route to autonomy and a possibility for a creative 
mediation of the digital divide. In his analysis, “the 
open software movement is an authentic expres-
sion of this potential of the network and the great 
model for consolidation of shared solutions before 
complex questions, based on multiethnic, multi-
national and multicultural interaction” (Silveira, 
2003, p. 38). He understands the open software 
model as an economically viable option, which is 
technologically innovative and stable, and explains 
that an extensive use of open software in Brazil 
would not only save money in royalties, but also 
establish the country as an important producer 
and distributor of solutions in open code. This 
use of open software can exemplify imaginative 
alternatives to the monopolistic tendencies of 
technological globalization. As Boaventura Souza 
Santos affirms, “it is through the imagination that 
citizens are disciplined and controlled by States, 
markets and other dominant interests, but it is 
also from the imagination that citizens develop 
collective systems of dissidence and new designs 
for collective life” (2002, p. 46). 

Now we can examine some implications of 
these developments in the cultural lives of children 
and young people. 

childhood, youth, and  
contempoRaRy dialoGues

How can we consider the possibilities of citizen 
participation of children and youth in contem-
porary society? If on one hand technological 
developments offer certain forms of interaction 
and participation, above all in networks, many au-
thors indicate that on the other hand technological 
interactions with the most immediate local context 
become more difficult. The matter is still open to 
debate. Could it be that the exacerbation of indi-
vidualism in the society of consumption also offers 
possibilities for overcoming this individualism 
through the contradictions that are revealed? Can 
children and young people, through educational 
mediation and by interacting with technologies, 
transcend the limits created by individualism and 
build other dimensions of participation? To think 
of forms of participation only as a reproduction of 
the usual form of conducting politics would be an 
insufficient contribution to democracy and to the 
questioning of cultural standards. It is necessary 
to think of social and digital inclusion as a form 
of participation in culture and as a possibility 
for change in the forms of seeing and relating to 
society. We will discuss some of the many chal-
lenges this poses. 

Children and young people are increasingly 
present on the public scene. In addition to their 
recognition as consumers and citizens, it is rec-
ognized that they are particularly vulnerable to 
social changes. Although child labor is generally 
restricted to peripheral countries, children are 
targeted as consumers in borderless campaigns 
by globalized marketing. Cultural products aimed 
at children, video, television, cinema, cartoons, 
computer games, children’s literature, and other 
products for children, fashion, candy, school 
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supplies, recreational services, and so forth, con-
stitute one of the most important segments in the 
consumer market. In this sense, the child is seen 
more as a consumer than as a citizen. 

In this process, childhood comes to share the 
same media repertoires, often by developing a 
“single taste.” We know that in each context 
there is an active reinterpretation of cultural 
products, in a process in which globalized cul-
tures cross and recombine with local cultures.13 
But it is important to explore the possibilities for 
autonomy of childhood, in a context in which 
economic and cultural globalization operate 
in a complex and contradictory form on the 
status of childhood.14 On one hand, hegemonic 
forces lead to the use of children’s labor, to an 
increase in poverty, social inequality, and to the 
constitution of a global children’s market, with 
effects on behavior, lifestyles, and the cultures of 
childhood. On the other hand, contrahegemonic 
globalization promotes the rights of children 
and strives to establish a political agenda that 
focuses on childhood. 

Tensions between heterogenous living condi-
tions and homogenizing pressures contribute to the 
formation of fragmentary and changing identities, 
and the contemporary social space of (re)institution-
alization of childhood can also imply a possibility 
for alternative paradigms. Given this situation, 
schools can be seen as one of the important faces 
of counter-hegemonic globalization.15 While the 
school is the institution that has contributed most 
to the definition of the social status of children, 
Brazil’s deep educational problems challenge the 
structure and symbolic order of school’s as well 
as public educational policies, questioning the 
meaning of educational actions. Therefore, schools 
cannot remain divorced from the movement to 
construct rights for children, including the right 
to digital citizenship. As a public service, schools 
cannot be merely a preparatory space devoted to 
the aim that one day each individual can become 
a citizen. They must be places where citizenship 
is a reality even in childhood. 

In order to accomplish this goal, education 
must consider the complexities of being a young 
person today, especially in its subjective aspects, 
which also depend on the sociocultural context. 
A recent study16 revealed that Latin American 
children and youth say they are happier, more 
nationalist, and live closer to their families than 
boys and girls in developed countries. In con-
tradiction, this same group occupies the worst 
position in well-being, due to their concerns for 
public safety. According to the study, these chil-
dren and youth are concerned about losing their 
parents, with physical appearance, education, and 
in getting a job. This survey revealed two distinct 
worlds: “In the developed countries, young people 
are rich, but pessimistic about the future. In the 
developing world, children and adolescents are 
optimistic and hopeful, despite the fact that they 
confront large daily challenges.”17 The study also 
shows that more than 70% of youth and 80% of 
children in Argentina and Mexico said that they 
are happy, in contrast with the data obtained in 
the United States and England, where less than 
30% of youth and less than 50% of the children 
say they are happy.18 

This data confirms the degree to which subjec-
tive production is involved in the identity of young 
people and consequently in the perspectives that 
they have for the future. The data shows, once 
again, how important it is for digital inclusion 
to go beyond mere technical access and achieve 
towards cultural inclusion. This indicates the need 
to promote digital inclusion, while considering 
the specificity of memories, traditions, aims, 
values, fears, and hopes of youth in each culture. 
Projects designed from top to bottom (or from the 
“center” to the “periphery”) in which there is no 
space for the emergence of different responses 
to these subjective and differing realities, will 
certainly have limited results from the perspec-
tive of participation and citizenship. 

Another theme that is obviously part of the 
situation that we are examining is the relationship 
between adults and children in the scenario of 
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digital culture. The emergence of a new type of 
subjectivity in the new generations, as a result of 
complex factors, has been identified by researchers 
in various fields. Others argue that the vision of 
a deficiency of new generations—that identifies 
their cognitive and cultural poverty—should be 
substituted by a vision based on difference. Based 
on theories that consider the combination of tech-
nological identity with human identity, Green and 
Bigum (1995), for example, have provocatively 
suggested that if a moralist panic tends to see 
children and youth today as aliens—a culture that 
is “designed, motivated and constructed differ-
ently,” (Green & Bigum, 1995, p. 212)—on the 
other hand, it is adults who should be increasingly 
seen as aliens, given that it is “youth that inherit 
the earth” (Green & Bigum, 1995).

If we accept the provocation of these authors 
and admit that we as adults are increasingly alien, 
foreign, and—from the cultural perspective of 
children and young people, it is not for this reason 
that we are exempt from responsibility. We need 
to sharpen our tools for understanding, invest 
in the transformation of languages, contents, 
and contexts of reception, and on improving our 
capacity to understand the needs and desires of 
the young. In fact, we find ourselves today at the 
edge of various abysses—between generations, 
cultures, classes with unequal access to material 
and immaterial goods. At the same time, the new 
cultural forms are also means for bridging these 
gaps. Faced with the creation of this new culture, 
we need to adapt ourselves to new ways of seeing, 
reading, thinking, learning, interacting, and inter-
vening in reality; but at the same time we need to 
continue to demand the presence of oral, written, 
and audiovisual culture in the school space. The 
various forms of production of knowledge that 
emerge among us can only dialog with each other 
if we give potential to the diversity of experiences 
in different social spaces.19 

Thus, it is important to promote an intergen-
erational dialogue: children, young people, and 
adults of all ages need to hear one another. In 

addition, it is also necessary to have more in-
tragenerational dialogue and promote forms of 
perceiving what exists in common between the 
challenges and rights of each generation. This is 
one more reason for an understanding of digital 
inclusion as more than a mere technical issue, or 
as a method to expand old forms of sociability and 
of teaching-learning. Digital inclusion should not 
be about using media in the schools to mitigate 
the tedium of education. Digital inclusion should 
involve a new form of insertion of children, young 
people, and adults in the complex processes of 
communication of society today.20 

Education mediated by technology can favor 
the recovery of a playful dimension in the pro-
duction of knowledge. We can say that in this 
game, one generation can contribute something 
to the other. On one hand, children and young 
people continue learning from adults that his-
tory, memory, and cultural inheritance are the 
foundations of current experience. On the other 
hand, there are many indications that adults have 
learned from youth the playful dimension of the 
use of digital technologies. It can be said that to 
play with or against these machines is a form of 
recovering liberty in a world programmed by 
technology, as Flusser (1998) suggests. 

