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ABSTRACT

In this qualitative case, I explore the complexities of adolescent student writing
within one project over the course of one trimester at a project-based learning (PBL) high
school. With this study, I seek to both understand how students write within project work and
open-up a conversation between the fields of adolescent literacy development and PBL.
From my extensive collection of data—field notes; student writing samples; photographs;
teacher artifacts; and audio records of teacher interviews, planning sessions, and
implementation of writing activities—I sought to answer my overarching research question:
What happens with student writing during one project in a PBL high school? With five
research sub-questions, I present multiple perspectives on student writing. For analysis, I
coded the various functions of student writing, conducted axial coding of project teacher
interviews and instruction (Corbin and Strauss, 2007), presented a chronological account of
teacher planning and instruction, and analyzed student writing from a literacy practices

approach. From these findings, I explained my understandings of student writing as a

v



contested space, how project teachers used writing to combat student resistance, and how
student writing can be understood as students building relationships with the projects through
writing. | concluded this study by proposing ways project teachers might implement a
literacy practices approach to writing within PBL settings, suggesting project teachers
support students as they maneuver between the material world of the project and the

immaterial world of thinking as it is expressed through writing.
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Chapter One: An Overview

When I first stepped onto the newly built campus of Southwest High School, I was
fulfilling my role as a graduate assistant. I had already spent time during the previous
trimester observing the teachers and meeting with the school’s leadership at this public not-
for-profit, project-based learning charter high school. The school’s teachers and leadership
eagerly opened up their projects, their teaching, and their lives to me and the group of
researchers that [ was working with during the Spring of 2015. My formal exposure to the
project-based learning (PBL) approach consisted of interviews I conducted with a few PBL
teachers for a research project in the Fall of 2014. However, [ was familiar with it in practice
because I had spent my last two years of teaching implementing many of the principles and
strategies characteristic of the PBL approach. As I spent a considerable amount of time
working with the teachers and students of Southwest High School, I grew more and more
interested in the reading and writing practices of the adolescent students who were learning
within the PBL approach. [ was also interested in how the teachers understood the role of
reading and writing within the project setting and how they worked together collaboratively
to embed reading and writing activities within student projects.

The following dissertation is a qualitative case study, developed as a structured,
research-based means for me to answer some of the questions Southwest High School
inspired me to ask. This first chapter includes a brief background to orient the reader to the
setting and explain how I came to be involved with Southwest High School. Following this
background, I provide an overview of the study’s purpose, conceptual framework, scope, and

how I organized the entire dissertation.



The School and My Involvement

The setting. Take a moment and imagine a school without any interior walls and gray
concrete floors stretching from the entrance all the way to the back of a large open learning
space. Surrounding this large open space on all sides is a commercial kitchen serving
breakfast and lunch, the student counselor offices separated by glass windows, a teacher
lounge referred to as a coffee bar, two large labs for students to work with power tools and
build large structures, and one wall of large orange garage doors. The school was designed
with the input of students at Southwest High School and intentionally built to facilitate the
school’s mission to provide a PBL experience for students who had not been successful at
traditional public schools.

Project teachers change this flexible learning environment as they push and pull large
brown partitions on wheels creating temporary learning spaces that change throughout the
day. There is more to this setting than just the non-traditional space and projects. This Title 1
School seeks out historically underserved minority students from low socio-economic
backgrounds, many of whom are English Language Learners who have not been successful at
other public schools. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2016), during
the time I was at the school, 93% of students registered as being “Hispanic,” 5% as “White,”
1% as “American Indian/Alaskan,” and 1% as “Black” or “Two or More Races.” According
to this same source, 54% are registered for free and reduced lunch, however, the school’s
principal explained to me that the number was actually closer to 80 or 85%.

This local, public not-for-profit charter high school has the expressed mission to
design collaborative PBL curriculum to engage students who have not been successful in

traditional public schools and are interested in learning through projects connected to



architecture, construction, and engineering fields. The school strives to use collaboration,
communication, and client-driven design-based learning to help students learn as they create
products within various projects. Teachers collaboratively create interdisciplinary curriculum
around a driving question, requiring students to develop final products presented at an
exhibition concluding each trimester. Additionally, industry partners work with students and
attend the exhibitions to interact with students concerning their products.

In this school, assessment is individualized and mastery-based. Each trimester
culminates in a public exhibition of work attended by community members, industry
partners, and local business professionals. During these exhibitions, students communicate
their learning with visitors, display their final products, and give responses to questions
posed by attendees. Attendees are then invited to complete rubrics to judge the final projects
and the students’ success in expressing the ways in which their learning was anchored to and
enriched by working on the project. Project teachers then use these completed rubrics to help
them assign grades reflecting how the students’ individual performances showed mastery of
the benchmarks teachers used to guide the project.

My background with Southwest High School. During my third year of graduate
study at the University of New Mexico, | worked with Dr. Vanessa Svihla as a graduate
research assistant. Dr. Svihla encouraged me to visit a local, not-for-profit public charter
school she had been working with. I contacted the principal and visited the school several
times during the Fall of 2014. I developed personal relationships with the teachers, principal,
staff, and some of the students. For the spring semester of 2015, Dr. Svihla received a
NAEd/Spencer Fellowship Grant to conduct an extensive year long research project at

Southwest High School. For the grant, our research team followed two specific projects as



well as all of the meetings and activities held at the school during the spring semester of
2015. I visited the school multiple times each week, spending several hours at the school for
each visit. During these visits, I collected field notes and audio recordings documenting
project work, meetings, and activities; conducted semi-formal and impromptu interviews;
and managed other graduate students helping with data collection. When I began the
dissertation proposal for this project, we had collected roughly 800 pieces of data.

The Problem and The Purpose

At Southwest High School, I observed students building structures, drawing sketches,
and completing large projects as part of the learning process facilitated by project teachers. I
also observed the English Language Arts teachers using reading and writing within the
project context to accomplish the project goals. From my observations, I developed questions
pertaining to my own research interests. [ was curious as to how adolescent literacy
development was being affected by the PBL approach to learning. With so many different
types of artifacts being created, I began to ask myself what my definition of literacy was and
what purpose literacy development served?

I decided to conduct my own small pilot study at the school during the first two
months of 2015. My intention was to get an idea of how reading and writing was being
understood individually by the school’s teachers and leadership, how teachers used reading
and writing within their projects, how they perceived the students at Southwest, and how that
perception affected the ways they embedded reading and writing into the project. I conducted
multiple interviews of five teachers, the principal, and the head counselor. As I conducted
these interviews, I actively sought out research-based understandings of how adolescent

reading and writing had been studied and understood within the PBL approach. I soon



realized little research had been done concerning how students develop their reading and
writing abilities in the PBL approach. During my interviews, | found teachers and the
leadership eager for advice and input from me concerning how to implement reading and
writing in their curriculum.

My interaction with the school’s leadership and faculty caused me to wonder how the
PBL setting affected project teachers’ planning and instruction. My time spent in the projects
working with and talking with students caused me to wonder how they were collectively and
independently writing through the project and using composition to make sense of their
learning, communicate their project work, and build connections among the ideas of the
project. While I was interested in the reading and writing practices of the teachers and
students, for this study, I chose to focus on the student writing, of one project. I was
interested in developing an understanding of what was occurring with student writing on
several different levels. I wanted to understand how student writing functioned when it
operated outside of a traditional English Language Arts class. English Language Arts was not
conceptualized as a specific course at Southwest High School; it was brought into projects as
embedded tasks. Project teachers used the various components of English Language Arts, as
defined by benchmarks from Common Core State Standards, to work reading and writing
into the project from a PBL approach.

