
                  C H A P T E R  2 

 Formulating Your Beliefs 
about Teaching English 
Language Arts   

    CHAPTER OVERVIEW  

 Traditional English Language Arts Curriculum Frameworks 

 A Literacy Practices Approach 

 Case Study: The Teachers’ Lounge Hallway (Formulating Beliefs)  

 How you and others interpret and implement the Common Core State 
Standards will depend on basic beliefs about teaching and learning in 
English language arts. Beginning teachers sometimes assume that the 
most important skills to acquire from methods courses, professional 
preparation, and in-services are specific techniques or teaching 
methods—the famed “silver bullets”—guaranteed to ensure the learning 
of all students with whatever content at any time and place. Yet, as expe-
rienced teachers know, high-standard teaching requires complex, 
informed, and carefully situated professional knowledge. Outstanding 
English language arts teachers understand the development and evolu-
tion of curriculum and instruction in their field and they know what 
excellent language arts teaching looks like. This kind of knowledge 
informs local teacher decision-making necessary for high levels of student 
achievement. 

 A crucial starting point is to understand the philosophical and theo-
retical underpinnings of the various language arts curricula encountered 
in secondary schools. This knowledge can support you in the thoughtful 
development—through experience, research, and scholarship—of 
informed beliefs about content knowledge and best teaching. What is, 
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and what should be, English language arts? How will students learn best 
in your classroom? 

 Implementing the Common Core State Standards requires thoughtful 
and informed answers to those questions. Answering these questions 
involves understanding different theories of learning—learning as 
acquiring content, employing skills, using cognitive processes, learning 
forms, or employing literacy practices (@ = Different learning theories). 

 Whether you realize it or not, you draw on various learning theories 
every day as you develop your instructional goals and plans. For example, 
in teaching a literary text you make more or less conscious decisions 
about whether to focus on teaching content about literature, teaching 
comprehension skills, modeling interpretation strategies, teaching the 
form of the short story, and/or fostering the social practices involved in 
sharing responses. 

 Having a clearly defined set of beliefs about teaching English will 
help you justify your use of innovative curriculum and instruction in 
your student teaching and in your own classroom. During their initial 
years of teaching, teachers who acquire a well-defined set of beliefs are 
less likely to conform to the traditional teaching practices operating in 
the schools than those teachers who do not have a well-defined set of 
beliefs and attitudes (Smagorinsky, Gibson, Bickmore, Moore, & Cook, 
2004). For example, if you believe that English language arts should not 
be defined simply as a set of preexisting conclusions about established 
classic literary texts, then you might work to develop means of produc-
tively resisting curriculum mandates based on that approach. 

  TRADITIONAL ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS 
CURRICULUM FRAMEWORKS 

 In your teacher education program, you may have encountered the 
Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC) 
Standards related to the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of effective 
teaching. Standard 4 addresses the importance of understanding “the 
central concepts, tools of inquiry, and structures of the discipline(s) . . .” 
In this book, we propose implementing the Common Core State Standards 
based on a deep understanding of the content, tools, and structures of our 
discipline. In our discipline, different curriculum frameworks for teaching 
English language arts have evolved throughout the years. As we review 
these frameworks we note their strengths and weaknesses as they inform 
our development of a literacy practices/critical engagement framework 
that we believe is vital for success in implementing the standards. 
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22 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

  English Language Arts as Literacy Skills 

 One prevalent curriculum framework for teaching English defines 
reading or writing as a set of literacy skills. For example, in a skills-based 
curriculum framework, reading is defined as a category consisting of an 
extensive set of “subskills”—decoding, word-attack, inference, etc. 
Writing is defined as a set of skills consisting of outlining, organizing 
information, defining a thesis, revising, and editing. One limitation of a 
skills framework is that it fails to recognize “reading” or “writing” as 
social practices that vary considerably according to the different contexts 
or purposes for which they are employed. Thus, the notion that one 
teaches students to “read” or to “write” as generalized sets of skills ignores 
the variations in how “reading” and “writing” are employed. For example, 
reading requires the ability to respond to a wide range of different types 
of texts for different purposes in different contexts. Reading digital texts 
differs in some important ways from reading print texts: while reading a 
print text is often a linear process, responding to a website requires readers 
to follow non-linear cues or links that may best serve their specific 
purposes—consider, for instance, the non-linear types of reading required 
in selecting and booking a f light on a travel website. Researchers looking 
at the online comprehension strategies used by skilled 6th grade readers 
found that they employ scan-and-skip processing without reading every 
word. The way they actually read online texts required them to draw on 
more complex applications of prior knowledge, inferential strategies, and 
self-regulated reading processes than when reading texts on paper (Coiro 
& Dobler, 2007). Similarly, writing and producing texts requires complex 
social understandings of purposes, audiences, and contexts. For instance, 
writing rap lyrics to perform to a group of peers involves quite different 
social practices than writing a legal brief for use in a court case. 

