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Résumé
En contexte d’apprentissage du français langue seconde, la compétence d’interaction est
une compétence clé à construire. Elle repose sur l’idée que l’apprenant communique et
interagit avec ses interlocuteurs, pour la construction des savoirs langagiers et
disciplinaires. Alors que les interactions entre enseignant et élèves font l’objet de nombreux
travaux, le travail entre pairs reste encore opaque. À partir d’une activité de littératie entre
élèves d’immersion sixième année, et en nous appuyant sur une approche sociolinguistique,
il s’agit de montrer les rouages du travail collaboratif pour cerner les stratégies
linguistiques et cognitives employées par les apprenants dans la résolution d’une tâche.
Mots clés
Littératie, compétence d’interaction, apprentissage d’une langue seconde,
translanguaging, immersion française, Colombie-Britannique/Canada

Introduction
Lieu ordinaire et familier pour les enseignants et les élèves, la classe est un lieu
complexe dès lors qu’il s’agit d’observer les processus d’acquisition et les processus de
socialisation qui y prennent place. En classe, se construisent interactivement des rapports
aux savoirs, des modes de relations entre chacun des acteurs de la relation didactique
(enseignant et élèves, élèves entre eux) et des modes de compréhension du monde. Dans
une perspective interactionniste de l’acquisition (voir Pekarek Doehler, 2000), l’aspect
spécifique des apprentissages (qu’ils relèvent d’une langue ou d’une discipline) conduit à
définir la classe comme un contexte d’appropriation et un espace de rencontres entre
plusieurs interlocuteurs. Ces derniers sont engagés dans un processus commun
d’apprentissage organisé autour d’objectifs à atteindre et d’activités pédagogiques
partagées, et régi par des formats – au sens de Bruner (1985) – d’interactions que l’on peut
dégager pour mettre en avant les dynamiques à l’œuvre dans la construction des savoirs.
La classe devient intrinsèquement le lieu institué de la parole pour apprendre et les
interactions des lieux d’acquisition (Coste, 2002) qui rendent indissociables le langagier
du cognitif.
En contexte d’apprentissage du français langue seconde, la compétence
d’interaction devient tout aussi majeure à construire que les compétences linguistiques.
Tandis que dans une approche globale de l’utilisation du langage (qui ne tient pas compte
des contextes), quatre savoir-faire sont traditionnellement évoqués (parler, lire, écrire,
écouter). Une approche désormais centrée sur l’usage du langage en situation de
communication, et en lien avec les perspectives actionnelle et écologique en didactique des
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langues (Kramsch, 2008 ; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008), met en exergue cette
cinquième compétence.
Cette compétence repose sur l’idée que l’apprenant communique et interagit avec
ses interlocuteurs, y compris pour la construction, le transfert et la fixation des savoirs
langagiers et disciplinaires (Cekaite, 2007 ; Wolff, 2003 ; Krafft & Dausendschön-Gay,
1994 ; Bigot, 2005). L’apprenant doit donc non seulement communiquer (oralement ou par
écrit) mais il doit désormais gérer la cohérence de son propre discours et l’accorder à celui
de son interlocuteur. Fasel Lauzon, Pekarek Doehler et Pochon-Berger (2009, p. 121)
définissent d’ailleurs la compétence d’interaction comme une compétence qui « intègre des
ressources linguistiques, discursives, sociolinguistiques et interactionnelles, lesquelles sont
indissociablement liées les unes aux autres ».
Afin d’aider l’apprenant de langue seconde (L2) à développer son langage, à
l’utiliser de manière adéquate et à prendre sa place au sein d’une interaction qui se déroule
dans un contexte de communication le plus souvent exolingue, une importance particulière
doit donc désormais être apportée à la manière dont l’organisation des discours et des
conversations se déroulent (Skogmyr Marian, Petitjean & Pekarek Doehler, 2017). Arguant
des enjeux cognitifs de la capacité à interagir dans les apprentissages (Hall & Verplaetse,
2000 ; Halté, 1999), notre contribution a pour visée de souligner à quel point les échanges
verbaux interviennent de façon centrale dans la construction des apprentissages. Mais alors
que les interactions entre enseignants et élèves font l’objet de nombreux travaux
(Claessens, van Tartwijk, van der Want, Pennings, Verloop, den Brok & Wubbels, 2017 ;
Haj-Broussard, Beal & Boudreaux, 2017 ; Pennings, Brekelmansa, Sadlerb, Claessens, van
der Want& van Tartwijk, 2018 ; parmi d’autres), et que leurs mécanismes sont désormais
bien connus (Cicurel, 2002 ; Bigot, 1996), il n’en va pas de même pour le travail en
groupes, lequel « constitue un cadre psychosocial fort différent du travail en classe
structuré et dirigé par l’enseignant » (Lusetti, 2004, p. 167).
Or, le travail en pairs est une des façons de travailler in situ la compétence
d’interaction car il s’agit pour les élèves de négocier, de faire entendre leur point de vue,
de réfuter des opinions, tout en réalisant une tâche. Dans ces négociations qui se donnent à
voir entre chacun des membres du groupe, se révèlent les rôles et les identités que les
interlocuteurs en présence endossent volontairement ou que leurs camarades leur assignent.