PBL is often described as a constructionist approach to learning (Papert & Harel,
1991). The constructionist approach focuses on the projecting out of ideas, concepts, and
even feelings by using various materials to share learning and understandings with others.
Constructionism can be understood as a cycle of “self-directed learning” involving “an

iterative process by which learners invent for themselves the tools and mediations that best



support the exploration of what they most care about” (Ackerman, 2001, p. 4). PBL is
primarily used in science and mathematics classrooms (Krajcik, 2008), and little research
currently exists defining how PBL pedagogy directly addresses ways teachers might
implement instruction in areas of reading and writing (Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore,
2000, p. 405). We do know the PBL approach supports students’ learning when it comes to
new concepts and unfamiliar content (Palincsar & Magnusson, 2000). We also know the
process of artifact creation provides multiple ways of learning a single concept and for
students who struggle with a specific type of text (for example reading or even writing
alphabetic text) this may increase their support and create multiple opportunities for them to
access various concepts or processes (Hutchinson & Suhor, 1996). On the other hand, we
also know learning problems may arise when struggling students are asked to navigate
challenging project work heavily dependent on the understanding and use of multiple texts,
the use of certain social discourses students may not be familiar with, and discipline specific
discourses (Krajcik, McNeill, & Reiser, 2008; Goldman, 1997).

The projects at Southwest High School were intentionally focused on a design
approach to learning, and we know challenging design work—involved in fields such as
engineering—is intimately bound up in students’ abilities to read and write (Geisler, 1993).
Designers are constantly writing, reading, and talking “their way through the design process”
(Lewis, 2000, p.110). Literacy activities are therefore integral to the designing process
(Bucciarelli, 1994; Geisler, 1993). Through this study, I became aware of not just how
writing is understood as an important resource for the designer to use, but also how writing
can be conceptualized as design activity in and of itself. Southwest High School’s design

approach to learning invited me to explore how we might see writing as rich design work in



itself. When we position writing as design work we are able to focus on how knowledge can
change across contexts and shift in meaning and use, focusing on the “borrowing,
appropriating, juxtaposing, blending, remixing, and recontextualizing” of various materials
into different texts (Lewison & Heffernan, 2008, p. 457). Some literacy researchers have
even adopted the language of design to talk about ways in which individuals are “both
inheritors of patterns and conventions of meaning and at the same time active designers of
meaning” (The New London Group, 1996, p. 65). This maneuvering of meaning and
knowledge by students authoring texts challenges the notion that student writing is about
basic skills, the acquisition of writing mechanics, and the successful implementation of lock-
step cognitive strategies.

Design as an approach to learning allows students to engage in a multiliteracies
approach to learning that involves pedagogical models engaging students in effective critical
engagement as they understand “values, identity, power, and design” from a transformational
agenda (Jewett, 2008, p. 245). This utilization of the concepts of design enables literacy
researchers to understand the process of creative transformation of texts by readers and
writers (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003) and the ways individuals work within a semiotic
process to make meaning by combining and altering various texts and materials to create new
resources (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). I came to see the PBL approach as a dialogic,
collaborative, and semiotic meaning making space in which I could explore how students
used their reading and writing to both learn and get work done within various social and
cultural contexts (Nixon, 2003). Through this study, I hope to illustrate how the fields of

adolescent literacy research and pedagogy have important contributions to make in



understanding student learning and enriching student work within the project-based learning
setting.

As I considered what I knew of the PBL approach as well as my developing interests
in the literacy development of the students at Southwest High School, I chose to design a
qualitative case study to focus my analysis on student writing completed in the one project,
titled the Using Waste project, that took place during the spring trimester of 2015. I was
fortunate to have a large collection of student writing because project teachers instructed
students to collect their writing throughout the project in individual student notebooks. I,
therefore, had a collection of student writing spanning the entire project. This collection of
writing proved to be the backbone of my study from which I branched off and was able to
construct a case study exploring multiple perspectives of student writing within the project.
As I reviewed their work in light of the interviews I conducted and the extensive time I spent
at the school, my wonderings and curiosity materialized into more specific research
questions. The following report is a qualitative case study designed to answer the questions
that rose to the surface as I considered the writing, students, and project teachers of one
project at Southwest High School.
Case Study Design

My intention was to develop a rich understanding of student writing from multiple
perspectives and sources of data. My experience as a high school English Language Arts
teacher as well as my time spent at Southwest High School observing students and teachers
caused me to understand there are many factors at play when it comes to student writing.
These factors range from broad contextual factors such as the school, learning space, and the

perspectives of the teachers (Applebee & Langer, 2013) to more specific social and cultural



factors of the learning process (Scribner & Cole, 1981; Lave & Wenger, 1991) and the
developing identities of students (Gee, 1990). While I was unable to explore all of these with
a single case study, I sought to include several types of data and consider the data from
multiple perspectives to reveal the complexities inherent in student writing from the
perspectives of students, project teachers, and the school. I therefore bound my research to
data pertaining to student writing collected from one project spanning January 20™ through
March 25", 2015. In an effort to honor the complexities of student writing, I included several
different perspectives of student writing. From the perspective of the project teachers, I
reported on student writing as it pertained to individual interviews, collaborative planning,
and instruction to students carried out by the two project teachers, Clay and Owen. Within
the project, I analyzed student writing from three different writing activities. To understand
how student writing occurred over the duration of the project, I analyzed the entire collection
of student writing present in the project notebooks used by students throughout the entire
project. To understand individual student writing, I analyzed one student’s notebook as she
used it throughout the project and then I analyzed three examples of students’ writing from
two different writing activities. These two writing activities were the first and last writing
activities of the project. My case record consisted of the project summary created by the
project teachers, field notes written by Dr. Svihla and myself, audio files I recorded of the
two projects teachers planning and instructing, and photographs of student writing in the
student notebooks taken by Dr. Svihla at the conclusion of the project. I organized my study
around my research questions and the data I used to develop my findings.

I conducted various forms of analysis. I chose specific analytical approaches

depending on the research sub question I asked and the type of data I used to answer the



question. I analyzed the case carefully using chronological representations, summaries based
on an axial coding process (Corbin & Strauss, 2007), extensive coding using a prescribed
coding scheme, and my own qualitative analysis. I often shared these questions and
challenges with my committee and trusted colleagues in efforts to conduct effective analysis.
I sought to be transparent and honest, keeping a journal throughout the entire analysis
process recording my thoughts, challenges, findings, and questions.

Critical Frame

While there are innumerable ways to approach and define literacy, I subscribe to a
rich notion of literacy as primarily a communication understood by local and situated (Lave
& Wenger, 1991) meanings (Christenbury, et. al., 2009). As a social constructivist, |
understand literacy as social artifacts constructed by humans (Schwandt, 1994) from a
process of social exchange, historically situated as a collective generation of meaning among
people (Au, 1998). Literacy should be understood as it relates to a particular society or
culture (Kintgen, Kroll, & Rose, 1988) because it is embedded in our cultural ways of
thinking and communicating. Literacy is more than knowing the technicalities of a specific
script; it is understanding how to take the knowledge of a particular script or sign system and
appropriately apply it, using it in specific contexts and for specific purposes (Scribner &
Cole, 1981).

As Chapter Two reveals, I come from a literacy practices approach to adolescent
literacy development. I intentionally chose the term literacy practices approach, because |
envision literacy as activities in a classroom drawing upon and exploiting “student
knowledge, experiences, and passions in ways that help them” achieve shared goals in

effective independent and collaborative learning contexts that are committed to assisting and
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mentoring relationships for academic success (Beach, et. al., 2012, p. 7). The literacy
practices approach in its most simplified definition can be understood as the process of
interpretation and composition of various texts involving traditional notions of literacy as
wells as varied notions that honor the social, cultural, historical, and political factors of
communication within educational contexts. I position in-school reading and writing as one
type of many literacy practices used by students to achieve independent and collaborative
goals in the school setting. I then explore how the literacy practices approach is understood
through various pedagogical approaches.

Street's (1995) conception of literacy as either autonomous or ideological offers two
extremes on the pendulum of conceptualizing literacy, which in turn affects how we seek to
develop it in our students. The autonomous approach authorizes the use of standardized
measurement practices because it assumes a student learns to read and write while
implementing certain practices and processes. Literacy, as a word, has etymological roots in
the sign system of letters, so it is often understood as the basic act of reading and writing
alphabetical texts. However, it is not as simple as that because reading and writing are always
situated in participants’ social practices, purposes, and contexts (Scribner & Cole, 1981;
Lave & Wenger, 1991). This opening of the social and cultural aspects inherent in reading
and writing offers, in my opinion, a conceptual orientation reinforcing Street’s (1995)
ideological conception of literacy and supporting my perspective that literacy is a collection
of meaning making practices that are affected by social and cultural factors at play in the
individuals and communities of learning forming around our in-school learning activities.
When we focus on the participants of our learning processes, we position the students at the

center of the activity and not the content of the course. From this social constructivist
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perspective, I developed my understandings of what happened with student writing

throughout the project.