 In her critique of this skills-based framework for teaching English, 
Shannon Carter (2008) notes that it is futile to reduce reading or writing 
to one singular set of skills or curriculum content. She draws on David 
Russell’s (1995) example of the category “ball-handling” as involving 
quite different practices in different types of sports—that ball-handling 
in ping-pong differs from ball-handling in football or basketball, 
suggesting that there is no one generalized skill constituting ball-
handling that can be applied to all sports. Rather ball-handling “exists as 
a recognizable practice only within the particular communities of prac-
tice using the ball—the game for which the ball is intended . . . literacy 
education must be treated as entirely dependent on context” (p. 65). 

 Defining English language arts as a set of decontextualized skills also 
presupposes a individualist model of learning—that an individual is 
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assumed to either have or not have certain skills, often as determined by 
their performance on a standardized reading or writing test (Street, 
1995). Generalizing that because a student does not do well on a reading 
or writing test she is therefore not a “good reader” or “good writer” fails 
to consider all of the different ways in which readers or writers may be 
considered “good.” This concern is particularly relevant to the discipline 
of English language arts, since language itself is always social and contex-
tual. Typically, a skills framework does not consider how skills vary 
across different social contexts. A literacy practices framework substi-
tutes the idea of literacy practices for skills, practices whose meaning are 
grounded in social contexts. Students learn best to be strong readers and 
writers in contexts and situations that call for engagement and have 
meaning.  

  English Language Arts as Content Constituting 
Shared Cultural Knowledge 

 Another curriculum framework for teaching English stresses the idea of 
the language arts as content or shared cultural knowledge essential for an 
understanding and appreciation of one’s heritage and participation in 
society. This approach is also associated with “cultural literacy” (Hirsch, 
1987). In this framework students are assumed to need to know specific 
information about particular authors or classic works of literature in 
order to participate in civil society. This model presupposes that certain 
texts, cherished by certain groups—often those of white, Western, 
upper-middle-class people—should be considered as more essential for 
“cultural literacy” than those of other groups. An interesting example: to 
maintain its authority over India in the mid-19th Century, the British 
government—rather than resort to the use of only military control—
developed a British literature curriculum designed to subtly impose 
British/Christian values and provide examples of virtuous Englishmen 
to the religiously diverse people of India exploited by English colonizers. 
This curriculum was, in fact, the first time English literature was used as 
school curriculum anywhere in the world (Viswanathan, 1989). 

 This model of English language arts as shared cultural content privi-
leged by a certain community or society fails to recognize the range of 
different communities that each value different norms and practices asso-
ciated with literacy learning. For example, while Hirsch (1987) posits 
that all students should be familiar with certain classic works of American 
literature, it is also the case that his proposed list excludes many works by 
women, writers of color, writers of young adult literature, graphic 
novels/comics, rap songs, and digital literature—literature that is valued 
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24 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

by different cultural communities. Assuming that one can agree on the 
shared cultural knowledge that all students should acquire does not 
consider the wide range of different literacy practices operating across 
these different cultural communities and in different social contexts. 

 Hirsch’s cultural content model also privileges acquisition of specific 
and isolated bits of information as opposed to acquiring rich contextual-
ized knowledge, or skills of critique or critical inquiry. Especially given 
the dramatically more culturally diverse school populations of America 
in the 21st Century, a static cultural literacy model ignores the prior 
knowledge, experience, and linguistic richness that American students 
bring to the classroom (Saifer, Edwards, Ellis, Ko, & Stuczynski, 2011). 

 A “cultural literacy” approach found in many state standards before 
the Common Core was developed meant that specific content or texts 
needed to be taught. Although the Common Core State Standards do 
emphasize quality and appropriate complexity of texts, and mention 
Shakespeare (no specific works) and mythology, the standards intention-
ally avoid prescribing specific texts that must be covered. Following the 
Common Core State Standards means that there are no required texts on 
which students will be tested. The Common Core State Standards do 
include a list of “Exemplars of Reading Text Complexity, Quality, and 
Range” (Appendix B), although these texts “expressly do not represent 
a partial or complete reading list” (CCSS, 2010, Appendix B, p. 2). The 
Common Core State Standards stress that “texts need to be selected 
around topics or themes that generate knowledge and allow students to 
study those topics or themes in depth” (CCSS, 2010, p. 58). (We 
discuss selecting literature for meaningful topic and thematic analysis in 
 Chapter 7 .) 

 While students certainly need to know how to read and understand 
complex texts, it is equally important that the texts and themes you 
choose are engaging and relevant. Some canonical texts may require 
knowledge or “cultural capital” not available to all of your students. 
Additionally, it is important to remember that there are many kinds of 
complexity that our students need to experience—not only complexity 
of language structures, but also complexity of plot and character, and 
complexity of historical and cultural context. This means that, in devel-
oping curriculum, you need to move beyond the Common Core State 
Standards list of exemplar works to select texts and materials that will be 
engaging to your students based on their particular cultural backgrounds 
and interests. Every class you teach also has significant variation in 
reading background and ability. As a teacher you want to attend to your 
students’ backgrounds and prior knowledge, and to support them as they 
extend to new ideas and information. While raising standards is critical, 
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 FORMULATING YOUR BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHING ELA 25

too much difficulty, without adequate support, can also be devastating. 
Tom Newkirk (2010) raises concerns about:

  The universalization of “advanced placement.” The framers of the 
common-core standards have consistently taken a level of proficiency 
attained by the most accomplished students and made it a general 
expectation. Many of the objectives for persuasive writing at this age level 
describe the work I do with advanced college students—particularly the 
handling of multiple perspectives on a topic, a very complex skill for young 
writers. (p. 3)   

 The literacy practices approach we set forward in this book allows 
you to think about cultural literacy in a more powerful and meaningful 
way than simply a list of “great books” that “every American should 
read.” Rather than knowing  about  literature, language, composition, or 
media, a literacy practices approach emphasizes knowing  through  engage-
ment in texts and activities. 