A sociocultural redefinition of the school can 
lead it to incorporate the new technologies, reaf-
firming the specific trait of education in moder-
nity, which is that of basing the socialization of 
knowledge on technologies of intelligence. This 
is discussed by Sodré (2002), who suggests that 
the use of the computer in classrooms could be 
understood as a new form of arts and crafts, in 
a playful approach to software production. The 
bricolage offered by the culture of simulation al-
low the appearance of new forms of learning and 
of resolution of problems that emphasize concrete 
thinking in relation to the abstract and an explor-
atory approach to the conceptual, approximating 
the modes of production of knowledge of adults 
and children. 
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Culture and education can be “spaces of 
emancipation and not only of reproduction, domi-
nation and hegemony,” observes Belloni (2006, 
p. 22). This author adds that this perspective for 
integration of technologies in educational prac-
tices in schools can be based on two elements: 
“the category of generation, [which] allows us to 
perceive the importance of the young, of the new 
generations, as actors in the construction of the 
future and of change” and media education, that 
“appears as an unescapable route for the basic 
education of all children to become complete 
citizens”(Belloni, 2006, p. 17).

media education and a  
cultuRal peRspectiVe of  
diGital inclusion

For digital inclusion to be implemented in a way 
that it provides more than simple access to a model 
of technical education in which students learn to 
use software and navigate the Internet, an ecologi-
cal perspective of media education (Rivoltella, 
2000) can contribute to another perspective of 
digital inclusion.

The ecological paradigm of media education 
presents an integrated concept, which calls for 
using all the media and technologies available: 
computers and the Internet in addition to pho-
tography, cinema, video, books, and CDs, and 
for articulating educational proposals with the 
demands of the communication environment 
based on each technological innovation in order 
to integrate them to each other.21 As much as the 
computer, Internet, and the World Wide Web 
are important today, and can even be considered 
necessary conditions for social insertion and 
participation, media education is not limited to 
them. As we have suggested above, it is essential 
to analyze the needs of each group, project, and 
context. In this perspective, the objective of media 

educational work in school is not only the use of 
the computerized classroom or multimedia labo-
ratory, but for children to act in these and other 
spaces to establish interactions and build relations 
and meanings. This mediation should be thought 
of as a form of affirming corporality—gesture, 
voice, movement, look—and relationships with 
nature as essential dimensions for the construc-
tion of meanings. 

The different forms of citizenship—civil, 
political, social, and cultural—are challenged by 
new media in contemporary society, requiring new 
forms of thinking of education and social inequal-
ity. In relation to media education, new emphases 
are being thought of: one, on a new media educa-
tion, another on a new media education (Rivoltella, 
2006). The first perspective accentuates that the 
new media create new educational demands, and 
that children and young people need other forms 
of education (medialiteracy, cyberliteracy). The 
second perspective highlights that with the change 
in the social role of the media in our society, the 
paradigm of media education must also change, 
based on an integrating and nonexclusionary per-
spective, which seeks responses to the challenges 
of a society in which the media play central, and 
not secondary, roles. A new media education 
aware of these challenges would have to go be-
yond functionalism and criticism towards, again, 
a culturalist perspective. For Rivoltella (2006), 
this hypothesis should depart from technologies 
of production and of signs to reach the technolo-
gies of self,22 in a scenario in which every educator 
would have to be a media-educator and citizenship 
would be a central factor. 

In the field of media education, the confronta-
tion of the digital divide thus implies proposals for 
mediation that assure the possibility for a critical 
and creative appropriation of the technologies, 
oriented towards the development of authorship 
in children and young people, their insertion and 
participation in the culture. 
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paRticipation in the cultuRe 
as mediation of the diGital 
diVide

When we emphasize the role of cultural participa-
tion in a media education concerned with inclusion 
we need to make clear what mean by participa-
tion, since it is a polysemous concept. We think 
of participation, here: as action of the individual 
in society, as autonomy and authorship in the 
political exercise of citizenship. Participation also 
connotes diversity, plurality, and liberty. It is a 
strong and politicized word, colored by various 
values and interests, and for this reason has been 
subject to different uses or simplifications. 

Thinking of participation from the perspec-
tive of marginality—as we are doing—we cannot 
forget that in heteronomous societies such as ours, 
the excluded are symbolically included, because 
they are always an implicit or explicit reference, 
whether present or absent, participating in and 
integrating the same shared imaginary, or that is, 
the same culture. In this sense, the nonparticipant 
is paradoxically, a participant. The “outsider” is 
“inside.” 

The reconfiguration center-periphery is central 
to understanding the dynamics of cultural par-
ticipation in Brazil today. The production of art 
and culture with the use of digital technologies in 
poor neighborhoods of large Brazilian cities has 
taken on increasing social, aesthetic, and economic 
importance in recent years. According to anthro-
pologist Hermano Vianna, “the most important 
novelty of Brazilian culture in the past decade 
was the appearance of the voice straight from the 
periphery speaking up throughout the country” 
(2004, p.8-9). This voice is clearly related to the 
technological possibilities for its amplification 
and reproduction, which make it a bit more acces-
sible to poor artist communities and collectives, 
and which are thus able to hear their own music, 
see their dance, film their stories and histories. 
A respected analyst of Brazilian culture, Vianna 
is an enthusiast of telecentros23 (centers of free 

community Internet access): “the telecenters,” he 
said, “can both produce community and citizen 
pride in the peripheries as well as connect all 
these peripheries to each other and to the world, 
not allowing these conquests to be coopted by 
political-cultural systems from “outside” or crimi-
nal organizations from “within” who only want 
to make the periphery more peripheral”(Vianna, 
2004). He describes how more than 100 telecen-
ters in the city of São Paulo are constantly full of 
young people, who lose their fear of the computer 
“treating it as a toy” and, as soon as they become 
intimate with the machines, come to program 
them. Since these telecenters work with open-
source software, programming is encouraged. 
“The machines do not have secrets, their codes 
are open, and whoever wants to investigate the 
core of its operating system can do so” Vianna 
explains, reporting a representative example: 

This opening led people like Cléber Santos, 18 
(whose father is a recently unemployed construc-
tion worker –and mother a maid who earns the 
minimum wage), to frequent the telecenter in the 
city of Tiradentes (the first inaugurated by the 
municipal government in 2001), who made vari-
ous open code programs with the programming 
resources that he learned totally on his own. 
Cléber, who is now a monitor at the telecenter in 
his “city” (and the fact that he participates in a 
pioneer project produced his pride of living there), 
speaks as if it is completely normal to know and 
have exchanged ideas with Richard Stallman, the 
father of the world’s open-source software move-
ment, the principal creator of this new concept of 
liberty. I never get tired of admiring this direct 
connection between the poorest periphery of São 
Paulo (the telecenters were installed in places 
with the lowest Human Development Indexes in 
the city) with the political, cultural, and economic 
movement that I consider to be the vanguard and 
most important taking place in the world today. Any 
other political movement, of antiglobalization or 
the landless movement, will prove to be inefficient 
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in light of the conquests of free software. Any 
cultural movement, from punk to Luther Blissett, 
seems like a “childhood disease” in face of the 
free software ideology. (Vianna, 2004, p.8-9)

Vianna maintains that the movement has a 
revolutionary meaning, although it is taking place 
in near silence. 