À partir d’un corpus recueilli dans une classe de sixième année d’un programme
d’immersion précoce 1 en français en Colombie-Britannique (province anglophone de
l’ouest du Canada où le français est en situation minoritaire), nous nous proposons donc de
donner à voir la manière dont se déroulent les interactions au sein de groupes d’élèves
engagés dans la négociation du sens d’une histoire à raconter puis à écrire. Ce faisant,
apparaîtra la façon dont chacun des élèves développent une compétence interactionnelle en
L2 ainsi que la manière dont ils transfèrent les savoirs langagiers acquis (ou en cours
d’acquisition) en langue seconde pendant la réalisation d’une activité de littératie.
Cadrage théorique : Compétence d’interaction en L2, transferts interlinguistiques et
collaboration entre pairs

Le programme d’immersion en français est un programme d’éducation bilingue dans lequel le français est utilisé pour
enseigner différentes matières à des élèves dont il n’est pas la langue première. Dans le cadre d’une immersion précoce,
l’enseignement débute dès la maternelle ou la première année de scolarisation.
1
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La réflexion sur la compétence d’interaction en L2 est un champ qui a pris de
l’importance dans les travaux sur l’acquisition des langues secondes, depuis l’apparition
de la notion dans les écrits de Kramsch (1986, p. 370). Elle se situe dans une approche
sociale de l'apprentissage qui considère que l'interaction structure les processus
développementaux, lesquels sont fondamentalement situés dans le contexte social (Hall,
2004 ; Hellermann, 2008 ; Kasper, 2006 ; Mondada & Pekarek Doehler 2001, 2004 ;
Pekarek Doehler, 2000, 2002, 2005 ; Young, 2003).
A l’interface des travaux portant sur la compétence de communication telle que
proposée par Hymes (1984), de ceux issus de l’analyse conversationnelle (Heritage, 1984),
et de ceux en lien avec l’acquisition des langues secondes (Firth & Wagner, 2007), la
compétence d’interaction en L2 se définit comme la capacité qu’a un locuteur d'adapter ses
productions langagières aux enjeux communicatifs et aux propriétés du contexte en
mobilisant ses savoirs relatifs aux normes socioculturelles de son environnement de
communication. Ce faisant, elle est une construction collective qui se matérialise à travers
des procédures auxquelles ont recours les participants pour déployer une cognition
socialement partagée de l'activité dans laquelle ils sont engagés (Markee, 2000 ; Mondada
& Pekarek Doehler, 2006 ; Pekarek Doehler, 2005 ; Schegloff, 2006).
Par le biais des interactions, et dans des modalités de classe qui favorisent la
collaboration entre pairs, c’est l’ensemble des processus de transfert (psychologiques, mais
aussi langagiers), que les élèves mettent en œuvre pour réaliser la tâche qui est la leur, qui
est donné à voir. Pour Meirieu (1994), le transfert est ainsi la condition de l’apprentissage
et le principe régulateur des pratiques pédagogiques. Une partie des travaux sur les
transferts de connaissances en L2 portent attention à la manière dont en situation de
contacts de langues, l’apprenant mobilise ses ressources langagières. Ainsi, au cours d’une
activité de mise en mots lors d’une tâche de production orale spontanée, Trévisiol (2006)
relève l’importance du rôle joué par les langues en présence et souligne la nécessité de
s’intéresser aux choix des langues pour la réalisation de la tâche. Dans la lignée des travaux
de Bialystok (1983) ou encore de Kellerman (1983), le recours aux autres langues des
locuteurs constitue des stratégies de communication intentionnelles dans la mesure où les
locuteurs y auraient recours pour palier des difficultés d’ordre lexical. Les travaux portant
sur les transferts interlinguistiques dans le cadre de la recherche en acquisition des langues
acceptent aujourd’hui l’idée que le recours par l’élève à l’ensemble des ressources
langagières remplit une fonction centrale dans le processus d'acquisition d'une L2 (Perdue,
1995 ; Marquillo Larruy, 2003 ; Porquier & Py, 2004 ; Véronique, 2007 ; Vogel, 1995,
entre autres). Il ne s’agit plus alors d’évoquer des interférences entre systèmes langagiers
mais plutôt d’observer comment, dans des interactions, les locuteurs de L2 mobilisent ces
marques transcodiques (Marquillo Larruy, 2003) pour mener à bien des tâches
communicatives.
L’intérêt pour les alternances de codes dans les discours des locuteurs apprenants
d’une langue seconde ou tierce s’est traduit par l’émergence de la notion de « compétence
plurilingue » dans les travaux francophones de didactique du français langue seconde
(Coste, Moore & Zarate, 2009 ; Castellotti & Moore, 2015) et par celle du concept de
« translanguaging » (voir entre autres García, 2009 ; García & Li, 2013 ; García & Kleyn,
2016 ; Creese & Blackledge, 2010) dans les travaux portant sur les pratiques discursives
des élèves bi-/plurilingues pour saisir leurs dynamiques d’apprentissage langagier. Ces
deux notions conceptuelles renvoient ainsi aux conceptualisations du bilinguisme fondées
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sur les usages plutôt que sur l’idée de maitrise d’une langue (Grosjean, 1984 ; Lüdi & Py,
2003), ainsi qu’à la notion post-structuraliste d’identités plurielles (Lahire, 1998), et
mettent en avant les impacts éducatifs et pédagogiques quant à la prise de conscience, par
l’individu, de la richesse de son répertoire linguistique (García & Kano, 2014 ; García &
Sylvan, 2011 ; Litalien, Moore & Sabatier, 2012).