 A literacy practices framework therefore shifts from defining English 
language arts as something that students  acquire  to something one  does  as 
literacy practices (Sperling & DiPardo, 2008) or what Applebee (1996) 
defines as “knowledge-in-action.” It values and builds on student prior 
knowledge, and focuses on assessing what they can actually perform. In 
this sense “cultural literacy” becomes an ability to participate, under-
stand, and critique rather than to recall or reference. This allows for a 
pedagogy that approaches texts in an engaged way. 

 Your teaching should never be “dumbed down,” nor should you 
underestimate the capacity of your students for complex, high level 
thinking. However, you need to be smart and thoughtful about how to 
get your students to high-level thinking, and about how you create 
curriculum and instruction that will engage them where they are and 
take them where you want them to go. As we will illustrate, a focus on 
literacy practices is a powerful approach for high-expectations teaching. 

 The lack of a focus on varied cultural perspectives shaping responses 
to literature in the Common Core State Standards led New York State 
to add a separate set of literary response standards addressing the need for 
students to adopt different cultural perspectives. In reading, they empha-
size “employing knowledge of literary language, textual features, and 
forms to read and comprehend, ref lect upon, and interpret literary texts 
from a variety of genres and a wide spectrum of American and world 
cultures.” In the writing standards, they emphasize the need for students 
to “develop personal, cultural, textual, and thematic connections within 
and across genres as they respond to texts through written, digital, and 
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26 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

oral presentations, employing a variety of media and genres.” We see 
these additions to the Common Core State Standard as useful for teachers 
in all states in avoiding a focus on dominant forms of content and cultural 
literacy.  

  English Language Arts as Knowledge of Literary 
and Rhetorical Forms 

 Another traditional model evident in many state standards describes 
English language arts as knowledge of literary and rhetorical forms 
specific to understanding and producing texts. The number of genre 
types and rhetorical structures that secondary students attempt to learn, 
often by rote in many English classes, is remarkable. Literary types 
include: sonnets (Shakespearean, Petrarchian, Spencerian), epics, ballads, 
lyrics, odes, villanelle, haiku, ghazal, novels (autobiographical, detec-
tive, dime, dystopian, epistolary, fantasy, graphic, historical, hypertext, 
picaresque, romance, science fiction, series, etc.), plays (comedy, 
tragedy, historical, masques, closet, burlesque, musical, sentimental), and 
more. Similar lists can be created for both rhetorical structures (e.g., 
comparison-contrast, classification, process analysis, description, narra-
tive, cause and effect, assertion/justification, etc.) and terms (e.g., allit-
eration, anacoluthon, anaphora, antithesis, aporia, apostrophe, archaism, 
assonance, asyndeton—to mention only a few starting with “a”!). 
Students not only rapidly lose interest in “formalist” teaching, but also 
fail to gain deeper understanding of texts and ideas as a result. 

 As previously noted, when Liz Boeser inherited her College 
Composition class, she recognized the limitations of the “formalist” 
approach based on teaching the “five-paragraph theme” ( Figure 2.1 ), in 
which students are provided with a template—often in the form of five 
boxes with an “introductory paragraph,” three subsequent boxes, and a 
“concluding paragraph” box. This formalist composition instruction was 
popular in the 1950s and 1960s until it was challenged by the rise of 
“composing process” instruction in the 1970s and 1980s (Emig, 1972) 
that focused more on instruction of the various composing processes—
prewriting, drafting, revising, and editing. The “composing process” 
movement posited that focusing on teaching various forms placed too 
much emphasis on creating a single draft that conformed to the desired 
format without engaging students in the prewriting and revising pro -
cesses involved in creating that draft. It emphasized that the five-
paragraph paper is an exclusively academic form that doesn’t help students 
learn to write in the real world, or communicate with others beyond the 
teacher. Liz found that when she gave these assignments students would 
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28 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

simply “fill in” material into the different parts of their essays and assume 
that they had completed the assignment. Focusing primarily on the 
organizational structure of one single draft often limited the degree to 
which students employed composing processes and engaged in multi-
draft revision/self-assessing. 

 While writing teachers certainly want their students to be able to 
generate organized, coherent essays, mastering a particular form should 
not be a goal in and of itself. The formalist approach fails to foster a 
sense of engagement in the authentic goals of writing—communication 
of ideas for particular purposes and audiences. And a focus on 
producing a single “well-organized” draft may limit students’ engage-
ment in extensive revision essential to learning to improve writing 
(Hillocks, 1995). 