We can of course question the importance 
Vianna (2004) attributes to the free software 
movement, or, at least, await greater evidence of its 
results. Nevertheless, we cannot ignore that what 
the author calls “a revolution” is based in fact on 
a “collaborative and decentralized regime, with 
no political party in command, but with pieces 
of code in different computers spread across the 
planet, commanded by people who work not to get 
rich, but for the common good” (Vianna, 2004). 
This is certainly important from the perspective 
of inclusion. The effervescent production of youth 
at the Brazilian telecenters, is also highlighted 
by their public and visible character, an alterna-
tive to what is seen as one of the obstacles to the 
democratization of technologies, which is their 
invisible and individual use.24 

Enthusiasm for the telecenters is not unani-
mous in Brazil, although they are part of most 
digital inclusion projects.25 Lemos, for example, 
criticizes the idea of the telecenters, arguing that 
although they are seen as the “new panacea of in-
clusion” they are nothing more than a palliative to 
the problem of access and education, because the 
trend is toward generalized dissemination of the 
network to all areas (schools, squares, entire cities) 
“where each citizen, whether they want to or not, 
will have to deal with connected communication 
machines” (Lemos, 2003, p. 2). Whatever may be 
the political form of implantation of technologies 
in communities, however, the aspect that we want 
to highlight is the opportunity for artistic and 
cultural creation, and for participation in social 
life, that they make possible.26

It is in this sense that the digital culture can 
be understood as a new concept, because “it is 

based on the idea that the digital technology 
revolution, is in essence, cultural,” according 
to Gil (2004). This is because the use of digital 
technology changes the ways people interact 
socially. Technology is no longer considered 
simply as a tool, it becomes part of a person’s 
personality and identity. In this perspective, the 
complete use of the Internet and of free software, 
for example, creates great opportunities to de-
mocratize access to information and knowledge, 
broaden the potential of cultural goods and ser-
vices, expand the values that form our common 
repertoire and therefore, our culture, and also 
give potential to cultural production, even create 
new forms of art, Gil (2004) adds. This occurs 
because the technology itself, as a means for so-
cial inclusion, takes on a new form, “not only as 
incorporation to the market, but as incorporation 
to citizenship and to the market” when it assures 
access to information and the reduction of costs 
of the multimedia means of production, which 
can broaden the creative potential of the citizen. 
Considering that this citizen is also a consumer, 
broadcaster, and receiver of knowledge and in-
formation, who has relative autonomy and who 
is connected in networks, which are a new form 
of collectivity, this process can redimension his 
or her participation in the culture.

In the field of education, participation is related 
to the need for decentralization and democratiza-
tion of school management, to the social rights 
of children, adolescents, and youth and to certain 
concepts of teaching-learning, making it a central 
concept in recent years based on the perspective 
of education for citizenship. If the dimension of 
participation necessarily involves the “other,” 
promoting participation in the school or outside 
of it implies working on the formation of groups; 
this brings us to the importance of the group and 
of situations of cooperative work from the perspec-
tive of digital inclusion within the framework of 
media education.

We can situate this perspective from the social 
rights of children and adolescents, both the “pas-
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sive rights” linked to protection and provision, as 
well as the “active rights” of participation. In order 
to better elaborate on this theme, we can explore 
the possible tensions between these 3 Ps and their 
forms of mediation. How can we protect children’s 
privacy and security while encouraging them to 
participate in open networks? Will the provision of 
access to sites, software, and new technologies be 
done in a restricted way that controls this access 
or that creates real opportunity to participation 
in these new media? Is it possible that encourag-
ing the forms of participation of children in the 
culture involves anticipating certain responsibili-
ties? What are the gains and losses of the differ-
ent forms of participation of the children in the 
culture? Are there requirements and presumptions 
for promotion of participation of children at an 
active and visible level? How can the participa-
tion of children be guaranteed in such a way that 
there is personal action, self-expression and the 
establishment of another relationship with time 
that is less alienated and production-oriented than 
that which guides the daily life of contemporary 
urban societies? 

A number of educational contexts have sought 
to support the playful-expressive participation 
of children through teaching-learning games 
and various opportunities found in daily ac-
tivities. We are speaking here of other modes of 
participating in society: those in which children 
interact, communicate, plan, propose, share ideas, 
intervene, produce, create dialogue, and conduct 
experiences (Fantin, 2006a). A central objective 
of these actions is the promotion of agency and 
of the authorship of children. When we defend 
the participation of children from a perspective 
of digital inclusion, it is important to recognize 
that there are different realms of participation, 
whether in the space of the global society, social 
movements, communities, schools, and other 
cultural institutions or in the intimacy of domestic 
space. Each of these realms can be a space for 
critical and creative use of the digital media that 
promote inclusion.

The participation of children at school, our 
priority focus, gives new dimension to the para-
digms of learning. A new paradigm has emerged 
in contemporary society: some authors affirm 
that while the production of knowledge had 
been principally defined either as acquisition 
from experience (empiricism) or as construction 
(constructivism), it can now be understood as 
participation. Although this thesis may be debat-
able from an epistemological point of view, since 
participation is not separated from acquisition and 
construction, it reconfigures some questions for 
educational mediation: to go beyond “knowing 
by doing” and “working cooperatively” a vision 
of “learning by participating” arises.27

Thus, for digital inclusion projects—thought 
of from their social, economic, technological, 
aesthetic, and cultural dimensions—be truly 
inclusive, they need to be linked to a perspec-
tive for cultural-educational mediation, based 
on interactivity, on citizenship, on access, and 
on critical and creative appropriation. Although 
this emphasis may be part of the rhetoric of many 
projects, most of the programs still appear to be 
too highly centered on the economic needs. From 
the concept of participation that we are discussing, 
and with a cultural understanding of technology 
access and digital inclusion, educational mediation 
can make viable some situations of participation, 
whether in classrooms, laboratories, workshops, 
or other cultural spaces that the relationship with 
technology encourages. 

One precaution that should be taken in this 
sense is not to demean the cultural production 
of children and of young people through the 
media, qualifying it simply as “social inclusion” 
actions. It is common, for example, for videos 
and home pages produced in school and cultural 
projects in poor regions to be appreciated prin-
cipally for what they represent in terms of the 
construction of “self-esteem” of their authors 
and not for their own merits as forms of art, 
communication and language. This paternalist 
posture contradicts the true sense of inclusion, 
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according to which not only do young and poor 
children have the right to express their vision 
of the world, but that the entire society has the 
right to hear what these young people and chil-
dren have to say. In the Brazilian case, many of 
the most interesting aesthetic innovations and 
the most vigorous analyses of the social situa-
tion come precisely from “alternative” uses of 
technological resources invented by groups in 
impoverished regions from the very lack of more 
advanced material resources.

The educational proposals that are made to 
overcome the digital divide will depend on what 
is understood by a digitally literate person. If 
only the technical capacity to use the computer 
is considered, access to computers would be 
enough. But if a broader concept is adopted, 
from the perspective of media education and of 
citizen participation in the culture, which also 
involves a development of multiple languages, 
we can propose a few fundamental objectives of 
the educational and cultural mediations:

1. Competence in reading and writing of vari-
ous texts and images and their use as social 
practice.

2. The education of critical and creative subjects 
who are able to appropriate, read, and write 
in various media languages through public 
access to the multimedia and the Internet in 
schools and communities. 

3. Initial and continued education of teachers 
for media education. This is essential so 
that digital inclusion projects are not only 
palliative measures and episodic campaigns, 
because without investment in the school 
perspective and teacher training, the digital 
divide will continue to be produced. 

4. Integration between digital media and the 
traditional systems of access to cultural 
production (museums, libraries, film clubs 
, and artistic workshops) to approximate 
different generations and trajectories and 
stimulate the linking of different cultures, 

broadening the concept of inclusion, with 
emphasis on the perspective of participation 
in culture.

 
It is clear that all of these objectives require 

specific policies and financing, with an emphasis 
on the education of and respect for teachers. 

Given these objectives, the proposals for 
digital inclusion from a cultural and educational 
perspective involve the production of art, knowl-
edge, subjectivity, politics, information, research, 
and memory, which encourage different types of 
participation. 

In the realm of the classroom they include:

• Various types of peer-interaction (those who 
know/with those who don’t know; those who 
are eager/ with those who are resistant); 

• Different forms of communication between 
groups (using the various languages and both 
traditional and new technologies); 

• Various forms of organizations of work 
groups (spontaneous, casual and direct-
ed);

• Different spatial contexts, in the classroom 
and outside of it (to explore the spatial 
configuration of the classroom; to extend 
pedagogical encounters to other cultural 
spaces, such as workshops, museums, 
theaters, squares, communities; to explore 
possibilities for virtual spaces); 

• Situations that involve different attitudes 
(active, passive, critical, collaborative, re-
sistant, indifferent, concentrated, moved);

• Different types of interaction with knowl-
edge and with culture (critical, instrumental, 
productive); 

• Different theoretical-methodological 
tools for research (observation, interview, 
video-recording, photography, participant-
observation); 

• Possibilities for reflection and socialization 
of the observations made, reflecting on the 
representations observed; 
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• Different forms of navigation, interaction 
and audiovisual production( creation of sites, 
screenplays, blogs).

In broader realms of participation they in-
clude:

• Action in the school: student clubs, meetings 
for evaluation and class councils, parent, 
teacher and student associations, manage-
ment of places for play in the schools; 

• Action in the community: resident associa-
tions, community councils, cultural associa-
tions, youth, artistic, musical, theater, and 
religious groups;

• Action in the city: student movements, popu-
lar movements, NGOs and other forums; 

• Interaction in cyberspace: collective action 
on the Internet, forums and chats, virtual 
communities. 