Research Questions

I designed this qualitative case study to answer the following over arching research

question: What happened with student writing during one project in a PBL high school?

I then developed five sub-questions to answer my overarching research question:

1.

2.

In what ways did students write throughout the Using Waste project?

What were the two project teachers’ expressed perspectives of the students and
their writing within the school’s PBL context?

How did the two project teachers plan and instruct students concerning writing
activities during the project time?

How did student writing function according to Applebee and Langer’s defined
functions (informational, without composition, personal, and imaginative) and
each function’s more specific categories?

How did students use writing to build connections between ideas, activities, and

their own perspectives within the Using Waste project?

For each of the five sub-questions, I present findings from my analysis of data I specifically

selected from the corpus.

Significance of the study. As a result of this study, I came to agree with Moffett

(1966) that student writing is “amorphous” and “untidy” (p. 18). This study does not seek to

make writing tidy but to understand the various implications of this untidiness and explore

ways to use its amorphous nature to empower students within the thinking and working of

the project. This study occupies a place of intersections—the intersection of educational
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structures and adolescent literacy development; the intersection of teacher implementation
and student writing; and the intersection of practice and theory. My case study adds to the
pedagogically-focused research around PBL, bringing additional literacy perspectives to the
already established math and science orientations of PBL. Additionally, teachers in both
traditional and non-traditional school settings can benefit from understanding how student
writing might be understood and used within a project. As far as literacy research, this study
offers the beginning of an important and necessary field of adolescent literacy research
concerning learning spaces in which in-school student writing is not highly structured nor
connected to a specific English Language Arts course or classroom. This study seeks to build
theory about ways in which PBL and current adolescent literacy research might support one
another in accomplishing rich meaning making experiences by connecting adolescents to
various disciplines and contexts inside and outside of the school setting.

Scope. This study considers the writing students completed for one project during the
Spring of 2015 and is limited to the data related to the Using Waste project, January 20"
through March 25™ 2015. I used data to develop rich details to convey the setting,
participants, and various details for the purpose of thick description that is characteristic of
my case study approach. However, there are many social, cultural, and contextual issues I
was not able to take up in this study due to the limitation of my data, my selected critical
frame, time, and resources. While I primarily worked with data I personally collected, there
were instances in which I conducted analysis of data I did not personally collect. In these
instances, I had to rely on the perceptions and interpretations of others. I seek to add to the
scope of our literacy research by understanding the work of adolescent student writers in a

PBL setting.
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Organization of the Dissertation

This dissertation is organized into five chapters. This section concludes Chapter One.
Chapter Two is a literature review providing a research-based explanation of my literacy
practices perspective, student writing within the literacy practices approach, a multiliteracies
approach to understanding literacy practices pedagogically, and the work of literacy theorists
who argue for a focus on thought and dialogue when it comes to student writing. Chapter
Two also includes a summary of PBL to familiarize the reader with this pedagogical
approach. Chapter Three contains the methodology of my study. I first present the purpose of
the study, then my research questions, followed by an explanation of my case. I then describe
how I analyzed the data. I organized the explanation of my analysis by presenting my
research question then the data used then the analyses I conducted. In Chapter Four, I present
my findings. I follow the same organization as laid out in Chapter three by providing the
research sub-question, the data I used, and then my findings. With my final chapter, Chapter
Five, I collect all of my findings and consider them from a literacy practices approach. I then
propose a way we might understand and use student writing within PBL to support student

learning through writing.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

The concept of being literate—and therefore what constitutes acts of literacy—has
changed dramatically over the years. From using an X to sign one’s name to more recent
views of how literacy intersects with identity, there have been and continue to be many
different conceptualizations of what literacy is and how it is formed both individually and
collectively. My literature review will first provide a very brief overview of the evolution of
literacy within western thought and more specifically the literacy of the United States and its
European-descended citizens. Literacy education varies extensively within the United States
as it relates to ethnicities, cultures, economics, and politics, but for the purpose of this paper,
I focus my historical account on a socially and culturally dependent concept of literacy as it
was developed among primarily European immigrants. I then explain literacy in the two
different ways I have come to understand it, as a social process, situated and contextually
understood, and as a collection of meaning making practices.

Following this explanation, I tie the concepts I developed around what literacy is to
how literacy might be taught within schools by explaining the literacy practices approach.
From a sociocultural perspective, I position literacy as a collection of meaning making
practices. Then, I further define the literacy practices approach be exploring its connections
to the pedagogies of both multiliteracies and multimodal approaches to literacy development
within schools. These pedagogical understandings of students and the work they do in our
schools challenges us to see literacy as more than just words on a page to be written or read.
I, therefore, turn to the work of Judith Langer (2000) and explore her idea of literate thinking
and how literate thinking comes to life in the classroom. In addition to these pedagogical

understandings, I included a section exploring how adolescents are understood within literacy
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research as well as a short summary of the PBL setting in which the case study takes place. |
deemed including the research of both adolescent students and my particular school setting as
very important because the literacy practices approach positions the student as well as the
contexts around learning as highly important and influential aspects of literacy development.

As already mentioned, for this case study I chose to focus on the writing students
completed during the project. As a result of conducting this research, I returned to my
literature review and added an additional section focused on student writing. I included a
short history of how writing has been understood and therefore implemented within
education over the last century. My historical review ends with a researched-based
understanding of student writing from a literacy practices approach. I also included a
summary of the ways in which composition is understood from a design-based approach
because of Southwest High School’s focus on design activity for the purpose of learning.

The final section of this literature review summarizes the research from well
established and highly regarded literacy scholars who perceived writing from a student-
centered approach and as a highly involved process including both internal and external
social acts of meaning making. The explanation of student writing by these two scholars,
James Moffett and James Britton, connects us back to the ideas conveyed throughout my
literature review, affirming that in-school student writing is highly affected by
implementation and has the potential to provide adolescent writers with powerful roles as
meaning makers within a project.
Understanding Literacy: Past to Present

Historical overview of literacy. Our current social and cultural landscape of

communication is riddled with intellectual, social, political, cultural, and economic
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complications. Jewitt (2008) argues the “terrain of communication is changing in profound
ways and extends to schools and ubiquitous elements of everyday life” (p. 241). These
profound changes beg us to revisit our conceptions of literacy within educational contexts
and the ways we define what it means to be literate and therefore an active participant in the
global and networked world of the 21% century. While many of these global changes are out
of our control, we can seek out new understandings of literacy and its uses to equip students
with adaptable means and communication skills to maneuver through this constantly
changing world riddled with various modes of communication.

Historically, literacy’s definition has expressed itself in multiple ways; thus, what
constitutes as a literate person has changed as well. Resnick and Resnick (1977) describe
four stages of the evolution of literacy within the western world: signature, recitation,
comprehension, and analysis. Like Resnick and Resnick, Meyers (1996) outlines similar
periods of literacy in the United States (see Table 1). His explanation shows a complicated
evolution of cultural and economic experiences, historical events, and various uses of literate
acts occurring outside of school but directly affecting how literacy was being conceptualized
within the school setting. What is most fascinating, in my opinion, about these accounts is
not the discreet skills outlined within the historical explanations, but the direct relationship
between the historical events and, subsequently, the way literacy was valued and taught

within school.
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Table 2.1

The Evolution of Literacy 1600-Present. (Meyers, 1996. p. 56-57)