 Liz also recognized that students needed some purpose for their 
writing other than submitting an essay for her to grade. She perceived 
the online role-play activity as providing her students with an actual 
purpose and audience for writing that was far more engaging for students 
than simply writing essays for her. 

 One of the fundamental ideas of a literacy practices approach is that 
form follows content—the key to meaningful instruction in reading or 
writing is to focus on what the text is about, and then examine how the 
form of the text is relevant to that content. From a literacy practices 
perspective, students will learn about the importance of genres and 
forms, not simply as more facts to memorize or another worksheet to fill 
in, but as structures deeply related to the sense and significance of texts. 

 One limitation of the Common Core State Standards is that 
they sometimes lend themselves to be interpreted as focused on learning 
forms rather than meaning. For example, the writing standards are 
organized around knowledge of the conventions for argumentative 
essays, informational/explanatory essays, and narratives. And, the litera-
ture standards are organized around study of types of figurative language 
in poetry and narrative structure. For analysis of “craft and structure” of 
literary texts, students are expected to be able to “analyze how an author 
structures a text, orders events within it (e.g., parallel plots), and manip-
ulates time (e.g., pacing) to create mystery, tension, or surprise.” The 
speaking/listening standards are organized according to different ways 
of communicating in discussions or through use of media. Within 
these formalist structures, the standards are then defined based on 
processes or strategies involved in using different forms. 

 One possible explanation for the formalist orientation of the stand-
ards is that it lends itself more readily to standardized testing and scoring 
than other orientations might. The definition of a specific formalist term 

24155.indb   2824155.indb   28 09/02/12   6:57 PM09/02/12   6:57 PM

NOT F
OR D

IST
RIB

UTIO
N



 FORMULATING YOUR BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHING ELA 29

can be the basis of a multiple-choice question. The use by students of 
certain formal writing structures can be easily identified, even without 
attending to their argument or language. Literary analysis can be recog-
nized, perhaps even by a computer reading student essays, when a student 
names a specific literary term or, in writing argumentative essays, formu-
lates a position statement with supporting reasons or counterarguments. 
As Todd Farley (2011) argues, many of the Common Core State Standards 
are quite similar to state standards that focus on knowledge of forms, 
because of the need to match those standards to existing state exams. He 
cites the example from the Common Core: “Determine a theme or 
central idea of a text and analyze in detail its development over the course 
of the text, including how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific 
details; provide an objective summary of the text” that involves multiple-
choice test items based on inferring the “theme or central idea of a text” 
found on state assessment. As he notes:

  That question is also being marketed as one aligned to work with the 
Alabama standards (“Drawing conclusions from recreational reading 
texts”); the Arizona standards (“Analyze the author’s use of literary 
elements/theme”); the California standards (“Compare works that express 
a universal theme . . .”); the Colorado standards (“Read a given text, 
identify the theme, and provide support from the text”); the Florida 
standards (“Identify and analyze universal themes and symbols across 
genres . . . and explain their significance”); the Georgia standards (“Applies 
knowledge of the concept that the theme or meaning of a selection 
represents a universal view . . .”); the Illinois standards (“Explain 
relationships between and among literary elements including character, 
plot, setting, theme, conflict and resolution and their effectiveness of the 
literary piece”), etc. etc. etc. (p.2)   

 However, even if the Common Core State Standards appear to represent 
a formalist approach, this does not mean that you need to implement 
them by adopting a traditional, reductionist, formalist approach that puts 
meaning and context second, and memorizing of formal names or struc-
tures first. In fact, doing so will limit student learning, an issue we 
consider further in  Chapter 3 . For the moment, it is enough to note that 
the standards can be interpreted in ways that go beyond memorizing and 
naming when you design instruction that engages students in under-
standing purposes and meanings that are constructed by various forms. 
Students can study forms both through reading various texts and by 
constructing their own writing and oral presentations. For example, 
students might examine how mystery writers deliberately withhold 
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30 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

information about certain crimes or plant “red-herring” clues designed 
to challenge readers. Or, students can listen to oral narratives and iden-
tify language designed to heighten the unusual, extraordinary nature of 
the event (thus adding to what William Labov [1972] defines as a story’s 
“tellability”). Then, they can write their own mystery stories or share 
heightened oral narratives, building on 
knowledge of these important strategies that characterize different 
literary forms.  

  English Language Arts as the Use of Reading/
Writing Processes or Strategies 

 Critiques of the skills, content, and formalist English language arts 
frameworks led to new orientations toward ELA instruction in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Drawing on research on literary response processes (Holland, 
1975; Bleich, 1978) and composing processes (Emig, 1972), English 
educators developed curriculum frameworks based on teaching 
composing processes. And, based on Louise Rosenblatt’s (1978) transac-
tional model of literary response related to use of “aesthetic responses,” 
educators developed different processes or strategies involved in 
responding to literature. For example, teachers involved students in 
different processes of “envisionments” in responding to literature—
“being out and stepping into an envisionment, being in and moving 
through an envisionment, stepping back and rethinking what one knows, 
stepping out and objectifying, the experience” (Langer, 1995). And, 
teachers taught the “composing-process model” of writing, focusing on 
prewriting, organizing, revising/editing drafts, as well as self-assessing 
( Figure 2.2 ). 