Finally, the reflections and proposals that we 
have discussed seek to emphasize that while the 
economy of the information society is globalized, 
individuals continue to be local, and that there is an 
abyss between the global nature of wealth and power 
and the local significance of individual experiences. 
We propose the image of educational mediation 
from the cultural perspective as a possibility for 
navigation not in a river—which separates and 
unites—of which we spoke at the beginning, but 
in a large digital sea. As in the song Pela internet, 
by Gilberto Gil,28 this kind of mediation involves 
discovering “with how many gigabytes one makes 
a jangada, a boat that can sail in this info-sea.” 

We hope to have provided some leads in this 
direction and an understanding of digital inclu-
sion as construction of citizenship in which media 
education assures the real participation of children, 
young people, and adults in the culture. Even if 
we clearly did not exhaust all the issues involved, 
the complexity of which are renovated each day, 
we sought to contribute to the discussion in a tone 
which, although critical, is also hopeful.
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1 Sodré observes that there is often a buy-
ing and selling of technologically outdated 
equipment, making it clear that Brazilian and 
foreign commercial interests are stronger 
than the needs of civil society. 

2 Ministry of Communications and the In-
ternet Management Committee of Brazil, 
2006.

3 INEP/MEC/Pro Brasil 2005.
4 Brazil has 15 million illiterate people 15 

years or older (IBGE).
5 A dimension related to this issue is that of 

self-learning, which has an important role in 
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the processes of development of multilitera-
cies.

6 Bazalgette (2005) proposed the “3 Cs,” 
culture, criticism, and creation, as three 
essential aspects of media education. 

7 Personal notes from the course “Tecnologia 
dell’istruzione e del aprendimento,” given 
by Pier Cesare Rivoltella, at UCSC, Milano, 
2005.

8 Internet World Stats, www.internetwordls-
tas.com

9 IBOPE: www.ibope.com.br
10 There has been a significant increase in 

the purchase and use of cell phones among 
Brazilians of a variety of classes and age 
groups. Considering that today a cell phone 
can be a multimedia center, becoming 
at the same time a camera and a video, 
a pocket computer with Internet access, 
and a television receiver and broadcaster, 
and that Brazil is a country open to new 
technological developments, this trend can 
bring new possibilities for digital inclusion. 
After all, mobile connections are changing 
the perception of cyberspace, and we are 
increasingly more “immersed in a nomad-
ism that articulates the space of flow with 
the space of place.” (Lemos, 2003, p.2). The 
relationship between the multiplication of 
cellular telephones and digital inclusion is 
beyond the scope of this study. We merely 
note this complexity, from a socio-economic 
as well as cultural perspective. 

11 See Lemos and Costa (2005, p. 6).
12 Analyzing various projects of digital inclu-

sion, Lemos and Costa (2005) maintain that 
the majority of them emphasize the technical 
dimension at the cost of the social, cultural, 
and intellectual. 

13 See Canclini (1998) and Thompson 
(1998).

14 See Pinto (1997) and Buckingham (2000).
15 See, for example, Pinto and Sarmento 

(1997).

16 Reported by MTV Networks, the study was 
conducted over six months. Interviews were 
conducted with 5,200 children (ages 8 to 
15) and young people from 16 to 34. The 
survey was conducted in the following coun-
tries: Argentina, Germany, Brazil, China, 
Denmark, the United States, France, India, 
Indonesia, Japan, Mexico, England, South 
Africa, and Sweden. Retrieved October 
11, 2007, from http://www.multirio.rj.gov.
br/portal/riomidia/rm_materia_conteudo.
asp?idioma=1&v_nome_area=Materias
&idMenu=3&label=Materias&v_id_con-
teudo=66749

17 Noel Gladstone, research of vice-president 
MTV Networks. 

18 When the issue is concern for beauty 
and aesthetics, Brazilians take first place. 
Nearly 66% of Brazilian children, 50% of 
Indonesian, and 41% of Mexicans said they 
are concerned with their weight. For the 
children of Brazil (93%), Argentina (87%), 
and Mexico (84%) to take care of oneself 
is a sign of status. In relation to sex, Latin 
American youth from 6 to 34 believe they 
have better sexual performance. Brazilians 
come in first place, (66%), then Argentines 
(48%), and Mexicans (46%). The Japanese 
were last (5%). Terrorism occupied the eighth 
place on the list of the main fears of youth 
today and in tenth place among the children. 
In general, children and young people said 
that they are afraid of losing their parents, 
of having cancer or AIDS, and of frequent 
crime in large cities. All of these issues are 
clearly influenced by the representation of 
these themes in the media, and are thus 
directly related to the role of media educa-
tion.

19 See discussion by Jobim and Souza (2003, 
p. 38).

20 See Martin-Barbero (2000).
21 Various authors have considered the relation-

ship of children with the media in the realm 
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of “cultural ecology.” In their philosophy of 
media, Taylor and Saarinem (1994) maintain 
that dealing with children means accepting 
the responsibility for “creating and sustain-
ing structures and networks to support life.” 
In the culture of the media (“simcult”), 
they add, “this means that we must act to 
shape and reshape the telecommunications 
environment that is the world in which our 
children are destined to dwell.” (Taylor & 
Saarinem, 1994, p. 37). 

22 In the Foucaultian sense, stressing here the 
reflexive practices around media use and 
consumption.

23 Telecenters are spaces with computers with 
broadband Internet connections, which offer 
free use of equipment, basic computer cours-
es, and special workshops. According to the 
federal government proposal, “each Telecen-
ter has a Management Council, formed by 
members of the community elected by the 
community, who help the staff monitor and 
manage the space. It is a project for intensive 
use of information technology to broaden 
citizenship and combat poverty, seeking to 
guarantee digital privacy and security for 
the citizen, his insertion in the information 
society, and strengthen local development. 
One of the principal objectives of the project 
is to organize a network of units of multiple 
functions that allow people to acquire basic 
technological autonomy and privacy based 
on open source software.” Retrieved October 
11, 2007, from http://www.idbrasil.gov.br/
docs_telecentro/docs_telecentro/o_que_e 

24 See Graham (apud Lemos, 2005, p.3).
25 There are various examples and the experi-

ences of projects that support the call for 
digital inclusion in Brazil. In the field of 

public policy, the Brazilian government 
sought the integration of existing digital 
inclusion programs at the federal state and 
municipal levels, and created the Brazil-
ian Digital Inclusion Model, which was 
an attempt to improve the activities and 
avoid the duplication of projects. From the 
many projects of NGOs, we can highlight 
the pioneer work of the Committee for the 
Democratization of Computing. See http://
www.idbrasil.gov.br and http://www.cdi.org.
br 

26 This is even more relevant considering the 
social reality of the favelas in Brazilian 
cities. According to Adorno “the thesis that 
sustains causal relations between poverty, 
delinquincy and violence, is now highly 
questioned by many studies. Nevertheless, 
relations between the persistance, in Brazil-
ian society, of the concentration of wealth, 
the concentration of the precarious quality 
of collective life in so-called peripheral 
neighborhoods in large cities and the general 
explosion of violence, must be recognized. 
Maps of violence, created for some Brazil-
ian cities such as Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, 
Curitiba, and São Paulo (…) indicate that 
homicide rates are much higher in these 
areas than in neighborhoods that compose 
the urban belt better served by urban infra-
structure, a labor market and leisure and 
cultural services.” Adorno (2002). “As ci-
dades brasileiras no século XXI.” Retrieved 
October 11, 2007, from  http://www.nevusp.
org/conteudo/index.php?conteudo_id=367 

27 See Rogoff (2005).
28 Gilberto Gil is a prominent Brazilian 

singer-songwriter and the current Minister 
of Culture. 
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Chapter 15
Multi-Cultural  

E-Learning Teamwork:
Social and Cultural Characteristics  

and Influence

Datta Kaur Khalsa
University of Maryland, USA

intRoduction

Our team contained a WASP, an Armenian émi-
gré, and a Jewish British ex-Pat on the team. 
Without being able to be specific, we all brought 
our differing viewpoints to bear on the problem 
and each rejoiced in our different ways of look-
ing at things. 