Afin de mettre en lumière cette richesse, ainsi que les procédés stratégiques
déployés par les apprenants, le travail entre pairs est par conséquent une façon de travailler
la compétence d’interaction en situation scolaire. En lien avec la perspective
socioculturelle et socioconstructiviste, Dagenais, Day et Toohey (2006), dans leur article
sur les pratiques de littératie en contexte d’immersion française, affirment que ce serait
grâce à la « participation à des activités communes et en utilisant des ressources spécifiques
qu’un individu apprend » (p. 207 ; notre traduction). Selon elles, le travail collaboratif
permet aux apprenants de puiser dans leur propre potentiel ainsi que dans celui de leurs
coéquipiers pour construire des savoirs. Pour Rogoff (1990), la participation conjointe à
une activité de résolution de problème favorise également la co-construction de nouvelles
connaissances collectives, par le biais de l’étayage par les pairs. Dans cette optique, la
collaboration et le travail avec les pairs présentent des avantages cognitifs comme le
soulignent Halté (1999) ou Swain & Lapkin (1998). Et pour Donato (2004), la
collaboration participe même à transformer la place des individus à l’intérieur des groupes
de pairs en en faisant des participants actifs qui contribuent à élargir les pratiques
communicatives de ces dits groupes.
Lusetti (2004) témoigne d’ailleurs des différents types de coopération qui se
mettent en place dans une activité de groupe. Dans ces négociations qui se donnent à voir
entre chacun des membres du groupe, et que Swain (2001) qualifie de dialogue collaboratif
dans la mesure où les apprenants sont engagés dans une résolution de problème au cours
d’une tâche à accomplir, se révèlent également les rôles et les identités des interlocuteurs.
L’attention portée aux rôles revendiqués par les apprenants en situation de classe permet
de voir dans quelle mesure les dimensions sociales de l’interaction en classe ont été
comprises et acquises par ces derniers.
Ancrages méthodologiques
Dans la perspective actionnelle de l’enseignement-apprentissage des langues
aujourd’hui (Bento, 2013), associée à la notion de tâche issue du concept de Task-Based
Learning tel que proposé par Ellis (2003) ou Nunan (2004), la communication langagière
est un des moyens au service de l’action collective. Or la recherche en acquisition des L2
souligne le besoin de mieux connaître le développement interactif des apprenants. Par
l’authenticité de la communication et des interactions qui prennent de facto place dans la
salle de classe, puisque l’apprenant doit réaliser des tâches proposées par l’enseignant, la
situation d’enseignement-apprentissage est donc orientée vers des situations de
communication les plus authentiques possibles.
L’approche de recherche qui est la nôtre ici s’inscrit dans cette optique. Elle prend
appui sur une approche littératiée pour l’enseignement du français langue seconde
(Anderson, Carr, Lewis, Salvatori & Turnbull, 2008). Dans une perspective
microsociologique, les élèves d’une classe de sixième année d’immersion précoce en
français de la grande banlieue de Vancouver (Colombie-Britannique), regroupés en
groupes de pairs par l’enseignante suite à un tirage au sort (pratique courante des salles de
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classe britanno-colombiennes pour former des groupes), vont négocier le sens d’une
histoire à partir d’une collection d’albums sans mots2. Ces derniers permettent de travailler
le récit oral et la macrostructure de la narration à partir d’une trame prototypique du récit
narratif (un cadre, un élément déclencheur, des tentatives de résolution et la résolution du
problème), ainsi que les dimensions plus linguistiques telles que les connecteurs, la
temporalité, etc. La collection est couramment utilisée dans les travaux portant sur le
développement du langage des enfants de par le monde (Heilmann, Rojas, Iglesias &
Miller, 2015; Hilaire-Debove & Kern, 2013). Enfin, l’activité ici analysée fait partie d’une
recherche de plus grande ampleur qui a porté sur le développement de la compétence en
langue seconde chez des élèves scolarisés en immersion en français de la deuxième à la
douzième année. Dans le contexte de cette classe, le français est certes la L2 à apprendre
dans le contexte scolaire, mais au regard des répertoires langagiers déclarés des élèves,
c’est aussi la quatrième, voire cinquième ou sixième langue acquise après les langues
familiales (Urdu, Punjabi, entre autres) et la langue de l’environnement (Anglais).
L’analyse des données s’inscrit, quant à elle, dans l'analyse conversationnelle qui
adopte une démarche empirique et procède à l'analyse de données authentiques dans une
perspective émique. L'analyse des données permet ainsi de dégager des phénomènes dont
la description permet la mise en lumière des stratégies utilisées par les participants pour
accomplir conjointement une action au fur et à mesure que se déroulent les échanges. Ces
derniers sont représentatifs et caractéristiques de la machinerie des tours de parole ainsi
que des principes qui organisent l’interaction et qui régissent la réalisation de la tâche ; ils
font montre également des activités (socio)-cognitives qui sont mobilisées par l’ensemble
des apprenants pour mener à bien la tâche. Pour ce faire, après avoir obtenu les
consentements éthiques pour mener à bien la recherche, et après avoir enregistré au moyen
de dictaphones (un dictaphone par groupe d’élèves), les tours de paroles dans les différents
groupes de pairs (numérotés de 1 à 6 et identifiés de G1 à G6) ont été transcrits. Ces tours
de parole sont porteurs d’un numéro de ligne, ce qui facilite leur repérage dans le corpus.
Au regard des conventions de transcription, les marques transcodiques sont annoncées par
l’emploi de l’italique ; aucune ponctuation n’a été utilisée ; le point est ici simplement un
marqueur de pause. Enfin, les élèves sont identifiés par des numéros afin de respecter
l’anonymat des participants.