Literacy Education: religious Education: secular Education:
for Masses | Knowledge: transparent Knowledge: objectified diverse
Consciousness of Literacy: Consciousness of Literacy: | Knowledge:
inactive symbolic and textual interactive
Consciousness
of Literacy:
conceptual
Cultural 1600 Oracy | 1776 1864 1916 1983
Variables Signature Recitation Decoding | Translation
Markets, Stable, face- | Stranger-to Urbanized Increased Increased
travel, and | to-face, Stranger, markets automobile | travel,
work little travel, | village among mobility, decentralization
relation- family to markets, some | fragmented centralized | of institutions,
ships family written population, corpora- and new
relationships, | new tions and diversity in
more mobile mobility, markets, world
population, factories, and | written recognized
need for written contracts,
mobile agreements and
records corporate
Need for law
stable
records and | Need for
categories combinable
information
centralized
Literacy At home: In halls: In In school: | Literacy as
Education | literacy as literacy as classrooms: | literacy as | construction
memory hand/eye literacy as decoding, | and
storage of coordination, | touchstone, extracting | reconstruction
stories, print as art, as recitations | knowledge | and translation
people, and | and or tradition, | from of past and
transactions | memorization | as memory unfamiliar | present
through of works, and
copying information, | analyzing
and as parts
copying texts
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Table 2.1 continued

Literacy Education: religious Education: secular Education:
for Masses | Knowledge: transparent Knowledge: objectified diverse
Consciousness of Literacy: Consciousness of Literacy: | Knowledge:
inactive symbolic and textual interactive
Consciousness
of Literacy:
conceptual
Cultural 1600 Oracy | 1776 1864 1916 1983
Variables Signature Recitation Decoding | Translation
Purpose of | Maintain Begin written | Establish Decode / Develop
Literacy oral records / national Analyze/ | multiple
traditions contracts- cohesion produce perspectives,
and oral inventories among new translations of
records of immigrants, | knowledge | culture,
social Records were | new urban in scientific | negotiation of
compact, lists and population records, differences, and
develop visual designs | after civil establish flexibility
conversa- Handwriting | war, develop | records among speech
tional skills | was a visual presentation | through agents
art skills, and writing,
copying process
skills information
for storage,
and
academic
skills
Role of Listener / Copier and Reactor, Analyzer, Translator,
Student Reactor Listener copier, and decoder, interpreter
face-to-face impression and
reader analytic
reader

One of Meyers’ (1996) primary arguments is that the majority of our literacy

challenges in the United States stem from constantly shifting definitions, expectations,

implementations, and assessment practices around how we define and what we expect of

school-based literacy. Teachers and students often suffer because of these shifts, resulting in

conflicting values with a misuse of assessments causing schools to appear as if they are
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ineffective. Surveying the history of literacy explained by Meyers and others provides us
with a perspective supporting a social and cultural understanding of literacy as a situated
social practice. These practices connect us in a variety of ways to the larger worlds outside of
our schools, the smaller worlds within our school, and the everyday lives of our students.
Amid these shifting notions of what it means to be literate, we find in our school various
conceptions of literacy directly affecting the ways we go about teaching literacy to
adolescents.

Street (1995) explains two current competing conceptions of literacy, autonomous
and ideological. I find it helpful to position these two conceptions on either side of
pendulum. They are opposing perspectives, but as the pendulum swings, we find our
understandings of each conception are based on one type decreasing as the other type
increases. An autonomous view of literacy removes literacy form its social and cultural
context and positions it as a collection of discreet independent skills instead of a socially and
culturally derived practice. Autonomous views of literacy interrupt student engagement
because they are reductive, eliminating the importance of context, intertexts, intercontext,
and other important factors (Christenbury, Bomer, & Smagorinsky, 2009). The autonomous
approach authorizes and empowers standardized measurement practices because it assumes
one learns to read and write as he or she implements certain practices and processes. The
autonomous view of literacy positions reading and writing as individual activities
disconnected from the social and cultural practices they represent and presents reading and
writing as products, the result of step-by-step processes and specific skills developed through

practice then proved on assessments.
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Literacy, as a word, has etymological roots in the sign system of letters and is
therefore often understood as the basic act of reading and writing of alphabetical texts.
However, it is not as simple as that because reading and writing are always situated in
participants’ social practices, purposes, and contexts (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Scribner &
Cole, 1981), and if we view alphabetic systems as one of many ways to communicate then
suddenly the “text” can assume many different forms. These different forms take on different
meanings based on the social and cultural backgrounds and contexts of the individuals using
them. This opening of the social and cultural aspects inherent in reading and writing offers a
conceptual orientation supporting Street’s (1995) ideological conception of literacy. We find
schools creating certain expectations of youth social sites and practices, and this includes acts
of reading and writing (Heath, 1983; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Vadeboncoeur & Stevens,
2005). Literacy, therefore, becomes more than just reading and writing; it becomes the
engagement in a social process with culturally situated acts by individuals who are
attempting to communicate meaning.

Literacy as a social process. While there are innumerable ways to approach and
define literacy, I subscribe to a rich notion of literacy as primarily or basically a
communication intermingled with local and situated meanings (Christenbury, et. al., 2009).
As a social constructivist, I understand literacy as social artifacts constructed by humans
(Schwandt, 1994) from a process of social exchange, historically situated as a collective
generation of meaning among people (Au, 1998). Literacy should be understood as it relates
to a particular society or culture (Kintgen, Kroll, & Rose, 1988) because it is embedded in
our cultural ways of thinking and communicating; this often appears stable but is, in fact,

ever changing (Langer, 1986). Literacy is more than knowing the technicalities of a specific
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script; it is understanding how to take the knowledge of a particular script or sign system and
appropriately apply it, using it in specific contexts and for specific purposes (Scribner &
Cole, 1981).

When viewing literacy as that which is meaningfully situated and local, we can
engage Gee’s (1990) argument that literacy is not limited to words, but is a full set of
thinking and doing attributes and attitudes one brings to a social interaction. This collection
of attitudes and attributes are termed discourses by Gee. This discourse perspective ascribes
each person as having a primary Discourse and additional secondary discourses, each with
their own spoken and unspoken components. I locate literacy within these big “D” and little
“d” discourses. I believe literacy is ideological in nature. Therefore, our literate acts can be
understood as the ways in which we choose to stand in relation to the world (Christenbury,
et. al., 2009). Literacy activity is deeply embedded in our social and cultural connections and
directly affects our cognitive functions. Literacy provides a means for individuals to develop
cognitive abilities within the context of creating and re-creating relationships with their own
and others’ worlds. To understand this development of relationships, [ now turn to research
theorizing how literacy builds meaning through the creation and recreation of signs.

Literacy as a mediation of sign systems. Semiotics gained importance in the 1980’s
and is based on the notion that every human communication is constructed from signs. These
signs, in various forms, hold within them contextual meanings for both communicator and
the interpreter (Blonsky, 1985; Innis, 1985; Street, 1984). This approach to studying
communication positions print literacy and language as one of the many available signs
systems, not privileging one type over another (Siegel, 2006). The study of semiotics works

to make the familiar strange “so that the very processes we use, consciously and
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unconsciously, to interpret and communicate can become visible for analysis and critique”
(Siegel, 2006, p. 68). Sausurre proposed that a sign is the association of the signified
(concept) as it was communicated by the signifier (material form). Pierce created a taxonomy
of symbol types and coined the term “semiosis” to explain how signs become meaningful.
Kress and VanLeeuwen (1996) have more recently described signs as a two-step analogy
process in which one creates a sign as an analogy of a thought and then uses additional signs
with more analogies to build on the original thought. This two-step conceptualization reveals
the potential for an infinite building of meanings as signs are employed to communicate
thought.

We find among our sign systems a generative nature because “a sign is something
[that] by knowing, we know something more.” (Hardwick, 1977, p. 31). The interpreter takes
up the sign and by interacting with it, connects the initial sign to other signs in an unending
process of translation and interpretation. Eco (1976) writes, “the sign always opens up
something new. No interpretant, in adjusting the sign interpreted, fails to change its borders
to some degree” (p. 44). From the perspective of semiosis, knowledge is flexible and ever
changing, growing and adjusting based on the individual working with the signs.