For two of us, our diasporas commonalities 
also gave us strength in the team without being 
excluding to the third member. Our openness in 
expressing our differences celebrated and took 
advantage of our diversity and contributed to our 
genuine delight in each other and to the team’s 
success. (Online graduate student, 2004)

abstRact

Virtual teamwork in the e-learning classroom has provided opportunities for merging social theory 
and learning theory, mixing technology, culture, identity, and community. Online learning teams have 
generated attention to the social and cultural characteristics that influence these global interactions. 
This chapter discusses the prevalence of eight traditional dimensions of culture occurring during online 
learning team interaction. A study with graduate students, who were experienced in virtual teamwork, 
provides quotes and examples of experiences, challenges, and suggestions for improvement to the multi-
cultural, virtual team experience. The students’ suggestions inform guidelines for e-learning faculty and 
students, while additional study results present understanding of the acculturation process, a process 
that occurs when diversified social and cultural characteristics come together and form a cultural hybrid 
to accomplish e-learning team goals. 
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The increased availability of e-learning has 
brought convenience and equitable learning pos-
sibilities to cross-cultural student populations. The 
online student classroom may contain diversified 
student identities: residents from several countries, 
those who are native to one country, but now liv-
ing in the U.S., and English as second language 
learners. Reaching beyond traditional limits of 
geographical boundaries and time constraints, 
virtual classrooms provide diversified groups of 
students with opportunities for discussion, plan-
ning, and team projects (Cyrs, 1997; Ess, 2001; 
Johnson & Johnson, 1994; Ko & Rossen, 2004; 
Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Rogers, 2002). The online 
classrooms merge social theory and learning 
theory, mixing technology, culture, identity, and 
community (Bandura, 2001; Collins & Berge, 
1996; Khalsa & Hildreth, 2000; LaBelle, 2004; 
Preece, 2000; Wenger, 2004). Traditional team 
processes take on a new look, as online students 
are required to adapt and acculturate social and 
cultural characteristics during virtual teamwork 
(English-Lueck, Darrah, & Saveri, 2002).

The intentions of this chapter are to present e-
learning faculty and students with a practical model 
for development and support of multi-cultural 
teamwork in the adult e-learning classroom. The 
study was designed to answer this question, “Which 
traditional social and cultural characteristics are 
important for multi-cultural e-learning team mem-
bers?” Over a one-year period, 45 graduate students, 
who had been engaged in teamwork during their 
online classes, were surveyed and interviewed. 
The goal was to obtain opinions and suggestions 
about their general, online team experience, 
communication, challenges, social and cultural 
influences, and suggestions for improvement to 
the virtual team experience. Through description 
of influential social and cultural characteristics, 
graduate students provided their top priorities for 
faculty and fellow students, who will be involved 
with virtual learning teams. The student sugges-

tions built a guiding framework, and are included 
in this chapter.

backGRound

E-learning can benefit from the creation and 
sharing of knowledge vs. merely long-established 
knowledge transfer and assimilation. Extending 
communication and knowledge through col-
laboration presents opportunities for a collective 
effort of understanding (Berge, 1998; Bielaczyc & 
Collins, 1999; Camarinha-Matos & Afsarmanesh, 
2004; Dede, 1999; LaBelle, 2004). Online learn-
ing teams provide “a dynamic mix of national, 
geographic, organizational and professional or 
disciplinary variables in constant interaction 
with one another, (changing) according to the 
context” (Heaton, 2001, p. 220). Online learn-
ing that incorporates team-based interactions 
creates community. It also extends a learning 
advantage to its adult students, because it mirrors 
the authentic interaction needed and developing 
in many educational and organizational settings 
and practices (Dede, 2001).  

E-learning team interactions require intel-
lectual, emotional, and social support, some 
unlearning, relearning, and deep appreciation 
for the innovative process and what it will pro-
vide team members. Virtual team acculturation 
is acceptance of another’s cultural patterns of 
behavior (Heusinkveld, 1997) and requires an 
awareness and interaction of personal social and 
cultural dimensions in a virtual time, space, and 
workplace (English-Lueck et al., 2002).  The study 
results provided in this chapter supply verbatim 
student descriptions and examples related to the 
adaptation of social and cultural characteristics 
during multi-cultural team processes (Alexander, 
2000; Kezsbom, 2000; Lipnack & Stamps, 2000; 
Powell, Piccoli, & Blake, 2004; Solomon, 2001; 
Suchan & Hayzak, 2001). The results of this re-
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search created guidelines for the hybrid temporary 
learning team towards the ultimate goal, efficient 
and effective achievement of learning goals. This 
study informs students on how to become more 
effective team members and helps e-learning 
teachers become more efficient team guides. An 
initial examination of general multi-cultural team 
characteristics creates an awareness of challenges 
during a virtual team process. 

multi-cultuRal team  
chaRacteRistics

Teams have been defined as individuals who are 
interdependent in their tasks, share responsibili-
ties for outcomes, and manage their relationships 
across organizational boundaries (Cohen & Bailey, 
1997; Godar & Ferris, 2004). Global teams within 
organizations choose members from around the 
world and rarely meet members face-to-face. They 
are required to “share information, adapt to time 
constraints and establish effective relationships at 
a distance, often under trying political and cultural 
circumstances” (English-Lueck et al., 2002, p. 92). 
The same types of conditions exist for diversified 
online learning teams (Khalsa, 2005). 

Short and temporary time frames towards 
completion of team projects require members to 
engage in interdependent tasks with common goals 
and individual competencies, including different 
levels of technology proficiency (Gibbs, 2002; 
Godar & Ferris, 2004).  Team members represent 
different cultures, languages, and organizations, 
as they interact to form and establish common 
goals. E-learning team endeavors include: di-
versity of expertise among its members; shared 
objectives of advancing the collective knowledge 
and skills; emphasis on learning how to learn; and 
mechanisms for sharing what is learned (Bielaczyc 
& Collins, 1999; Johnson & Johnson, 1994). For 
virtual learning teams to be engaged, motivated, 
and attain their goals, important considerations 
need attention. 

oVeRVieW of e-leaRninG  
team consideRations

Numerous areas of research provide clarifying 
information towards proper e-learning team fa-
cilitation and sustainability. Andragogy or adult 
learning theory provides advice on authentic and 
flexible learning to serve adult career goals and 
overloaded work schedules (Knowles, 1984). 
The field of human-computer interaction adds 
technological suggestions to aid credibility, us-
ability, and dependability of technology (Fogg, 
2003; Maloney-Kritchmar & Preece, 2002; 
Preece, 2000; Shneidermann, 2003). Online 
community research provides assistance for 
facilitation, netiquette, lurking, and reciprocity 
(Nonnecke & Preece, 2003; Preece, 2000; Preece, 
Sharp, & Rogers, 2002). Research also connects 
identity, computer-mediated communication, 
and cross-cultural relationships to social capital 
and development of trust (Bos, Olson, Gergle, 
Olson, & Wright, 2002; Cohen & Prusak, 2001; 
Preece, 2000; Rovai, 2001; Sproull & Kiesler, 
1986; Walter, 1996). 

Most online team research has emphasized 
benefits, technological guidelines, processes, and 
content development with less emphasis on the 
effects of social and cultural characteristics on 
team endeavors (Gibbs, 2004). However, online 
learning team social and cultural influences af-
fect many aspects of teamwork, including roles, 
activities, expectations, and interpretations of time 
(Adler & Graham, 1989; Gibbs, 2002; Hall, 1977; 
Hofstede, 1997; Matei & Ball-Rokeach, 2002; 
Rheingold, 1993; Walther, 1996). A framework 
for discussing social and cultural characteristics 
in online learning teams that will be used here in-
corporates three key components: social learning 
theory, identity theory in a collaborative culture, 
and the acculturation process. Each component 
adds to the understanding of multi-cultural inter-
action in online learning teams.
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social leaRninG theoRy

The social learning theory describes a small part 
of the budding, yet vibrant image of learning in 
the world today (Bandura, 2001; Wenger, 2004). 
It explains how thoughts, feelings, and behavior 
are affected by the presence or implied presence 
of others (Bandura, 1986). The social and cultural 
context of the individual, how they perceive and 
interpret information from others, is the basis 
of this theory. Simply stated, people observe, 
imitate, and learn socially. Cognitive skills, at-
titudes, and behavior impact the environment, and 
the environment impacts these personal factors 
(Huitt, 2004; Huitt & Vessels, 2002). This creates 
an interchange between three variables: overt 
behavior, personal factors, and environmental 
factors (Wenger, 2004). 