 However, educators recognized the limitations of just going through 
the motions of employing response or composing processes without a 
sense of an engaging purpose or audience (Marshall, 1987). Students 
were simply completing the different “phases” of the process with little 
sense of purpose and audience—they would complete their prewriting 
or revise/edit their drafts, but without a sense of the rhetorical purpose 
for making choices in revision or language. 

 Similarly, a cognitive strategy approach for teaching reading and 
writing gained popularity in the 1970s and 1980s (Flower & Hayes, 
1981), based on research identifying how students made specific deci-
sions about topics and revisions. Likewise, an approach for teaching 
reading focused on teaching comprehension strategies of applying prior 
knowledge, contextualizing words, predicting story outcomes, inferring 
main ideas, etc. became the basis for reading instruction (Pressley, 1985). 
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 FORMULATING YOUR BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHING ELA 31

However, in the 1990s, literacy theorists recognized the limitations of 
focusing on teaching these strategies without a more complete sense of 
how students engage in writing and reading (Guthrie, Taboada, & 
Wigfield, 2011). 

 While attention to reading and writing processes is important to 
language arts teaching, recent scholarship focuses more on the impor-
tance of purpose and audience. For instance, persuasive writing is 
enhanced when students are thoughtful about using writing to convince 
audiences to support their positions on a particular issue. At the same 
time that the process movement was impacting instruction, a number of 
other innovations were improving English language arts instruction. 
Writing teachers increasingly employed peer feedback groups as a means 
to help students ref lect on how their writing engaged their peer audi-
ences. Teachers adopted workshop/small group approaches as evident in 
the publication of Nancie Atwell’s (1987)  In the Middle . This coincided 
with an increased attention to students’ reading interests and “individu-
alized reading” activity related to the growing popularity of young adult 
literature. 

   Figure 2.2     The Writing Process     
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32 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

  ACTIVITY: RECOLLECTION OF YOUR PREVIOUS 
TEACHERS’ BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHING 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS 

 Think back over your English language arts experiences as a student and list examples of 
teaching or curriculum that you experienced that appears to you now to reflect the teacher’s 
belief that the focus should be on: 1) drilling on specific skills; 2) reading a text because its 
author was famous, rather than because the text had meaning to you or your world; 3) 
memorizing the names of forms, genres, or terms; and, 4) going through stages of a writing or 
reading process. Then, describe your own level of engagement and learning in these classes. 
How did differences in the teacher’s beliefs impact your engagement and learning?    

  A LITERACY PRACTICES APPROACH 

 As a teacher, you have probably discovered that each time you teach a 
class your experience is different. Differences in your students’ back-
grounds, interests, attitudes, small changes in your approach and methods, 
even the space in which you are teaching and the point in the semester—
all can impact instruction. Sometimes there are differences between the 
beliefs and techniques you acquired in your teacher preparation and how 
you actually teach in your school. Teaching, just like any literacy prac-
tice, varies according to context. 

 The English language arts curriculum frameworks discussed 
above—skills, content, forms, and processes—share a common limita-
tion. They typically do not account for differences in how people use 
language and texts in differing contexts, depending on social and cultural 
circumstances, events, and purposes. And, they do not focus first on 
issues, topics, or themes that emerge from students and the world. 

 In this chapter, in addition to reviewing established English 
language arts curriculum frameworks, we want to introduce a literacy 
practices framework. This literacy practices approach builds on the 
strengths of the skills, content, forms, and processes frameworks, while 
grounding English language arts activities in specific, local, social 
contexts or communities (@ = Literacy practice theories for teaching 
ELA). 

  What are Literacy Practices? 

 A literacy practices framework defines English language arts as the 
actions students perform to understand and produce texts for classroom 
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events (Barton, 2006; Baynham & Prinsloo, 2010; Street, 1995; Street & 
Lefstein, 2007). 

 Literacy practices are always  social  because they involve relations 
between the self and others. In our everyday actions we employ a great 
variety of literacy practices for many different social purposes. In the 
online role-play activity, Liz’s students were adopting roles for the social 
purposes of developing believable personas and convincing administra-
tors to change their school’s Internet policies. A literacy practices 
perspective highlights the ways in which literacy involves social relations 
by providing:

  The link between the activities of reading and writing and the social 
structures in which they are embedded and which they help shape . . . 
Literacy practices are the general ways of utilizing written language which 
people draw upon in their lives. In the simplest sense literacy practices are 
what people do with literacy. However, practices are not observable units 
of behaviour since they also involve values, attitudes, feelings, and social 
relationships . . . this include[s] . . . how people talk about and make sense 
of literacy. (Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p. 7)   