Semiosis, as an approach to understanding literacy, positions communication as a
complicated process of both understanding and transformation, requiring us to translate
within and among different signs, expanding and enriching meanings with each translation
(Siegel, 2006). From a semiosis perspective, we are thus able to renegotiate our relationship
to literacy as a construction and reconstruction of knowledge communicated through
meaning that is dependent on the meaning makers involved in the communication. Semiosis

allows us to engage students with multiple systems to develop and communicate rich,
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personally meaningful knowledge across various contexts and disciplines. The plural nature
of our world and our acts of meaning making require students to understand how multiple
perspectives develop and affect knowledge transfer, how to translate information among
various cultures and navigate the differences, and the flexibility inherent in speech agents (or
sign systems).

Early efforts by educators to make room for semiotic systems other than just oral
language in the school literacy curricula revealed that children come to school with well-
stocked semiotic toolkits that, when tapped, positioned them as meaning makers. This was
particularly significant for students who acquired labels when they failed to display the
language required for successful participation in school (Siegel). Taking on a multiple signs
systems approach in our literacy curriculum connects with the toolkits students bring into the
classroom. Dyson’s (2001) research on the literacies children bring to school confirms these
toolkits and argues for bringing more authentic literacy practices into the school context by
using multiple modes and signs to more effectively connect to the actual lived-in literacy
lives of children outside of school.

This multiple signs approach addresses two important aspects of literacy learning.
First, students’ perspectives are honored as they are treated as representations of various
cultural groups with valid sign systems beneficial and supportive to enriching learning inside
the classroom context. Second, students are engaged in a meaning making culture in the
classroom where they co-create what is valid knowledge and act as capable, literate
participants in classroom discourses. Lemke (1993) argues that when children are engaged in
curriculum valuing multiple sign systems, there is a multiplication of meaning as their ample

experiences as sign-makers become resources. Research on signs systems in educational
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contexts revealed students who did not previously describe themselves as readers and writers
worked to reposition themselves as active literate participants when curricula included
expanded meanings of literacy to include multiple signs systems (Siegel, 2006, p. 71) and
these multiple ways of communication can account for what some call adolescent literacy
practices (Moje, 2000; Beach, Thein, & Webb, 2012).
Literacy as a Collection of Various Practices

The literacy practices approach. The Partnership for 21* Century Skills (2011)
identified the necessary skills needed to prepare students for careers in the 21* century. They
outlined learning skills (critical thinking, creative thinking, collaborating, communicating),
literacy skills (information literacy, media literacy, and technology literacy), and life skills
(flexibility, initiative, social skills, productivity, and leadership) as necessary in an
individual’s success after he or she graduates (2011). They also disseminated a “toolkit” to
support schools in connecting these areas to the Common Core State Standards. Many of
these toolkits are communicated as ways to help students develop civic literacy, health
literacy, and environmental literacy. Here, we find one of the many examples of the term
“literacy” being used in increasingly broader ways. Because of this challenge in word and
meaning, [ intentionally choose the term literacy practices, which helps us envision literacy
as activities in a classroom drawing upon and exploiting “student knowledge, experiences,
and passions in ways that help them” achieve shared goals in effective independent and
collaborative learning contexts committed to assisting and mentoring relationships for
academic success (Beach, et. al., 2012, p. 7). Literacy practices in its most simplified

definition is the process of interpretation and composition of various texts involving
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traditional notions of literacy as wells as varied notions that honor the social, cultural,
historical, and political factors of communication within educational contexts.

Literacy practices can be understood by Gee and Hayes’ (2011) term “passionate
affinity spaces” (p.69). Literacy as practice becomes the means by which students maneuver
around and through a space with characteristics drawn from Gee and Hayes but summarized

by Beach, et al. (2012).

1. People’s shared endeavor and interest in achieving a common goal.
2. A deep passion resulting in a strong commitment to achieve the common goal.
3. People’s production of knowledge or products based on standards for what

constitutes high quality.
4. People who adopt leadership or mentoring roles to involve and assist others or
new members.
5. Knowledge that is distributed according to an individual’s expertise and uses
of language, genre, image, or digital tools mediating participation in a space.
6. Continual varied involvement by different people who adopt alternative
learning trajectories in a space.
7. An openness to keep learning and changing in acquiring new forms of
expertise. (p. 6-7)
As seen in these seven characteristics, literacy practices in the school setting are based on
what people do individually and collaboratively with the information of the course. Literacy
practices, as an approach to understanding literacy, combines the social, cultural, cognitive,
and traditional notions of literacy as students engage in text comprehension and constructions

to engage with one another and content in rich and meaningful ways.
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This survey of the definition as well as the conceptions of literacy as practice was an
important step in my study. As already mentioned, Southwest High School’s reconstruction
of the learning space as well as a reorientation of the learning around projects caused me to
question what it meant to be literate and therefore what it meant to engage in acts of literacy.
I position reading and writing as two of the many acts used by students who are operating as
individual meaning makers. This study focuses on student writing and project teacher
instruction and planning around student writing, so I deemed it necessary to establish
research-based understanding of literacy as practice by including the following section,
surveying the theoretical background as well as the pedagogical approaches of multiliteracies
and multimodal approaches to literacy development. These two approaches to literacy
development within the school provide a rich understanding of how the literacy practices
approach takes place within the school setting.

Literacy practices and the pedagogy of multiliteracies and multimodal
approaches to literacy learning. Several sources name the 1996 publication of the New
London Group’s manifesto as the catalyst leading literacy educators to take notice of the
changes in communication and culture and respond with new basics in the classroom to
address changes in literacy across the world. This manifesto laid out the term
“multiliteracies” for the first time. The term multiliteracies accounts for the plural nature of
the creation and consumption of various texts as well as the cultural and interrelated aspects
of understanding texts and multimedia technologies (New London Group, 1996, p. 61). As a
result of the multiliteracies approach to literacy learning, the goal of literacy shifted to an

intentional development of a semiotic toolkit (Dyson, 2001, 2003; Jewitt & Kress, 2003;
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New London Group, 1996) used to construct literacy practices and discourse resources
constituting the social landscape of contemporary society (Luke, 2000).

Multimodal approaches then arose from the multiliteracies stance. Understanding
how these two approaches are conceptualized and enacted is important because, as Jewett
(2008) writes, “how knowledge is represented, as well as the mode and media chosen, is a
crucial aspect of knowledge construction, making the form of representation integral to
meaning and learning more generally” (p. 241). In other words, Jewett argues that the way
curriculum content is represented by the teachers and the students shapes what and how
students learn. I now highlight key components of multiliteracies and multimodal approaches
because they provide a way to view the enactment of my social constructivist view of literacy
practices in the school context. In no way is this an exhaustive explanation; however, I
believe understanding these two approaches is integral to understanding the current
landscape of research and orientations around literacy learning for adolescents in our schools,
especially schools like Southwest High School that seek less traditionally structured learning
activity around acts of reading and writing.

Multiliteracies is a pedagogy grounded in social semiotic theory and comes from a
literacy practices approach (Siegel, 2006). Multiliteracies seeks to change the educational
and social landscape by remaking the boundaries of literacy and redesigning the curriculum
agenda to engage in political and social theory from a global perspective (Jewett, 2008). This
approach seeks to develop socially and politically responsible curricula. It is informed by
Paulo Freire (2000) and Donalso Macedo’s (1987) political pedagogies of literacy, Australian
approaches to teaching writing as genre (Cope & Kalantzis, 1993), critical pedagogy

(McLauren, 1998), and critical literacy models (Lewison, Flint, & Van Sluys, 2002). To
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engage students in this political and social agenda, multimodal and multiple types of
literacies are employed within the classroom. “Overall, multiliteracies pedagogy can be
described as developing models of effective critical engagement with students’ values,
identity, power, and design from a transformational agenda” (Jewett, 2008, p. 245). Students
are treated as co-learners and creators within the learning process, with special attention paid
to the literacies they bring to the classroom. Student understanding and experience is the
starting point as multiliteracies often focus on developing student competency and
confidence as an active literate participant in the classroom as well as the larger
conversations within the social, political, and cultural issues of the content and learning
process. While mutliliteracies emphasizes the importance of multiple means to communicate
meaning, historically this approach has focused on writing or alphabetic representations
(Kress, 1997; Marsh, 2005).