Les questions qui ont guidé notre analyse sont les suivantes :
- Comment se déploie en situation de collaboration la compétence d’interaction en
français langue seconde dans une classe en immersion ?
- Quelles pratiques et stratégies communicatives et interactives les élèves mettent-ils
en place plus précisément lors d’une activité de littératie qui demande la
négociation du sens d’une histoire ?
- Quels rôles et identités les élèves révèlent-ils au fur et à mesure des échanges et au
regard de la construction des savoirs ?
- Quelles mobilisations et utilisations des ressources langagières les élèves dans les
groupes de pairs donnent-ils à voir, notamment au regard des langues qui
composent leurs répertoires verbaux ?
Il s’agit de la collection des albums de Mercer Mayer : A boy, a dog and a frog (1967); Frog Where are you ? (1969);
Frog on his own (1973); One frog too many (1975). Ces albums sont publiés par Dial Books, une division de Penguin
Young Readers Group, New York.
2
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Elles ont permis de dégager successivement a) les différentes manières dont chacun des
groupes a pris en charge la gestion de la tâche à accomplir (à savoir, raconter une histoire)
en termes d’organisation des interactions entre élèves, b) les activités (socio)-cognitives
qui ont été mises en œuvre par les élèves au cours de la négociation du sens de l’histoire à
raconter, ainsi que c) les limites de la situation didactique au regard de la mise en œuvre
de la compétence d’interaction. Les questions ont également conduit à s’interroger sur le
rôle et la place des langues en contact dans les répertoires verbaux des élèves au regard des
apprentissages scolaires.
Résultats
Dans le cadre de l'étude des interactions sociales et de la compétence d'interaction
dans sa dimension langagière (laquelle renvoie à la compétence en langue), le matériel
verbal à disposition permet d'observer le déploiement de la compétence dans l'interaction.
La compétence observée est ainsi toujours une "compétence en action" (Pekarek Doehler,
2006), située et accomplie collectivement, à travers les ajustements mutuels des
participants.
En réponse à la question portant sur la manière dont les élèves communiquent entre
eux au cours de cette activité de négociation du sens d’une histoire à raconter, il apparaît
que dans l’ensemble des groupes, deux types d’épisodes interactionnels (Guerrerro &
Villamil, 1994) prennent place. Le premier d’entre eux renvoie aux séquences
d’interactions qui sont centrées sur la tâche à accomplir, comme l’illustre l’exemple ciaprès :
41. E3: okay un garçon va au pêche avec ses animaux pour marcher 42. E1: ça c’est
une promenade promenade (Groupe 4)
Le second épisode interactionnel est celui à propos de la tâche avec notamment un
rappel de la consigne de parler en français :
83. E1 : parlez français (Groupe 4)
74. E1: il faut parler le français . quand le garçon était dans la forêt (Groupe 2)
Il convient de noter que ce que certains auteurs ont nommé « la parole buissonnière »
(Daunay et al., 1995) pour caractériser des interactions hors tâche, et qui le plus souvent
manifeste la difficulté pour des élèves à poursuivre une tâche, n’est pas présente dans le
corpus, sauf lorsque les élèves ont accompli le travail demandé. L’habitude de travail en
groupes par les élèves, l’implication des élèves dans la tâche et l’enregistrement des
interactions peuvent expliquer cette absence. Quant à ce qui est de la difficulté de la tâche
à proprement dite, nous verrons dans la quatrième partie, comment les groupes sont
parvenus à contourner cet écueil.
La gestion de la tâche ou les principes organisationnels des interactions dans les groupes
de travail
En portant l’attention sur les schémas (ou « patterns ») interactionnels (Garfinkel,
1967), tels que décrits par l’analyse conversationnelle, la gestion de la tâche par l’ensemble
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des groupes suit une organisation similaire : ouverture de la conversation (salutations et
histoire à raconter ; 2. E1: hello, 3. E2: bonjour, 4. E3: alors one frog too many (Groupe
1)) ; construction du sens de l’histoire à partir de son déroulement selon le principe d’une
image un thème (21. E1: on a pas fait page 4 yet (Groupe 5)) puis clôture de la conversation
(242. E2: maintenant je vais write up (Groupe 1)). Chacune des interactions dans les
différents groupes débute ainsi par le rappel de l’objectif de la tâche : raconter une histoire.
Dans certains groupes, cette ouverture est initiée par l’enseignante puis rappelée par un
élève qui va adopter soit un rôle de médiateur soit un rôle de leader au sein du groupe.
Lors de la phase de la négociation du sens de l’histoire, ensuite, dans le groupe 6
par exemple, chacun des élèves parle à tour de rôle sur une page de l’histoire à raconter,
donnant ainsi à voir un principe d’organisation des interactions selon une structure linéaire
en lien avec la narration de l’histoire appuyée sur les images du support. Ces principes
organisationnels des interactions dans les groupes de pairs reposent sur les savoirs et
savoir-faire en L2 des élèves et mettent en lumière un cadre participatif à l’intérieur duquel
les élèves agissent ensemble et communiquent sur la tâche et autour de la tâche, un cadre
à l’intérieur duquel, autrement dit, les élèves se mettent en place et font le choix de parler
ou de se taire, de proposer des idées ou de confirmer ce qui est avancé.