 Literacies are social practices mediated by language. Many activities that 
people perform individually are, in fact, social. For example, when 
cooking, people employ written recipes or draw on oral traditions to 
select, measure, and process different ingredients and create dishes often 
shared with others. And, of course, what we cook and how we cook it is 
impacted by culture, economics, and family practices. Specific oral or 
written recipes emerge from these complex social practices. In defining 
language as a local, social practice, Pennycook (2010) argues that, rather 
than language operating as a system that people draw upon to engage in 
social practices, it is the social practices themselves that determine the 
meaning of language—“language is the product of social action, not a 
tool to be used” (p. 8). He describes language as a practice rather than a 
tool or isolated skill, something to be “used,” because the word “use” 
“suggests that language exists out there in the world and can be taken up 
and put to some use” (p. 8). From this perspective language does not stand 
alone but is “a product of the embodied social practices that bring it 
about” (p. 9), requiring us to ask “how it is that the things we do with 
words produces language?” (p. 17). For example, students are actively 
involved in posting on Facebook, using language as a literacy practice for 
creating their identities, editing their profiles, friending people, sharing 
their statuses, writing on their walls and the walls of others, posting and 
tagging pictures, creating links, joining groups, posting videos, and so on. 

24155.indb   3324155.indb   33 09/02/12   6:57 PM09/02/12   6:57 PM

NOT F
OR D

IST
RIB

UTIO
N



34 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

 In teaching English in a Michigan high school, while she loved 
her work, Steffany Maher began to wonder if “something was 
missing”:

  Our discussions were primarily “me” focused. I was imparting all my 
“teacher wisdom” unto my students, but they were not fully engaged in the 
conversation. My teacher-led discussion method was not allowing students 
to respond to the literature, and no matter how many times I told them that 
any response to what they were reading was valid, they were always 
looking to me for the “right” answers. Incorporating concepts from my 
graduate studies, I knew I wanted to take a reader-response approach to 
the next novel I would be teaching— To Kill a Mockingbird . I have read 
Louise Rosenblatt’s classic  Literature as Exploration . She argues 
something that all of us as teachers and readers understand: when our 
students read, they bring their own history, experience, emotions, and 
education to the text. As Rosenblatt puts it, “[t]he literary work exists in 
the live circuit set up between reader and text: the reader infuses 
intellectual and emotional meanings into the pattern of verbal symbols, 
and those symbols channel his thoughts and feelings” (25). Therefore, 
according to Rosenblatt, our task as teachers is to “foster fruitful 
interactions—or, more precisely, transactions—between individual readers 
and individual literary works” (26–27). How could I help my students to find 
their own meaning in the literature they were reading? How could I help 
them to engage with the text and discover the relevance of its historical 
and social contexts?   

  ACTIVITY: REFLECTION ON LACK OF 
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

 Have you been a student or teacher in classes where students were not engaged with 
texts or with each other? What are some ways in which you can foster student 
engagement?  

 Perceiving literacy practices as social moves us from a focus on indi-
vidual acquisition of literacy to literacy as a community resource 
serving the collective goals of a group engaged in an activity. As members 
of groups or communities, people learn literacy practices as they 
contribute to achieving collective goals. As students put on a school play, 
they learn specific literacy practices needed in their collaborative 
performance.  
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  The Centrality of Events for Framing Instruction 

 A literacy practices framework shifts the focus from framing instruction 
in terms of teaching skills, content, forms, or processes to creating 
engaging classroom  events  that result in students developing and using 
literacy practices to produce language or texts (Bloome, Carter, Christian, 
Otto, & Shuart-Faris, 2005). 

 Ethnographic researchers use the word “event” to identify a partic-
ular occurrence in place and time, for example, a sales transaction, inter-
view, or meeting (Bloome et al., 2005). Participants in events employ the 
literacy practice of  framing events  to define the goals, plans, roles, norms, 
and beliefs operating in an event. Different people may frame the same 
event in different ways (Burke, 1969). For example, while a 16-year-old 
may frame obtaining a driver’s license as a “step towards freedom,” a 
parent may frame that event as “requiring some curfew rules.” And, 
people may frame events in terms of larger cultural and historical forces, 
perceiving obtaining a driver’s license as part of adolescent initiation into 
adulthood, perhaps similar to initiations in ancient cultures. People can 
also interrogate how and who framed events and examine ways that such 
framing creates power hierarchies or exclusionary boundaries—for 
example, the fact that someone isn’t allowed to participate in an event. 

 Students learn this literacy practice of  framing events  by having the 
opportunity to frame events themselves as active participants. This 
suggests that in planning instruction, you and your students co-plan 
events so that students have some ownership and a voice in determining 
their meaning. 

 In studying events in their own lives, and as portrayed in literature, 
students can ref lect on how events are framed in terms of goals, plans, 
roles, norms, and beliefs, as well as how, in topic, issue, or thematic units, 
historical, institutional/civic, cultural, psychological, and economic 
forces shape the framing of events. For example, students might study 
how adolescent initiations have evolved over time from an historical, 
cultural, and psychological perspective. 

 Rather than thinking of events as a background where previously 
acquired literacy knowledge or skills are used, Pennycook (2010) argues 
that participation in specific events produces literacy practices and creates 
meaning in a specific context. Liz’s online role play was an event that 
involved a range of literacy practices—framing the online interaction in 
terms of goals, plans, roles, norms, and beliefs; constructing identities; 
identifying issues; formulating arguments; critiquing the status-quo 
policies; and recommending changes to those policies. So many things 
we often do in English classes can be seen as events. Examples include 
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36 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

book club or literature circle discussions, role plays, hotseating (where a 
character is put under a spotlight and is asked questions from the audi-
ence), spoken-word performances, writing conferences, digital video 
productions, and many others, as we shall see throughout this book. 