Multiliteracies, as a theoretical approach to teaching and learning, operates from four
factors driving pedagogical models (New London Group, 1996). Jewett (2008) explains that
the teacher begins by immersing students in an “acquisition-rich environment” (p. 248). The
students are the starting point from a (1) situated practice, focusing on the learner’s
experiences and the various designs available to them from their “life worlds™ (p. 248).
Teachers then incorporate metalanguages of intentional design by teaching through (2) overt
instruction to support students in understanding the design processes and decisions involved
in various system and structures of meaning. Social and cultural contexts and purposes are
then explored as a means to understand the (3) critical framing of the design work. Finally,
the pedagogical model of (4) transformed practice involves students moving across various

contexts by creating and recreating, contextualizing and recontextualizing meanings. From
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this approach, design, as a process, is used to support students in making decisions and
constructing meaning in ways specific to the work of the course. This is a zooming in on the
construction within the learning context. As students engage in this construction, teachers
require students to then zoom out and explore, with a critical or analytical lens, the frame of
the work. This frame might include but is not limited to the exploration of the discipline
specific discourses or the social, cultural, ethical, or political factors involved in the ideas and
issues inherent in the course work. From this zoomed out perspective, students then consider
how the products showing their learning might be transformed, or re-contextualized, and
adjusted to consider how meaning is made, re-made, and even changed based on different
audiences, cultures, expectations, and settings. In other words, this is the interpretation and
then the translation characteristic of our current notion of literacy development (Meyers,
1996).

Mulitmodality (Kress & van Leewen, 2001) emerged in response to the shifting social
and semiotic landscape from the multiliteracies perspective. “Key to multimodal perspectives
on literacy is the basic assumption that meanings are made (as well as distributed,
interpreted, and remade) through many representational and communicational resources”
(Jewitt, 2008, p. 246). From the multimodal perspective, various modes of communication
exist and are used as resources for meaning making. These modes are situated but span
across image, gesture, body posture, gaze, sound, speech, music, writing, and so on. We
know a great deal concerning the semiotic resources of written and spoken language.
However, we know considerably less about the potential of other modes such as gesture,
sound, movement, and image (Jewitt, 2008). What we do understand is that individuals will

make meaning by using modes available to them and their specific context, and the more a
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particular mode is used in a community the “more fully articulated its regularities and
patterns become” (p. 247). Multimodal learning invites teachers to consider the different
modes they are normalizing within the classroom space and be intentional with what and how
various modes are used to help students make meaning of the course information and the
learning processes. Multimodality asserts all modes as partial in nature, and each mode plays
a certain role in the meaning of the whole.

Pedagogically, research from the multimodal perspective has “examined the ways in
which language policies, student identities, official curricula, and school knowledge are
mediated through multimodal communication in the classroom (Bourne & Jewitt, 2003;
Kenner & Kress, 2003). Research concerning multimodal frameworks is often analytical in
nature and focuses on the “conditions and processes of learning, the ways in which students
draw on practices, the social categories and practices that inform pedagogy, and so on, rather
than presenting a theory of pedagogy itself” (Jewitt, 2008, p. 251). Often, multimodal literacy
as a pedagogical approach is used to bring new technological resources into the classroom.
However, multimodal literacy also allows us to understand all types of classrooms from the
traditional to the nontraditional as complex communities enacting and normalizing different
modes of learning. From the literacy practices approach, the pedagogy of multiliteracies and
multimodal approaches offers educators a literacy pedagogy that is ideological in nature and
focused on the processes involved as students’ take the individual and collaborative role of
meaning maker and then translator. This broader conception of literacy and practices of
meaning making invites us to consider literacy as more than the act of reading and writing. It
is a way of being, doing, and thinking. I end this section of pedagogical implications of the

literacy practices approach by exploring Langer’s (2000) work on literacy as a way to think.
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The pedagogy of adolescent literate thinking: literacy as a means to think. I
would like to close this section with what Langer (2000) calls “literate thinking.” Literate
thinking reaches beyond reading and writing and includes how the mind thinks and works
with new knowledge, inviting new conceptualizations of literacy into the classroom. Literate
thinking is the term for what happens when “people gain knowledge, reason with it, and
communicate about it in a variety of contexts” (p. 51). Literate thinking draws on the social
constructivist approach already discussed as a primary means by which students engage with
content and each other. Additionally, engaging adolescents in literate thinking involves them
in larger conversations and invites them to participate in multimodal communication forms
mixing various signs and modes.

I appreciate the focus of literacy thinking because it employs various means to
identify differences and similarities between traditional notions of reading and writing texts
and recent renegotiations of literacy. Literacy thinking uses literacy practices to support
students in developing a literate sense of self in relationship to traditional and current
understandings of literacy and what it means to be a literate participant in various arenas
locally and globally. Literate thinking, argues Langer, opens our classrooms to “new visions
of successful school contexts for adolescent literacy,” by extending our understanding of
literacy activities beyond basic acts of reading and writing (p. 51). This extension includes
the communicative arts like film, music, images, dance, websites, multimodal constructions,
and performance. This approach seeks to highlight literacy-related behaviors and help
students understand that these behaviors are central to success in today’s society.

Socially speaking, each adolescent is part of several complex cultures. What counts as

smart and being successful differs from group to group. Literate thinking makes the
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definition of what it means to be literate more flexible and accounts for the perspectives of
students from various experiences and cultures to be taken into account and given an active
role in the learning process. Literate thinking assumes individual, cultural, and group
differences and leaves room for the teacher to invite students to use what they understand and
have experienced as a starting place for learning (see Figure 2.1). This approach expects
differing perspectives and gives students a place to try out ideas, manipulate what they think,
and use language to refine and rethink ideas (p. 51). This approach expects students to be
analytical about course content and develop skills in connecting this analysis to other
knowledge and their own learning. In Figure 2.1, I provide a short summary of what Langer
(2009) means when she asserts that literate thinking involves a certain type of dialogic
activity among students, an approach to learning that focuses on its generative nature, and the
intentional positioning of students as credible builders of knowledge within the course’s

meaning making processes.
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eStudents interact with one another in genuine ways by sharing
ideas and asking questions, this causes an agreeing/disagreeing/
adding to each other’s ideas
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content is actively examined and refined, connections are built,
ideas are created by students and allowed to gain power (Applebee,
Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003).
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drama, discussion, and others)
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opening ideas within concepts, and building connection to other
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content
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Students as understandings
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Figure 2.1. “Literacy Thinking” in the Classroom (Langer 2009, p. 58-59). How literacy

thinking is enacted in the classroom.

In recognition of writing being positioned within the literacy practices approach—and
therefore being understood as a social process, situated and contextually understood,

involving a collection of meaning making practices—I included the following section on

34



adolescents and literacy research. Due to my literacy practices approach, I deemed it
necessary to consider our current research-based understandings of how our culture has
historically understood adolescents as well as how adolescents are being understood from the
perspective of literacy research.

Adolescents and literacy research. My study focused on the ways in which students
chose to write and teachers chose to plan and implement writing as intentional acts of
meaning construction within the context of a project. The school required its teachers to
collaboratively create their own project-based curriculum grounded in their perceptions of
who adolescents are and what they are capable of doing within this particular structured
educational setting. Therefore, I would like to briefly discuss the ways in which we often
define adolescents and the role adolescent research is playing in the development of literacy
research. I include this research to highlight how the various participants and the perspectives
they have of one another are important dimensions we must consider if we approach literacy
from an ideological perspective and position it as part of our social and cultural
understandings and meaning making activities.

Adolescent is a term often used for young people spanning ages 11-20 (Christenbury
et. al, 2009). The term became popular when schooling expectations and child labor laws
were developed in the late 19" and early 20" centuries (Kett, 1977; Modell & Goodman,
1990; Tyack, 1990). Recent brain research suggests adolescence involves a period of brain
development—second only to the first year of life—during which decision making ability
and higher order thinking skills advance at an accelerated rate (Strauch, 2003). Itis a

developmental space occupied by individuals who are no longer considered children but have
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yet to reach what the respective culture considers adulthood; it can be seen as “a kind of
purgatory between childhood and adulthood” (Appleman, 2000, p.1).