Individuals exist and act within a broad 
network of environmental structures: imposed, 
selected, and constructed (Bandura, 2001). The 
boundaries of influence have been broadened by 
environmental structures offered by the Internet 
and technology and as a result, traditional social 
and cultural characteristics are modified. The 
socio-structural influences such as roles, rules, and 
social practices, which normally regulate thought 
and behavior, exist with broader interpretation. 
The interplay of social and cultural forces with 
social learning such as online course discussions 
and online teamwork enhance course goals, objec-
tives and e-learning possibilities.

By recognizing the power of technology on 
present-day social and cultural characteristics, 
one can better understand how team behavior is 
impacted (Huitt, 2002) and how cognitive skills, 
attitudes, behaviors, and the environment influ-
ence each other (Bandura, 1986). Social learning 
theory extends relevancy to adult learning needs 
and provides a description of how intrapersonal 
and interpersonal information is perceived. “With-

in this theoretical framework, human functioning 
is analyzed as socially interdependent, richly 
contextualized and conditionally orchestrated 
within the dynamics of various societal subsys-
tems and their complex interplay” (Bandura, 
2001, p. 5). Personal identity intersects with the 
virtual team identity and requires adaptation or 
acculturation.

identity in a collaboRatiVe 
cultuRe

A personal identity is “a set of attributes, beliefs, 
desires, or principles of action that a person thinks 
distinguish her (or him) in socially relevant ways” 
(Fearon, 1999, p. 2). Personal identity often engulfs 
group identity, allowing for unique experiences of 
thought, learning, and action. Identities are shaped 
through a group experience, built and maintained 
because of practice and recognized by members 
in the practice. Thus, characteristics of commu-
nity become dimensions of identity (Zheng & 
Storck, 2001). When an individual’s identity and 
perception are verified by a group, then group 
membership is recognized (Meng & Agarwal, 
2005; Polzer, Milton, & Swann, 2002).

“People (interacting) move together in a kind 
of dance” (Hall, 1997, p. 72). Personal and social 
identities interact and are sustained through 
creation and transference of knowledge between 
community members (Butler, 2001). “Learning is 
a social becoming, the ongoing negotiation of an 
identity, that we develop in the context of partici-
pation (and non-participation) in communities and 
their practices” (Wenger, 2004, p. 4). Continual 
construction and reconstruction of self-identity 
requires fluidity during virtual interactions. At-
tention to acculturation or adaptability of self and 
group identity during e-learning team interactions 
can help fulfill online student team needs (Meng 
& Agarwal, 2005; Sudwicks & Ess, 2002).
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accultuRation in e-leaRninG 
teams

Virtual team acculturation is an individual’s abil-
ity to adapt to the cultural behavior patterns of 
others (Heusinkveld, 1997) and requires shifting 
interdependence among strangers (English-Lueck 
et al., 2002). Members intermix, and team member 
thoughts and actions are usually most affected by 
ethnicity, social and political circumstances, and 
physical location.  However, because of prevalent 
technology use, cultural influences have become 
less stagnant and stereotypical. Individuals are 
seeing themselves and are seen by others as so-
cial entities embedded in larger social systems 
(Fernandez-Ballesteros, Diez-Nicolas, Caprara, 
Barbaranelli, & Bandura, 2002; Powell et al., 2004; 
Wenger, 2004). The powerful socio-cultural forces 
that are rooted in social and cultural history, and 
choices that predate them (Matei & Ball-Rokeach, 
2002), now function in an interdependent, ephem-
eral, virtual, and multi-cultural global team set-
ting (Gibbs, 2002). Considering the complexity 
of human beings, their multi-faceted identity with 
many cultures and subcultures, and interactions 
in e-learning teamwork, it is no longer clear how 
far native social and cultural characteristics ac-
curately explain human behavior in a virtual world 
(Sudwicks & Ess, 2002). 

socio-cultuRal constRucts 
in e-leaRninG teams

Social and cultural characteristics or constructs, 
also referred to here as dimensions of culture, 
describe shared, ethnic, geographic, and collective 
behaviors and patterns resulting from the fabric 
of a society. Hall (1977, 1990) researched in detail 
patterns of different cultures. His findings noted 
that there are cultural perceptual differences 
related to time, space, relationships, and materi-
als (Hall, 1977). Hofstede (1984) studied values 
of people in different cultures, who worked for 

the same multinational corporation. His results 
were very similar to a study done 20 years earlier 
(Inkeles & Levinson, 1969) and resulted in four 
dimensions: 

1. Power including perceptions of wealth and 
status

2. Uncertainty avoidance including perceptions 
of rules, regulations, and flexibility

3. Individualism including perceptions on 
self-reliance, group harmony, and team 
recognition

4. Gender including perceptions on competi-
tion, assertiveness, and nurturance or sup-
port in teamwork

It is also advantageous to note Storti’s research 
(1990, 1998) that built on Hall and Hofstede’s work. 
Storti related culture to business and provided 
two dimensions, invisible (assumptions, values 
and beliefs) and visible (behaviors). He described 
these dimensions as building blocks of socio-
cultural differences. His list includes perceptions 
of self-identity, group identity, time, and power. 
However, the foundations and practical applica-
tions of the more traditional dimension of culture 
frameworks (Hall, 1977; Hofstede, 2001; Inkeles & 
Levinson, 1969; Storti, 1990, 1998) require further 
investigation for determination of relevancy and 
applicability to multi-cultural e-learning team 
situations. “(The) traditional notions of culture 
are becoming less and less applicable in a world 
where cultures have increasingly permeable 
boundaries and are blurred and blended through 
globalization” (Gibbs, 2002, p. 9). 

After comparing the socio-cultural constructs 
or dimensions from the four previously mentioned 
frameworks (Hall, 1977; Hofstede, 2001; Inkeles & 
Levinson, 1969; Storti, 1990, 1998), there is strong 
evidence of the relationship between self-identity, 
group identity, and group harmony. Individual 
perceptions related to the following dimensions 
affect group actions: power, status, recognition, 
assertiveness, competitiveness, gender, leader-
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ship, time, flexibility, support, nurturance, rules, 
and regulations. These social and cultural char-
acteristics became the base for coding survey 
and interview text in the online graduate student 
study described in this chapter. 

online GRaduate student 
study

In order to better inform online students, educa-
tors, and facilitators, opinions and suggestions 
from adult online students with virtual team 
experience were obtained. The research question 
to be answered was, “Which traditional social 
and cultural characteristics are important for 
multi-cultural e-learning team members?” The 
goal was to obtain opinions and suggestions about 
student online team experiences, challenges, 
communication, social and cultural influences, 
and suggestions for improvement to the virtual 
team experience. 

participants

The participants for this study were 45 online 
graduate students (22 females and 23 males) en-
rolled in two online programs with two universities 
in the state of California. The researcher of this 
study (also the author of this chapter) had been 
teaching in these online programs for over five 
years, and was familiar with the population of 
students that these online programs attracted. She 
describes this sample as a multi-cultural group of 
adult students with a variety of career goals and 
experiences including corporate online training, 
K-12 teaching, university, business and military 
distance education development, and so forth. 
Each student’s graduate studies was related to 
technology and learning. 

The particular cultural backgrounds of the 
students had not been specifically determined to 
protect their privacy. However, the majority is 
currently located in the U.S. but have a variety of 

international, native backgrounds. Some did share 
their native cultural identity, and that information 
determined multi-cultural backgrounds, which 
included U.S. citizens living in other countries, 
natives from a variety of countries including 
Bangladesh, Oman, Honduras, China, and oth-
ers. Some students were natives from outside the 
U.S., but had been living in the U.S. for two to six 
years. Overall the participants had a fair amount 
of technology skills and displayed an appreciation 
for technology-related opportunities shown by 
their choice of technology-related careers. They 
had each been involved in virtual teamwork and 
online learning communities during their online 
classes and careers.

methods

Text was acquired from semi-structured and 
unstructured answers obtained through online 
surveys and email interviews during a one-
year period. The initial interview questions are 
available in Appendix A. The author coded the 
interview text using a codebook that contained 
eight socio-cultural characteristics. These charac-
teristics we all previously determined important 
by dimension of culture frameworks (Hall, 1977; 
Hofstede, 2001; Inkeles & Levinson, 1969; Storti, 
1990, 1998). The codebook highlights are avail-
able in Appendix B.  