 Issues and topics that emerge from and/or connect to students’ lives 
can be shaped to constitute classroom events. Addressing historical and 
cultural contexts in a way that relates to or raises questions about the 
present can also constitute an “event.” In some measure thinking about 
curriculum as “events” suggests what is often in English called “thematic” 
teaching, though with the caveat that the themes have engaged meaning 
and are not handed down by teachers or textbooks in predigested ways. 
The idea of “events” also implies “active learning” but specifically in 
ways that relate individuals to each other; that is to say, they invoke 
literacy practices. 

 The meaning of literacy practices in events is also shaped by the 
physical or virtual “affinity spaces” (Gee, 2004) in which they occur. 
Social interactions in affinity spaces are based on shared, common 
knowledge and interest, evident in, for example, participants in an online 
game such as  World of Warcraft , playing on a volleyball team, attending a 
church retreat, or attending quinceañera parties. In events, literacy prac-
tices create or embody identities and put them into social interaction 
with others. (Pennycook, 2010; Leander & Sheehy, 2004; Soja, 1998). In 
constructing their profile roles and interacting on the Ning social 
networking site, Liz’s students’ literacy practices created a shared “affinity 
space” based on a common interest in fostering change in their school’s 
Internet policies. 

 From a literacy practices perspective, one of the critical tasks of the 
English language arts teacher is the creation of meaningful events that 
foster rich, complex literacy practices. Often this involves thinking about 
how students interact in literacy events outside the classroom. In such 
events participants are typically invested in making the event a success 
because they have a role in shaping the activity. For example, members 
of book clubs are invested in contributing to discussions in part because 
they have helped select the reading; participated in decisions about how, 
when, and where the group should meet; and so on. Similarly, in the 
classroom, you can set up book clubs or literature circles in which 
students choose books and topics and become motivated participants. 
For example, in her second year Kyle determined she would create a 
more diverse curriculum:

  I decided to use my  Adventures of Huckleberry Finn  unit to insert 
multicultural texts because of my past experience with the novel in the 
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classroom and the fact that so many [mistakenly] view it as a multicultural 
text because one of the characters is a minority.   

 Kyle settled on a plan to utilize literature circles while reading the anchor 
text:

  Students in my class would have the ability to choose a book from a list of 
contemporary multicultural titles that interest them. I wanted to make sure 
the additional book would be interesting to students, since it would have 
the burden of adding to their classroom workload. Through self-
assignment, students would be more likely to engage with the text and 
learn about a culture they were interested in. Students would read the 
additional text in tandem with the anchor text, ending the unit with a group 
class presentation on their literature circle text and an individual project 
connecting the themes in each novel. With the help of the media specialist 
at my school and suggestions from peers in my graduate class, I was able 
to identify a number of texts that would work to “complicate” the ideas of 
racism presented in our anchor text and in our own community. I also used 
information I gained from student surveys to help me determine what 
students would enjoy learning about. I had students choose their book 
groups, limiting each to a maximum of four members. All received their first 
or second choice for the books they wanted to read; the excitement in the 
classroom left me with the impression that my crazy schedule might 
actually work.   

  ACTIVITY: ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS 
FRAMEWORKS SHAPING KYLE’S INSTRUCTION 

 What English language arts frameworks appear to be guiding Kyle’s approach to teaching 
literature? How is she extending or going beyond those frameworks? What else might she do?   

  Acquiring Dispositions 

 Through fostering student autonomy as active, contributing members of 
classroom events, students acquire certain dispositions of perseverance, 
dependability, responsibility, emotional stability, and openness to novel 
experience related to success in life and college (Schmitt et al., 2009). 
For example, granting students autonomy for the success of their class-
room book club through co-planning and collaboration with their peers 
fosters dependability and responsibility. By participating in drama 
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38 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

activities in which they adopt different roles and perspectives, students 
can learn to experiment and cope with experiences new to them. 

 Teachers can invite students to ref lect on the literacy practices they 
engage in. For example, having participated in a service-learning project 
working in local schools and social service sites, students ref lected in 
their journals about how coping with challenges provided them with a 
sense of perseverance, responsibility, and openness to novel experiences 
(Beach, Campano, Edmiston, & Borgmann, 2010).  

  The Importance of Multiple Literacies 

 Literacy practices vary across different domains or institutions as well as 
across cultures and social groups; for example, school literacies, work-
place literacies, media/digital literacies (Pullen & Cole, 2010). However, 
the boundaries between these domains or institutions supporting these 
literacies are often not defined; for example, the difference between 
school and home literacies, where parents may assume that they need to 
emulate or model school literacies for their children (Street & Street, 
1991). And, because certain domains or institutions have more power, 
certain literacies are perceived to be more powerful or privileged than 
other literacies (Barton & Hamilton, 2000). While the literacy practices 
associated with producing and consuming rap music, for example, may 
be highly valued in certain non-school communities, those literacy prac-
tices are not typically valued in schools. (Though a language arts teacher 
might experiment with changing such values!) 