Adolescents, as a group, are often approached from a deficit perspective. They are
perceived as “adults in training” lacking in culturally deemed mature ways of feeling,
thinking, and believing (Cotton, 1989). In response, Lesko (2001) challenged the notion that
all adolescents are the same and essentially different than adults by turning to sociohistorical
research to develop richer understandings of adolescent individuals. Her study, and others,
encouraged a new orientation around adolescents as individuals. Instead of viewing them as a
group lacking in adult knowledge and experience, they can be understood as interdependent
and in possession of knowledge concerning what is relevant to their particular situations.
This approach connects youth and adults by exploring how we all, as adolescents and adults,
behave provisionally at times within certain circumstances and within particular discourses
(Morgan, 1997). This approach also argues for adolescents being able to have some degree of
agency within a larger collection of social practices (Marsh & Stolle, 2006). This agency is
important and often overlooked in the classroom. However, when we view adolescents as
individuals and active participants in an interdependent culture, we are challenged to develop
in-school curriculum both honoring their possession of agency, and encouraging their
potential to be active participants in the learning process.

The focus of literacy education is often on what information teachers should teach
instead of which developmentally appropriate approaches should be used (Langer, 2009).
The English Language Arts classroom occupies an important space not just in its
fundamental subject matters of teaching reading and writing, but in the enculturation process

of equipping adolescents to engage with an actively communicating world beyond the
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classroom. Literacy curriculum implemented by teachers is filled with various messages and
certain tasks concerning what it means to be literate and this in turn shapes “students beliefs
about what counts as academic learning, as well as their capacities to do rigorous discipline-
based work” (Schoenbach, Greenleaf, Cziko, & Hurwitz, 1999). Adults, in a given
community, initiate learners into what it means to be literate as they model learning and
scaffold practices within the curriculum (Majors, Kim, & Ansori, 2009).

Currently, the research community is actively developing ways to merge our
understandings of adolescents as a specific group of individuals with age appropriate
conception of how to supporting dynamic adolescent literacy development. These two fields
of research represented in adolescent literacy are interacting and allowing theories,
conceptions, and ideas to work together and challenge one another. In the international
research community, new conceptualization and possible implementations of how literacy
and adolescents are affecting one another are being taken up, researched, and discussed at
length in peer-reviewed journals and at conferences across the nation. However, the
“potential for research on multiliteracies and the NLS [New Literacy Studies] to inform the
discourse of adolescence, and ultimately adolescent literacy instruction, remains largely
unfulfilled in the United States” (Alverman, 2009, p.19). Graff (1987) writes, “It is
symptomatic that, in a period when literary studies have gone through the most fundamental
conflict in their history, that conflict has informed very little of the average student’s study
and is still generally regarded as little more than a tempest in a teapot” (p. 251). From this
current research activity, we have several additional understandings of how literacy can be

conceptualized and implemented in the classroom, however we have seen little change in the
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ways in which the education or the enculturation of reading and writing takes places within
American schools.

These assertions, concerning the lack of change in our American classrooms, further
establishes the importance of this study and its potential to add to our understanding of
adolescent writers in the field of adolescent literacy research. This case study seeks to
develop research-based understandings of ways in which the metaphorical tempest might
leave the teapot. The following section is therefore dedicated to providing a research-based
understanding of PBL’s pedagogy, expectations of teachers and students, and finally the
basic principals involved in a PBL approach to student learning.

The pedagogical approach of project-based learning. In choosing to consider this
case study from a sociocultural perspective, I find it important to briefly explore current
research regarding the PBL focus of the school. At Southwest High School, project teachers
collaboratively plan PBL units for each trimester. Project-based learning (PBL) is vast in its
scope and implementation, with no two teachers implementing it in the same way (Ravitz,
2010). However, a survey of current research exploring PBL provides us with a basic
understanding of several components that make PBL a distinctive educational approach. PBL
removes the teacher from the center of the classroom and places students as active learners
and co-creators of knowledge and typically culminates in a student-created product that is
revised and improved upon throughout the unit of study. PBL is a modern enactment of
Dewey’s (1897, 1938, 1974) proposal that learning by doing is an effective way to engage
children in understanding learning as an innate process of life not a preparation for a distant
experience in the future (Bell, 2010; Blumenfeld, Soloway, Marx, Krajcik, Guzdial, &

Palincsar, 1991).
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PBL can engage students in an academically rigorous process of solving open-ended
problems. The approach uses the creation of an artifact or the process of a project to support
students showing and being able to communicate their learning in material demonstrations
that help them make meaningful connections between skills and content throughout the
learning process (Ravitz, 2010). Students design, problem solve, make decisions, work in
collaborative settings with peers, conduct various assessments of their own work and the
work of others, and investigate various questions. They do this while working rather
autonomously over an extended period of time. Student work culminates in the creation of
realistic products and or presentations (Jones, Rasmussen, & Moffitt, 1997; Thomas,
Mergendoller, & Michaelson, 1999).

Teacher and student roles. PBL is not just a supplemental activity but also a teacher
facilitated and student-driven curricular approach (Bell, 2010). Projects are built around
student inquiry as students are often charged with the role of being independent thinkers.
Teachers strategically position various learning resources and experiences within the timeline
of the project to increase student curiosity and generate momentum towards the product
creation goal. Students are encouraged to engage teachers as co-learners throughout the
project’s various phases, and teachers are encouraged to focus on students’ interactions with
their own learning processes as well as the learning processes of their peers. Collaboration is
an important part of PBL as this approach seeks to foster relationships between the teacher
and the students, the students and their peers, and the students and the project work.

PBL seeks to facilitate students’ ownership of their own learning as they engage with
the teacher, their peers, and the community—both inside and outside of the school

(Hernandez-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009). An important part of this ownership process is
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PBL’s intentional and strategic use of reflection. When developing the project, teachers
design activities in which students reflect on their own learning and their progress toward
their product creation goals. This intentional reflection coupled with the focus on
independent thinking encourages students to take ownership of their own learning process
and positions teachers as a resource for students to use as they work through reflections
focused on their individual learning process.

The principles of project-based learning. PBL is based on the following
assumptions: students can be self-reliant in their learning by developing and planning with
various organization skills; collaborative skills are enhanced through self-guided learning;
differentiation provides intrinsic motivation for learning; technology is a useful tool to
support problem solving and enhance creativity in learning; one of the primary guides of the
project is the students’ pursuit of success; and students benefit from connections between in-
school learning and the world outside of school. Among the many types of implementation,
we often find three common characteristics: (1) learning is perceived as the intentional
building of knowledge; (2) assessment is used as part of the learning process; and (3)
cognitive apprenticeship is the goal (Bell, 2010).

While PBL is understood and enacted in different ways, I sought out principles
common to PBL to generate a basic understanding of how the approach guides curriculum
development. My understanding of PBL is primarily guided by my orientation in the
classroom as a learner and teacher. Because of this, I find the Essential Project Design
Elements (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2015) designed for educators a well-communicated and

concise explanation of how PBL is enacted within curriculum (see Table 2.2).
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Table 2.2

Essential Project Design Elements (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2015).

Principle Student Enactment
Key Knowledge, The project is focused on student learning goals, including
Understanding, and standards-based content and skills such as critical
Success Skills thinking/problem solving, collaboration, and self-management.
Challenging Problem or | The project is framed by a meaningful problem to solve or a
Question question to answer, at the appropriate level of challenge.
Sustained Inquiry Students engage in a rigorous, extended process of asking

questions, finding resources, and applying information.
Authenticity The project features real-world context, tasks and tools, quality

standards, or impact — or speaks to students’ personal concerns,
interests, and issues in their lives.

Student Voice & Choice | Students make some decisions about the project, including how
they work and what they create.

Reflection Students and teachers reflect on learning, the effectiveness of
their inquiry and project activities, the quality of student work,
obstacles and how to overcome them.

Critique & Revision Students give, receive, and use feedback to improve their
process and products.
Public Product Students make their project work public by explaining,

displaying and/or presenting it to people beyond the classroom.