Results

Dimensions (Appendix B) noted in traditional 
socio-cultural frameworks by Hall (1977), Hofst-
ede (2001), Inkeles & Levinson (1969), and Storti 
(1990, 1998), were mentioned as important by 
graduate students in this study. The frequency 
of student responses related to socio-cultural 
constructs during the surveys and interviews is 
graphically displayed (Figure 1). 

Details and interpretations of each dimension 
are provided next through a summary that con-
nects theory, student suggestions, and quotes. 
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Specific cultural backgrounds of the students are 
not provided, so generalization of study results to 
online classrooms and virtual teamwork would 
assume that student populations have compara-
tively similar adult demographics.

team support

According to comments made by the graduate 
students in this study, team support includes 
sharing ideas, communicating positively and 
frequently with constructive criticism, alternative 
viewpoints, and professionalism. Students, who 
noted lack of team support, made comments on 
workload inequality, lack of communication, and 
noted a particular team member, who did not do 
their part. Differences of interpretation related to 
team support often had to do with recognition and 
respect for what an individual offered the group. 
This recognition and need for acknowledgment 
and respect may be tied to original or native social 
and cultural preferences, but further research 
would be needed to determine if a particular 
native culture preferred higher recognition level 
than others.  

These student quotes are good representatives 
of facets of team support noted by the majority 
of students in this study. Note the English as a 
second-language challenge that could easily be 

misinterpreted by inconsiderate student team 
members or easily intimidated ESL students.  

The team experience was such a joy, the members 
of the team were able to communicate often, 
share ideals, set goals and objectives. The team 
members were extremely knowledgeable in their 
field of expertise and shared constructive criticism 
and positive interaction … (the) team experience 
was the greatest.

Each person, (whom) I’ve worked with has been 
very understanding, helpful, considerate, and 
focused upon the subject at hand.

These quotes display well lack of team sup-
port:

One person did not pull their weight so the re-
mainder of the group simply got on with it without 
waiting and did the weak person’s work as well. 
We didn’t have time to sit around and whine and 
wait. We just finished it off.

Two of the team members didn’t fully participate 
in the project. One claimed poor English skills, the 
other personal problems; but it’s my grade and so 
I worked with (R) to produce a good paper!

Figure 1. Percentage of frequency for socio-cultural constructs
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Recognition 

The social learning theory explains how thoughts, 
feelings, and behavior are affected by the pres-
ence or implied presence of others (Bandura, 
1986). Often the dimension of recognition was 
related to individual perceptions of respect. The 
social and cultural context of the individual, how 
they perceive and interpret information from 
others, is the basis of this theory. For example, 
one team member’s assertiveness often resulted 
in the lack of recognition or perceived respect 
of another teammate. The representative quotes 
below display the overlapping effects of three 
socio-cultural characteristics: power/status, 
recognition, and assertiveness. Note the strong 
emphasis on cultural values in the last quote, as 
well as the need for definitions and boundaries 
related to respect.

One member repeatedly edited out another 
member’s contributions to the project … it was 
interpreted as disrespect because permission was 
not sought first … The hurt party spoke to the 
other members about the incident, and we in turn 
encouraged that person to speak with the other 
team member to resolve the issue personally. 

Simply put, if I have respect for you, I will 
naturally give your ideas and opinions due con-
sideration. If I don’t have this respect, it will be 
easy to disregard your input.

 
If I feel respected by the rest of the team, I am 
more likely to be actively participating in the 
team actions.
But in the end—the individual’s perception on 
what is respectful or disrespectful is going to be 
the determining factor. And an individual per-
ception is based on their culture of origin, the 
culture their family of origin and the culture of 
their community.

time and flexibility

Social and cultural influences affect many aspects 
of teamwork including roles, activities, expecta-
tions, and interpretations of time (Adler & Gra-
ham, 1989; Gibbs, 2002; Hall, 1977; Hofstede, 
1997; Matei & Ball-Rokeach, 2002; Rheingold, 
1993; Walther, 1996).  Students gave advice 
towards authentic and flexible learning to serve 
adult career goals and overloaded work schedules 
(Knowles, 1984).

These students were engaged in projects with 
time frames of three months or less and worked 
virtually. They noted remedies to time challenges, 
which included acceptance of diversity, time zone 
differences, tolerance, and a willingness to put forth 
extra personal effort. The following quotes are rep-
resentative of diversified students’ interpretations 
of time and flexibility and the general emphases on 
respect and trust as recommended solutions.

When deadlines approached, and teamwork was 
needed, the process was clumsy, frustrating, and 
often times counterproductive. We did not meet 
our deadline because we had a very difficult time 
working together. The frustration of the group 
didn’t improve until the topic of respect and trust 
had been addressed.

I never allowed my personal time limitations (to) 
affect other members—I worked through entire 
nights without any sleep, to make sure our group 
assignments were delivered on time. 

(I was) able to jump in and save the day, if needed, 
to ensure the product would be fine on deadline.

My background helped a lot … I manage a team 
that is all virtual—I have staff in California, Utah, 
Canada, Switzerland, and India … I am very at-
tuned to different time zones, different cultures, 
different processes, and different personalities 
… I am not afraid to take the lead when I see the 
group wandering.
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power and status

When an individual’s identity and perception 
are verified by a group, then group membership 
is recognized (Meng & Agarwal, 2005; Polzer, 
Milton, & Swann, 2002).  Individual identities 
often include levels of status or power. Most of 
the students noted giving up power whenever 
they are involved in team projects. However, 
just as many students felt that the quality of 
the learning experience during teamwork was 
well worth the extra effort.  Note the last quote 
that mentions the ill effects of humor in virtual 
teamwork. Many identity references are evident 
in the quotes below:

With my individual paper, I had greater control 
(over) the process and outcomes (content, research 
approach, writing style, editing, etc.). But I did 
not have input of other ideas or feedback … With 
the team paper there was collaboration, brain-
storming and more support to write, research, and 
edit the paper. The challenge was to harmonize 
different points of view, writing styles and avail-
ability schedules. Doing this also trained us to 
work in groups, to be tolerant and supportive of 
the group.

Power is also noted from perceptions of status 
and recognition:

Honestly, I thought my second group was going 
to be terrible. There was one group member who 
I thought would not contribute anything. But I 
was surprised when he brought more to the table 
than I expected, and the project was improved as 
a result.
Challenges? Different time zones. Different study 
skills and habits. Different abilities.
One of the team members thought my idea on 
the topic as nothing. And I did not want to argue 
with him. But I was upset and frustrated. So I just 
followed the team and do my part.

I still cannot melt into the (online) class as a native 
speaker even though I have been US for 6 years … 
I don’t get humor or jokes, which is ok. But if our 
peers’ discussion mentions some famous people in 
this field or other fields, and I have no idea what 
are they talking about. That’s really bad.

assertiveness

Virtual team acculturation is acceptance of an-
other’s cultural patterns of behavior (Heusinkveld, 
1997). Personal identity intersects with the 
virtual team identity and requires adaptation or 
acculturation. The students in this study reported 
overall excellent team experiences with no serious 
complaints about overly assertive team members. 
Instead, the majority of students seemed to pay 
special attention to being too assertive and un-
derstanding perceptions from each individual in 
the team.

I also feel that the online environment with 
educated, empathetic students does hinder full-
blooded debate that would be possible in the 
F2F situation. Without paralinguistic clues we 
are always second-guessing the emotion of the 
writer and thus we all try to avoid causing of-
fence. This can, I feel, stifle what could be more 
interesting debates.

(My biggest challenge is) not taking over every-
thing. Letting other members of the groups get 
their part done, and trusting that they would do 
it right.

Unless other members speak out to correct the 
misbehavior, the community would have been 
robbed of something very precious—trust—the 
foundation of Constructivism.
The worse part is when people tend to paraphrase 
what I mean to help the others get a clearer 
meaning. I feel insulted ... as if I could not com-
municate well.
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Other students felt comfortable as followers:

I don’t have (much) teamwork experience, so I 
just follow the trend.  If I am ready to be a team 
leader, I think I will make my point clearly in order 
to avoid conflict or confusing.

I am not sure how to handle the situation if two 
people are all interested in being the team lead-
ers.