Ce cadre participatif (y compris dans les interactions conflictuelles) prend appui sur
une histoire interactionnelle entre les membres du groupe, laquelle se donne à son tour à
voir à travers les marqueurs du discours qui ponctuent et témoignent de l’approbation (ou
non) du groupe (okay; oui ; okay we go okay ; yeah ; rires de connivences ; non), dans les
tours de parole respectés et autorégulés ou encore dans la prise de places et les rôles auto
et hétéro-assignés. Ainsi, dans quatre des six groupes, un élève adopte le rôle de leader qui
prend en charge de rappeler la consigne et de rappeler l’usage du français (34. E2: il faut
parler français (Groupe 4)). Dans le groupe 2, c’est un élève qui raconte l’histoire que les
autres membres du groupe acquiescent, et, qui s’assure de sa cohérence (12. E2: We got
this already 13. E3: on what 14. E3: on here you see (Groupe 2)). Cet élève apparaît comme
un « leader cognitif » (Accardi, Moussu & Raby, 2008), car il est l’élève le plus compétent
et le plus à l’aise pour interagir en L2 et mener à bien la tâche à accomplir dans la langue
seconde.
La réalisation de la tâche et les activités (socio)-cognitives
Les activités (socio)-cognitives qui se déploient dans la réalisation de la tâche pour
envisager la construction et le développement de la compétence d’interaction en L2 sont
d’abord régulées par les représentations que les élèves se font de la tâche :
218. E3: we should all work (..) it’s really hard work (Groupe 2)
Pour certains des groupes, le travail est assez vite terminé. On dit ce qu’on voit.
Une lecture de l’image s’opère ainsi, sans véritable souci d’un récit narratif enrichi. Dans
ces groupes, chacun des pairs a une image à raconter selon l’équation : un pair = un tour
de parole = une image. Dans le groupe qui a le plus difficulté à rester sur la tâche, la
distribution et l’organisation des tours de parole pour construire ensemble le sens de
l’histoire est plus compliquée. Le discours est, ici, de nombreuses fois, parsemé de « shut
up » lorsqu’un élève parle quand ce n’est pas son tour. Un groupe cependant, s’attache, lui,
à imaginer une histoire complète et la négociation de la signification de la tâche permet
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alors pour ce groupe l’élaboration de buts communs pour l’histoire à raconter. Ce groupe
saisit l’opportunité de raconter une histoire par delà l’image et mobilise son imagination
s’engageant alors dans des moments de négociation plus fréquents :
178. E2: why not talk of that 179. E3: we have to maybe we have to
do that (rires) okay that’s such a good point (Groupe 2)
Dans les interactions entre les élèves au sein des différents groupes, il apparaît ainsi
que négocier le sens de l’histoire consiste le plus souvent à amener son interlocuteur à
apporter une information ou à la modifier. Négocier le sens du message avec son
interlocuteur, c’est autrement dit être capable de répéter une information pour s’assurer
qu’elle est la bonne et qu’elle est partagée par le groupe. Cela consiste également à vérifier
que les éléments de l’histoire ne sont pas répétés afin de garantir sa cohérence. Ces
interactions sont des formes de négociation puisqu’il s’agit pour les élèves engagés dans la
tâche et la communication de s’assurer que le récit narratif progresse de manière adéquate.
À d’autres occasions, négocier le sens de l’histoire revient à demander un mot dans la
langue seconde ou à revenir sur une information qui n’a pas été comprise :
24. E2: non c’est quoi tortoise l’autre jour il y a le tortoise, 25. E3:
c’était tortue, 26. E2: c’est vrai, 27. E3: yeah c’est vrai (Groupe 4)
Dans cette interaction, les élèves sont des interlocuteurs actifs, car ils sont capables
de solliciter l’aide linguistique de leurs pairs une fois leurs propres ressources langagières
épuisées, puis de valider le mot proposé comme étant bien le mot attendu. Au regard de la
question de la négociation du sens, il semble que la tâche permet d’engager les élèves en
leur fournissant l’opportunité d’agir comme des négociateurs quant au vocabulaire à
mobiliser pour raconter l’histoire. Ici, se donne donc à voir la convocation des acquis
lexicaux par le biais de l’étayage du vocabulaire par les pairs. L’exemple suivant est encore
plus illustratif de cet étayage linguistique par et entre les pairs :
40. E11. alright le grenouille c’est un frog 41. E3: okay un garçon va
au pêche avec ses animaux pour marcher, 42. E1: ça c’est une
promenade une promenade, 43. E3: avec deux garçons, 44. E2: il va
à la pêche pour faire un promenade et les et il fait, 45. E3: une
promenade, 46. E2: Memory you are a walking dictionary (Groupe
5)
Dans l’exemple ci-dessus, apparaît en effet la manière dont les élèves qui
connaissent le vocabulaire approprié en français adoptent le rôle de « passeurs de langue »
pour leurs camarades. Dans les tours de parole du groupe 5, se dessine clairement la
construction d’un contexte d’apprentissage potentiellement acquisitionnel (De Pietro,
Matthey & Py, 1989) dans la mesure où les interactions mettent à jour un format interactif
susceptible de faciliter l’acquisition lexicale du mot « promenade ». Dans l’ensemble du
corpus, ces séquences potentiellement acquisitionnelles sont surtout situées au niveau du
lexique, comme cet autre exemple le montre à partir de la discussion entre deux élèves:
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72. E3: [il] se lave il voit le grenouille 73. E1: non il se lève 74. E3:
il se lave 75. E1: il se lève à la surface il se lève 76. E3: il se lève sur
la surface 77. E1: oui (Groupe 3)
Dans cet échange, les deux élèves négocient lequel du mot « se lève » ou « se
lave », mots phonétiquement proches, est le mot correct pour raconter l’histoire. Ils
négocient la cohérence du vocabulaire en lien avec ce qui est montré sur l’image. Une sorte
de joute verbale implicite s’engage entre les deux élèves après que E1 a repris E3 quant au
mot à employer. Sans entrer pour autant dans une séquence explicative qui a pour finalité
de faire comprendre quelque chose à quelqu’un (Fasel Lauzon, 2009), E1 conduit E3 à
intégrer une nouvelle connaissance lexicale, témoignant du potentiel d’apprentissage de
cet échange. Le réemploi du mot par E3 et sa validation par E1 mettent un terme à cet
épisode interactionnel autour du lexique.