Student Writing within the Literacy Practices Approach

The history of in-school student writing. Traditional approaches to writing
provided teachers with the role of prescribing conventions and focusing on the student
creation of a final product. These specific structures were widely accepted as formal
discourse and guided much of the writing in American schools up until the 1970’s and
1980°s. Within this approach, students receive instruction on the sentence level—
grammatical rules and usage—and the text level-—abiding by the established discourses of
narration, description, exposition, persuasion, and poetry. In its purest form this traditional

approach involves students analyzing classic examples along with the rules governing those
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examples. Following this analysis of examples and guiding rules, students are then invited to
practice these rules by responding to various exercises or writing imitations closely following

the examples (Applebee & Langer, 2006).

Prewriting
«tfw
Drafting
>

v
Revsing

‘:w(‘
Editing

e——
Figure 2.2. The Four Stages of the Writing Process.

A major shift occurred in the 1970’°s and 1980°s known as the process approach. This process
approach focused on writing as a way of thinking and developed strategies that supported
students in the process of composing a text. While the definitions of this process approach
vary greatly throughout the field of writing instruction and research, activities often included
brainstorming, journal and or expressive writing opportunities, small-group interactions
around writing, teacher-student conferences focused on the student’s writing, student ideas
and experiences utilized and emphasized, the writing of multiple drafts, an intentional
waiting for the final draft before editing, and teachers postponing or eliminating grades.

Figure 2.2 shows how the writing process is often divided into stages four different stages:
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prewriting, drafting, revising, and editing. Teachers using the process approach often treat
writing as recursive instead of linear and complex instead of simple. This process-centered
approach provides the writer with an active role and requires him or her to organize and
reformulate ideas and experiences, treat learning as cumulative, expect errors and (even
encourages them as signs the writer is taking on greater challenges), and gives greater
attention to the process than the product (Applebee & Langer, 2006).

In the 1980’s, scholars from the sociocultural perspective began to argue there was
more to student writing than a focus on product and the process and the teaching of skills to
maneuver between those two components. Teachers’ perspectives of writing and students’
abilities to write affect the ways in which they implement writing in the classroom.
Sociocultural scholars began focusing on teacher perspective, which included the ways in
which teachers implementing writing within the classroom. From a textual or cognitive
process perspective, writing instruction’s purpose is to help students develop certain essential
skills and psychological processes to effectively perform a given writing task. Students’
abilities to acquire these skills and processes are evidence of effective instruction and student
achievement of specific writing abilities. When students struggle with writing the struggle is
viewed as the result of incompetency on the part of instruction or the students’ inability to
acquire a certain skill (Beach, Newell, & VanDerHeide, 2016). The sociocultural perspective
argues that rather than seeing student writing from purely a textual dimension or a cognitive
dimension, writing should be viewed as “a social event involving the construction of that
event and relationships with others” (p. 89). Students become independent, decision-making
participants in a meaning making activity requiring them to use their writing to accomplish

their goals while considering purpose and context.
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By conceptualizing reading and writing within the literacy practices approach, writing
becomes one of the many means to communicate meaning, “It is learned and produced in
social circumstances, establishes social relationships, changes the writer’s social presence,
creates shared meanings, and accomplishes social interaction” (Bazerman, 2016, p. 11).
Student writers are seen as more than creators of written products resulting from a specific
writing process. The focus is on participation, requiring students to be active participants in
various contexts both inside and outside of the classroom. This participation is “distributed in
ways that shape how students write and respond to one another’s writing, how identities or
ethos are assumed, and how meaning is constructed within rhetorical contexts” (Beach, et.
al., 2016, p. 90). A sociocultural perspective of writing revolves around the social and
cultural practices of students as writers, highlighting the importance of the ways in which
teachers and students construct context (Beach, et. al., 2016). Context is further complicated
when we realize how vast contexts are considering various students, classroom, schools,
districts and so on.

But what is context? What does it mean to contextualize student writing? One of the
most important aspects of writing within a literacy practices approach requires the
contextualization of activity (Goffman, 1986). Rather than seeing context as a thing to
consider or a box that holds specific assumptions or definitions or practices, writing within a
literacy practices approach is used to helps students understand how to contextualize their
writing by making it meaningful across modes and to various audiences. Contextualizing
positions student writing as the result of students’ understandings of the purpose of the
activity, the possible audiences, and the situations related to the issues of writing. Students’

understand their choices require relevant uses of genre, registers, discourses, and various
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media forms as well as the construction of individual expression of beliefs and perspectives
(Andrews & Smith, 2011).

Current conceptualizations of writing from a sociocultural perspective. In Table
2.3, I summarize Bazerman’s synthesis of the general principles that a sociocultural
understanding of writing has added to our current conceptualizations of writing. Bazerman
explores many different principals but here I focused on the understandings dealing with
context. The top row of the table is the conceptual area of research, and the phrases below are
the specific issues concerning writing within that conceptual area.

As already mentioned, we are experiencing huge shifts in what it means to be literate
as well as what will prepare adolescents in our schools to deal with quickly changing
technology and career models as a result of the changing globalizing economy. “Student
writers need to learn not simply how to write specific texts and genres, but more significantly
how to continually write across this ever-changing constellation of technologies, modalities,
and contexts” (Leu, Slomp, Zawilinski, & Corrigan, 2016, p. 42). New models of how to
understand writing within this perspective are being developed to account for “complex
thinking to develop alongside and with beginning skills” (Yancey, 2009, p. 6). Two
frameworks that approach knowledge conceptually and provide helpful conceptions of
writing from the sociocultural perspective are composition as design and Beaufort’s
Conceptual Model of Expertise. In these two approaches, writers are not positioned as only
text creators but idea communicators making their decisions around what and how to
communicate ideas and information, an important aspect of the work of writing. These two
approaches are especially pertinent to this study because of Southwest High School’s focus

on design as means to learning within their project work.
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Table 2.3

Principles of Writing Developed from a Sociocultural Perspective. (Bazerman, 2016, p. 11-

18)

When and

Why People
Write

Consequences of
Writing

How Writing

Gets Done

How Writing Is Learned

Writers write | Writing build Writing process | Development of writing skills
to participate | relationships with | allows planning | depends on passages through
in social readers and refinement | situations, solving problems
situations and becoming articulate in
those situations
Writing takes | Through Writing Learning to write within
place in the participation processes are certain domains is closely
context of writers gain voice | influenced by integrated with learning the
prior texts and identities situations and knowledge, forms of
within forums. are often reasoning, criteria of
distributed evaluation, and forms of action
among in those domains.
participants

Writing creates
sharable
meanings and
representations of
the world

Moving from one social
domain to another requires
adjusting writing, learning new
skills, and transforming the
knowledge one brings from
previous experience.

Enculturation into writing is
socially sponsored and shaped
by the sponsor’s agenda.

School creates specialized
writing activities within a
specialized activity system
with specialized school genres

Ideologies of schooling shape
school writing experiences and
students’ trajectories of
learning to write.

A design approach to student writing. Design as an approach to composition

involves a focus on idea development. Composition as design comes from the multiliteracies
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perspective (defined earlier in this chapter) from the New London Group (1996). This design
perspective positions writing as a process instead of a product. In light of the process
approach, “it also highlights the multimodal nature of composition” (Leu et. al., 2016). This
approach recognizes that decisions about how the text is presented are just as important as
what information is included in the text (George, 2002).

Design approaches to writing come from a sociocultural understanding of writing
because they emphasizes the importance of repurposing and redesigning work with various
materials and across multiple contexts. Composition as design focuses on the act of writing
as an act of design in and of itself and honors the intertextuality of knowledge involving
“borrowing, appropriating, juxtaposing, blending, remixing, and recontextualizing” various
materials into different texts (Lewison & Heffernan, 2008, p. 457). Writers manipulate and
maneuver ideas within various contexts and materials, paying attention to the decisions made
concerning how communication is formed and what materials are used to communicate the
information. Just as design work relies heavily on the client’s needs and desires, so
composition as design understands that the interplay between the writer and the reader is
managed by paying close attention to the use of ideas, understanding of needs, and
appropriate selection of communication means.

Beaufort (2007) conceptualized broad knowledge domains used by the writer to
engage with design work. On a basic level we know that a student’s ability to design is
intimately bound up in his or her ability to read and write (Geisler, 1993). While
understanding the role of basic acts of reading and writing within design work is important,
know