 Traditional English curricula have also privileged print literacies over 
media or digital literacies. However, because literacy practices are consti-
tuted by historical and cultural forces, the practices and their status are 
always changing. Media and digital literacies are rapidly being recognized 
as more important for language arts teachers to address, given the impor-
tance of students joining our online and digital “participatory culture” 
(Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 2006). The National 
Council of Teachers of English (2008) has defined 21st Century literacy as 
involving multiple literacies, particularly the following digital literacies:

    •   Develop proficiency with the tools of technology.  
  •   Build relationships with others to pose and solve problems 

collaboratively and cross-culturally.  
  •   Design and share information for global communities to meet a variety 

of purposes.  
  •   Manage, analyze, and synthesize multiple streams of simultaneous 

information.  
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  •   Create, critique, analyze, and evaluate multi-media texts.  
  •   Attend to the ethical responsibilities required by these complex 

environments (p. 2).      

  The Value of a “New Literacies” Perspective 

 From a “new literacies” perspective (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003), 
students are immersed in a digital landscape constituted by multimo-
dality, interactivity, intertextuality, and remixing shaping their use of 
literacy practices. Understanding and producing multimodal texts entails 
framing events in terms of the cultural meaning of signs (Kress, 2003). 
Students need to know how to read, write, collaborate, communicate, 
“visually represent,” and engage in research/publication in this increas-
ingly important digital landscape. Knowing how to interact with others 
on social networking sites entails use of relating to and collaborating 
with others in “affinity groups” (Gee, 2004). Knowing how to make 
intertextual links involves making connections between texts for social 
purposes. And, remixing involves producing texts by combining diverse 
sources. 

 Students are now accustomed to engaging with websites that are 
highly multimodal. The Internet they interact with employs images, 
color, and sounds to engage users; builds intertextual connections to 
different sites and media; and fosters social relationships between users as 
members of “affinity groups” associated with a particular topic, brand, 
music, film, TV program, etc. (Stone & Schowen, 2010). It is also 
important that students become critical thinkers about the Internet. For 
example, they might critique the ways that sites for teen magazines for 
girls foster consumerism and adoption of stereotypical gender roles.  

  Connecting School Literacy and Digital/Media 
Literacy 

 In discussions of the engagement of young people with the new tech-
nologies, the focus has been on out-of-school digital/media literacies. In 
the future it will be increasingly important to English language arts 
instruction to integrate the new literacies, preparing students for the 
workplace and democratic citizenship of the future ( Figure 2.3 ). 

 Sometimes curriculum mandates and school cultures position 
teachers in contradictory ways—while new literacies are proclaimed, 
resources and curriculum fail to address the need. 

 In this book we recommend meshing media/digital literacies with 
print literacies through what Kevin Leander (2009) defines as 
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40 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

“remediation.” Leander identifies four stances toward incorporating 
media/digital literacies that teachers might adopt: 1) “resistance” to 
media/digital literacies; 2) “replacement” of print literacies with media/
digital literacies; 3) using media/digital literacies to validate or “return” 
to print literacies; and 4) “remediation” that combines print literacies 
with media/digital literacies through “parallel pedagogy.” For example, 
in his teacher preparation course, preservice teachers created digital 
video adaptations of literary short stories. These adaptations brought 
together critical analysis of the stories along with the integration of 
digital production. 

  CASE STUDY: THE TEACHERS’ LOUNGE 
HALLWAY (FORMULATING BELIEFS) 

 In this chapter, we’ve described a number of different learning theories on how 
students learn English language arts. Based on your reading of this chapter and 

   Figure 2.3     Practicing Digital Literacy     
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your own experience as as student and as a teacher, what are your own beliefs 
about how students learn English language arts? 

 This case study will engage you in thinking about how your own beliefs and the 
beliefs of other educators influence the literacy practices we employ in our 
classrooms. In observing and speaking with teachers after observing their 
10th grade English classes, you realize they each espouse very different 
theories about the nature of English, with some focusing on the need to teach 
content; others, on the need to teach rhetorical forms and structures; and 
others, the need to engage students in critical literacy. You will then find 
yourself in the Teachers’ Lounge where you will overhear more conversations 
that illuminate teachers’ beliefs. Sarah Pancost’s comments strike you as 
intriguing, so you even set up an interview during which she speaks about her 
beliefs and how they inform her classroom planning, teaching, and assessing of 
student work. You will finally engage in discussion with your peers regarding 
your own beliefs about English language arts and how these beliefs will 
manifest themselves in the literacy frameworks you intend to employ as a 
teacher. 

 Please find two or three peers and go the LiteraryWorlds.org site and then 
 Teaching to Succeed  to find this case study for  Chapter 2 .  

 In the next chapter, we describe ways of implementing the Common 
Core State Standards through adopting a literacy practices approach that 
builds on traditional English language arts frameworks described in this 
chapter while, at the same time, addressing their limitations. We describe 
different types of literacy practices associated with achieving particular 
standards and illustrate how a critical engagement approach helps students 
identify issues, formulate arguments, and critique and redesign systems.          
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