Limites des résultats
La situation didactique constituée par la tâche de littératie à réaliser en groupe de
pairs a ritualisé la prise de parole des élèves. Cette dernière est marquée par les consignes
de l’activité. On y retrouve ainsi les traces des interactions de classe régulières entre
enseignant et élèves puisque dans chacun des groupes, un des élèves adopte à un moment
ou l’autre le rôle d’enseignant. Cela conduit à une séquence didactique qui est hautement
sensible au contexte d’apprentissage et au niveau de langue à disposition. Le dialogue qui
s’instaure dans les groupes est par conséquent un dialogue fortement ritualisé.
Toufefois, dans l’ensemble des groupes, on assiste également à une déritualisation
du format interactif, notamment par le recours à une autre des langues qui compose le
répertoire verbal des apprenants. Selon Moore et Simon (2002), les apprenants redessinent
ici, à leur façon, et selon leurs propres finalités de communication, les enjeux de
l’interaction didactique, en particulier, et de l’interaction sociale plus largement. En
mobilisant l’ensemble des ressources de leur répertoire communicatif, ils font montre des
stratégies de communication dont ils disposent.
Rôle de la L1 dans l’apprentissage de la L2 : stratégie de compensation ou émergence de
la compétence d’interaction plurilingue ?
Ces stratégies de communication mettent en lumière comment les difficultés
cognitives et linguistiques de la tâche à accomplir sont surmontées par les élèves. Ainsi, la
production du récit à raconter en mode bilingue, avec la présence de l’anglais dans tous les
groupes, apparaît rapidement comme une façon de maintenir l’engagement cognitif dans
la tâche tout en contournant les défis linguistiques que représente raconter une histoire en
langue seconde.
Ce transfert interlinguistique, indubitablement lié au niveau d’acquisition de la
langue 2, apparaît dans un premier temps comme autant de stratégies de compensation, et
ce notamment dans les groupes les plus faibles linguistiquement. Le recours à l’anglais
dans ces groupes permet en effet d’élucider le sens de l’histoire à négocier pour mieux
ensuite accomplir la tâche à l’oral en contournant l’obstacle de la gestion conjointe du
linguistique et du discursif.
Toutefois, en s’inscrivant dans les travaux sur les marques transcodiques produites
dans les parlers bilingues (Lüdi, 1995 ; Py, 1991 ; Lüdi & Py, 2003), ce recours à l’autre
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langue du répertoire langagier des apprenants apparaît également dans les groupes les plus
forts linguistiquement, non plus comme des interférences, mais comme le recours à une
compétence d’interaction plurilingue en lien avec le type de tâche à réaliser et les modalités
communicationnelles utilisées par les élèves. Dans le cadre de la négociation du sens,
Kramsch (1986), qui a été une des premières à souligner l’importance en L2 de se
démarquer d’un modèle ou d’une conception déficitaire des productions des apprenants de
L2, insiste d’ailleurs qu’en étudiant le développement de la compétence interactionnelle
chez les apprenants de L2, cela permet de se concentrer davantage sur les habiletés de ces
derniers à établir une compréhension mutuelle des intentions de communication.
Dans l’extrait ci-après, le recours aux deux langues en alternance souligne l'effort des
élèves à mettre en mots dans la langue-cible leur histoire. Ils mobilisent la langue anglaise
à la fois comme procédés d'appui, d’aide, de pointage d’un manque linguistique, tout en
marquant la volonté de maintenir l'échange malgré tout. Ainsi, l’extrait illustre précisément
comment le recours à l’alternance codique mais aussi le recours à l’ensemble des
ressources langagières des répertoires verbaux individuels permet, par-delà établir une
compréhension commune de l’histoire à raconter, de mettre en lumière l’émergence de la
compétence plurilingue chez les apprenants:
6. E3: no grenouille he wants to get a grenouille okay après il a tombé
dans l’eau. Regarde (rires) il pleut, 7. E2. it looks like just a dog oh no
grenouille, (..) 68. E2: what is he doing il voit le grenouille .
Soudainement oh c’est mon he’s already dans l’eau (Groupe 3)
Par compétence plurilingue, il faut entendre ce que Coste, Moore et Zarate (2009) ont
défini comme la capacité pour un individu à mobiliser l’ensemble de ses ressources
langagières pour communiquer : « Disposer de compétences dans plus d'un seul code
linguistique, c'est pouvoir passer d'une langue à l'autre, selon les situations. Mais il arrive
aussi que les plurilingues, entre eux, passent d'une langue à l'autre, parfois au sein d'un
même énoncé. (..) Les plurilingues recourent au changement de langue - ou parler bilingue
- de manière stratégique pour négocier du sens, porter des messages de contenu, donner
des informations sur le locuteur, son identité sociale et culturelle, la place qu'il occupe dans
la conversation, ou la nature de l'échange. » (2009, p. 18)
En caractérisant le discours des apprenants du groupe 3 de parler bilingue, cela
implique de reconnaître leur maîtrise des systèmes langagiers en contact car chacun des
idiomes en présence répond à ses propres règles et pouvoir passer d’une langue à l’autre
comme ils le font « s'inscrit dans un fonctionnement social, qui régule ses modes
d'apparition et les valeurs stratégiques qui s'y attachent. Le recours au parler bilingue dans
les conversations entre pairs permet de focaliser doublement le message, par la mise en
incise du contenu » (Coste, Moore & Zarate, 2009, p. 19).