Rules and Guidelines

Extending communication and knowledge 
through collaboration presents opportunities for 
a collective effort of understanding (Berge, 1998; 
Bielaczyc & Collins, 1999; Camarinha-Matos 
& Afsarmanesh, 2004; Dede, 1999; LaBelle, 
2004).  Team rules were noted by the majority 
of students as being important to team project 
quality and completion. There were many sug-
gestions for initial guidelines and rules that could 
eliminate confusion and ineffectiveness. The 
socio-structural influences, such as roles, rules, 
and social practices that normally regulate thought 
and behavior, may exist with broader interpreta-
tion if initial discussion is prolific, as displayed 
in these student quotes: 

• Suggest a format for members to reintroduce 
themselves with tombstone data, time zone, 
industry, restrictions (and/or) other commit-
ments for the period.

• Discuss the topic, workloads, and schedule 
(of) each team member.

• Common understanding of the requirements 
of the assignment.

• Maintain good rules of Netiquette.
• Communicate on a daily or at least regular 

basis
• Trust that the work quality will be high and 

state those expectations up front.
• Discuss a method of communication. We 

used too many forms and it caused delays.

• Set up a blog and post …  group guidelines. 
These expectations kept everyone on track 
(related to) what was expected of each mem-
ber.

• Ensure the team members have a similar 
time frame for working on the course (some 
prefer early week, some weekends).

• Get the team to choose roles and commu-
nicate those roles before the work actually 
begins.

• Have teams…compile guidelines, but also 
provide a weekly “report” (to the instruc-
tor) of how each of the guidelines is being 
implemented.

leadership

“Learning is a social becoming, the ongoing 
negotiation of an identity, that we develop in the 
context of participation…in communities and 
their practice” (Wenger, 2004, p. 4). One form of 
meaningful identity established in most virtual 
teamwork is leadership. Leadership and assertive-
ness often serve each other. Many students noted 
the need for one main team leader or a plan to 
alternate the leadership role. 

I am very competitive about earning my grades 
and will do whatever it takes to make a project 
work ... so when the group wasn’t coming together 
well, I emailed the de facto group leader and we 
worked it out.

Finding a leader was a challenge in the first team-
work. I tried to instill order but was essentially 
ignored. Luckily, we are all professional so the 
task was completed.

The leadership challenge—I have been in situa-
tions like this before and tend to try and organize 
things myself and become the team leader.

Many students also noted their perception of 
a preferred leader:
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I personally prefer the leader to be very formal 
and directing or even demanding...group project 
deadlines are always tight. If the leader is very 
democratic, it will be hard to move on and meet 
the schedule.

The global thinking sort of leader always plays a 
great role in inviting all team players to present 
all ideas on the table. When a great deal of trust 
is established, the team can then decide which of 
the ideas are best to work off of.

 The leader really can’t be VERY democratic or 
nothing would get done. Instead, the leader needs 
to listen, evaluate, and decide. The style I prefer 
in a leader is for him/her to be decisive but not 
autocratic, taking in information from many or 
all sources, but not paralyzed or overwhelmed by 
the weight of decision.

We worked as a self-managing team sharing 
thoughts and ideas and coming to a consensus 
rather than as a leader subordinate situation.

Gender

There were 22 females and 23 males in this study. 
Gender issues were part of the traditional frame-
works that were discussed earlier (Hall, 1977; 
Hofstede, 1984). “(The) traditional notions of 
culture are becoming less and less applicable in a 
world where cultures have increasingly permeable 
boundaries and are blurred and blended through 
globalization” (Gibbs, 2002, p. 9). However, with 
this group of students, only two females noted 
any bias or gender issues. Lack of gender notes 
may be due to development and emphasis of 
survey and interview questioning or actual lack 
of gender bias experiences. More research on this 
topic is necessary for guidelines to be applied to 
adult online learners. Here is a sample quote that 
sums up the opinions of two females who noted 
gender issues: 

(I was in) a forum of members with diverse philoso-
phies … some of those philosophies were against 
principles of equality and justice … I felt not only 
negativity in these male members … but also 
racial and gender biases coming from their own 
upbringing and socio-cultural environments.

summaRy

This study highlights team members’ ability to 
accept diversity with a tolerance and a willing-
ness to put forth extra effort and even take the 
lead, if the group begins to wander.  Comments 
emphasized respect and trust and not being too 
assertive. Global thinking that invites all team 
players to present all ideas can help with the 
understanding and involvement of students’ di-
versified perceptions.

During this study, each of the eight categories 
of traditional, socio-cultural dimensions held 
substantial influence on multi-cultural e-learning 
teams. The differences between interpretations 
of these dimensions may be due to participants’ 
cultural backgrounds. Further specific research 
among additional demographic groups is needed. 
However, if the following framework of sug-
gestions is applied to adult U.S. online learning 
programs that incorporate diversified populations 
of students, virtual teamwork will most likely 
become more effective and the online educator 
more efficient.

These graduate students provided their top 
priorities for faculty and fellow students, who will 
be involved with virtual learning teams. Their 
suggestions built this main framework:

• Provide f lexibility and democracy for 
choosing team members, topics, and group 
roles.

• Each student needs to provide the team 
tombstone data, time zone, industry, restric-
tions/other commitments.
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• Emphasize the importance of guidelines, 
which should include team norms and 
styles, a detailed timeline, a description of 
the communication process and frequency, 
rules of cultural etiquette, and division of 
responsibilities (roles).

• A group leader needs to be clearly named even 
if the leader rotates from week to week.

Student suggestions also provided an instruc-
tor’s layer to this framework:

• Give suggestions for communicating better 
in teams.

• Outline a simple project schedule for teams 
to adopt.

• Create a strong team self-assessment at the 
end of the first phase of the teamwork. 

• Require a weekly report related to imple-
mentation of the team guidelines.

• Require an interim draft of the paper or 
project.

• Provide a self-assessment inventory, which 
helps determine teamwork styles and 
strengths.

• Allow team building to start and continue 
beyond the limits of one course.

futuRe tRends

As a result of an expanding global economy, 
emerging technologies and the popularity of 
online coursework, opportunities for virtual 
teamwork will increase. Business and educa-
tion will find cultural boundaries blurred more 
frequently, and virtual multi-cultural interac-
tions will become more common. As authentic 
interaction and application of learning become a 
more common recommendation for adult online 
education, e-learning teams will become more 
necessary. Virtual teamwork provides not only 
effectiveness in learning, but also authentic ap-
plication of skills for career choices. If instructors 

and students use the highlights of this study to 
create discussion and learning development for 
their student audiences, multi-cultural e-learning 
teams can promote extended learning opportuni-
ties and objectives.

conclusion

This chapter has discussed the social learning 
theory’s relationship to multi-cultural e-learning 
teams, which exist as an intersection of technology, 
identity, culture, and community.  Online graduate 
students have provided evidence of online learn-
ing team effectiveness and challenges. The study 
informs readers of the necessity of virtual team 
guidelines and policies that hold respect for diver-
sified opinions and personalities. Virtual team-
work mirrors the authentic interactions required 
in many educational and organizational settings 
and practices.  The results, thus, add attention to 
the importance of virtual teamwork.

Virtual communities have expanded the realm 
of cultural influence and encouraged another look 
at traditional socio-cultural constructs to deter-
mine their importance in the online collaborative 
classrooms. Comments and suggestions from 
online graduate students, who were experienced 
with virtual learning teams, built a framework of 
suggestions for adult students and faculty, and vali-
dated the importance of the traditional dimensions 
(Hall, 1977; Hofstede, 2001; Inkeles & Levinson, 
1969; Storti, 1990, 1998). Finally, we have come 
full circle, learning that the establishment of 
personal identity is interwoven and acculturates 
with group collaborative culture in e-learning 
teams. Diversified online student populations can 
balance and intersect many different perspectives 
through awareness of dominant socio-cultural 
characteristics in virtual teamwork. Attention to 
acculturation or adaptability of self and group 
identity during e-learning team interactions can 
help fulfill online student team needs (Meng & 
Agarwal, 2005; Sudwicks & Ess, 2002).
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appendiX a. initial Questions foR GRaduate students

• How would you describe each of your team experiences in this online class?
• Were there any surprises related to communication with teams in this online class?
• What was your most challenging factor related to team involvement in this online course?
• What part did your background play in dealing with this challenge?
• What three improvements would you suggest to consolidate the strengths of working in teams?
• How would you contrast your experience of preparing an individual paper with your e-learning 

team paper?

appendiX b: socio-cultuRal dimensions

Power/Status Rules/Regulations

Recognition Flexibility/Time

Assertiveness/Competitiveness Support/Nurturance

Gender Issues Leadership

This work was previously published in Globalizing E-Learning Cultural Challenges, edited by A. Edmundson, pp. 307-326, 
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