Le recours à l’alternance de codes, ainsi que les «pratiques discursives multiples
dans lesquelles les bilingues s'engagent afin de donner un sens à leur monde bilingue»
(Garcia, 2009, p. 45) lors de la production du récit à l’oral en mode bilingue, place dès lors
les interactions entre ces élèves du côté du développement d’une compétence plurilingue,
qui dans la perspective d’une tâche cognitive de négociation du sens, témoigne de la
création d'une cohérence sémantique et grammaticale entre des éléments appartenant aux
deux systèmes linguistiques différents. Ce faisant, les élèves d’immersion dans le cadre de
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cette activité de littératie font montre de l’émergence d’une compétence d’interaction
plurilingue qui mobilise de manière dynamique l’ensemble de leurs ressources cognitives,
linguistiques et discursives. Ils révèlent comment ils « font appel à différentes
caractéristiques sociales dans un réseau homogène et complexe de multiples signes
sémiotiques, à mesure qu’ils adaptent leur langage à la tâche qui les attend » (García &
Kano, 2014, p. 260-261, notre traduction). En mobilisant l’ensemble de leur répertoire
linguistique dans la réalisation de la tâche, les élèves font la démonstration de ce qu’ils
savent et peuvent faire au cours de leur apprentissage du français langue seconde.
Conclusion
Au final, l’étude des interactions au sein des groupes de pairs dans une activité de
littératie permet de saisir les principes organisationnels des interactions dans le travail de
groupes, ainsi que les activités (socio)cognitives qui se déploient dans la réalisation de la
tâche pour envisager la construction et le développement de la compétence d’interaction
en français langue seconde. L’analyse des modalités de travail en groupe pour la
négociation du sens d’une histoire à raconter montre que les apprenants redéfinissent la
tâche qui leur est proposée afin de se l’approprier ainsi que les moyens langagiers pour la
mener à bien.
À l’intérieur de chacun de leur groupe, les élèves mettent en place un cadre
interactionnel au sein duquel ils vont négocier le récit narratif en usant des ressources
langagières qu’ils ont à disposition. Ce faisant, le choix des langues les conduit à alterner
entre le français et l’anglais. Dès lors, comme le soulignait déjà Swain (2000, p. 60), le
travail collaboratif autour de la tâche offre des opportunités pour l’apprentissage de la L2
dans la mesure où les élèves prennent conscience de leurs lacunes linguistiques lorsqu’ils
essaient de construire du sens dans la langue seconde. Le travail de groupes leur permet
également d’externaliser leur savoir langagier, de l’appliquer, de le questionner, voire de
le réviser si nécessaire. Confrontés à des séquences potentiellement acquisitionnelles, les
apprenants accroissent leurs connaissances dans et de la langue seconde selon leurs
besoins.
Lorsque la gestion du linguistique et du discursif dans la tâche devient un obstacle
infranchissable, celle-là est résolue par le recours au transfert interlinguistique puisque tous
les groupes mènent la tâche à l’oral en alternant anglais et français. Ce transfert
interlinguistique apparaît alors comme l’émergence de la compétence plurilingue chez des
apprenants qui mobilisent plusieurs langues dans leurs répertoires verbaux pour composer
un réseau sémiotique adapté à la situation de communication qui est la leur. L’analyse des
formats d’interactions permet ainsi de souligner que, dans le cadre de cette conversation
menée en mode bilingue, chacun des apprenants connaît les modalités de fonctionnement
de l’interaction sociale et didactique.
L’étude des interactions révèle enfin les rôles et les identités que chacun des
membres du groupe de pairs adopte au fil des interactions. De l’élève qui endosse le rôle
de l’enseignant, à celui qui devient « passeur de langues » ou encore au « leader cognitif »,
chacun des apprenants au fil des interactions est conduit à prendre part à l’interaction selon
un cadre social interactif ritualisé et implicite.
Au regard de l’enseignement-apprentissage du français dans un contexte de langue
seconde (en immersion) mais également minoritaire (dans une province anglophone
empreinte d’une grande diversité linguistique et culturelle), la mobilisation de l’ensemble
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des ressources langagières à disposition par les apprenants, mise en lumière par l’étude de
la compétence d’interaction, conduit à (re)mettre en question la séparation des langues dans
les contextes scolaires et à envisager la notion de translanguaging comme un concept
central de l’enseignement-apprentissage de ces dernières, qu’elles soient langues
premières, secondes ou tierces. Comme le mentionnent Turnbull (2016), García (2017) ou
encore Gajo & Steffen (2015) et Candelier & Castellotti (2013), il s’agit, autrement dit,
désormais, d’inscrire les démarches d’enseignement et d’apprentissage des langues dans le
paradigme du bi/plurilinguisme. Celui-ci favorise le développement d’une compétence
plurilingue qui prend appui sur les acquis linguistiques déjà-là des élèves et conduit à
délaisser les représentations unicistes de la langue, du milieu d’enseignementapprentissage et des pratiques pédagogiques qui y prennent place, pour traiter le français
en lien et en relation avec les autres langues en contact dans les répertoires verbaux des
élèves (Sabatier Bullock, sous presse).
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Abstract
In this paper, we wonder how comics – through its play of absence and presence, and as
unique multimodal merger of visual arts and literature – may allow readers to engage in a
particular kind of psychic work, involving the influence of memory and unconscious life
on reading experience. We thus discuss an explicitly psychoanalytic understanding of
reading comics, paying particular attention to the mental movements of repression,
projection, and reparation. Drawing on readers’ experiences with Lynda Barry’s The
Freddie Stories, we also consider how the formal elements of comics reading might allow
readers to work through the effects of potentially difficult personal histories.

Introduction
For contemporary readers, the very idea of comics might conjure up a multitude of
diverse, and perhaps even contrary uses and associations: of cartoon strips and spaces of
childhood wonder and fantasy; of characters as varied as Maggie Simpson, Moomin and
Wolverine; as “mentor texts” for the composition classroom (Cook & Kirchoff, 2017, p.
77); as cause for adolescent adventure and intrigue; as a way to engage youth in discussions
of critical literacy (Brown & Begoray, 2017); and from the graphics of an airplane safety
guide to an accessible medium for reaching the needs of struggling students. Though “once
considered pure junk” (Chute, 2008, p. 452), it now appears that reading comics can serve
a variety of uses: from entertainment, diversion and reverie, to education and information.
Moreover, from data suggesting that comics account for the fastest growing sector of the
North American publishing industry (NPD Group, 2017), to the inclusion – for the first
time – of a graphic novel on the 2018 longlist of the Man Booker Prize, there is no doubt
that attention needs to be paid to the ways in which comics contribute to contemporary
modes of literacy engagement. However, as educational researchers interested in the
emotional uses of reading experience, especially in relation to graphic narratives of
adolescent life (one of us is an Assistant Professor of English Language Arts, and the other
a doctoral student in secondary education), we wonder how comics – as a unique
“multimodal ensemble” (Serafini, 2015) of visual arts and literature – may also allow
readers to engage in a particular kind of psychic work, involving the insistent influence of
memory and unconscious life on reading experience. In this paper, we explore how
memory inevitably interacts with emotion in the production of meaning in comics reading.
Employing an explicitly psychoanalytic lens (which implies a concern for, and
recognition of, unconscious processes), we thus pose the following question throughout
this paper: How might the formal devices of comics allow readers to work through the
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effects of potentially difficult personal histories? By formal devices, we refer to those
elements of a comic’s layout and design that are particular to the aesthetic conventions of
sequential art and graphic narrative, including: panels, gutters (the spaces between panels),
and various illustration and panel-to-panel transitioning techniques. In this paper, we focus
primarily on the mystery of that which happens in the space of the gutter, effectively
theorizing the transactional possibilities of comics reading, which as Rosenblatt (1994)
described, involves attention to both “external reference” and “internal response”: “The
reader’s attention to the text activates certain elements in his past experience” (p. 11). It is
because of Rosenblatt’s advice that we analyze reading experience “inductively” (p. 6),
while simultaneously paying attention to the influence of the text as “external reference” –
including comments from a group of readers, while at the same introducing a variety of
scenes from a graphic novel.
By focusing on difficult personal histories, we draw an explicit connection to the
concept of difficult knowledge, a term originally introduced by Deborah Britzman (1998,
2000), but since taken up by numerous other scholars in a variety of educational disciplines
(Cohen-Evron, 2005; Garrett, 2017; Simon, 2011; Zembylas, 2014). As Farley (2009) has
written, a text that deals with difficult knowledge “is difficult not only because of its
inclusion of traumatic content,” but also because such content poses a considerable
challenge to readers, “who, in efforts to understand such knowledge, may be confronted
with affective traces of an internal history made from primal helplessness, disillusionment
and crises of authority” (p. 539). In brief, since “the creation of a work of art is in excess
of the artist’s intentions” (Britzman, 2004, p. 255), texts dealing with traumatic content
may permit, summon, or cause readers to confront the lingering consequences of their own
traumatic histories.
Though much of what follows remains a purely speculative discussion regarding
the effects of comics reading, as mentioned above, we also turn briefly to readers’ actual
experiences, drawing from a study conducted by Lewkowich in 2017 with undergraduate
students in the Department of Secondary Education at the University of Alberta.3 Working
with seven participants, this study involved future high school English Language Arts
(ELA) teachers in a process of collaborative interpretation with contemporary graphic
novels focused on adolescent life and educational situations. As a group, participants met
once a month to discuss a different text, and though we also conducted individual
preliminary and paired exit interviews, the brief comments that appear in this paper come
from their group discussion of Lynda Barry’s (2012) The Freddie Stories. This novel – told
through a series of four-panel narratives, traces a year in the life of Freddie, a young
adolescent who endures bullying, abuse and teasing at school, and eventually suffers a
severe dissociative episode, experiencing hallucinatory visions, emotional detachment, and
a vastly distorted perception of reality. This is admittedly a dark and traumatic narrative,
and given the suffering that Freddie endures, it is no surprise that numerous readers
responded with their own stories of difficult and traumatic adolescent histories. Since this

3

The larger study also involved a second research site in Ontario, but for the purposes of
this paper, we have only included comments from participants at the University of
Alberta.
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was the third text that readers encountered as part of this study,4 they had thankfully already
established a collective sense of trust and rapport. The participants whose comments appear
in this paper are:
1) Corey: 21-years-old, originally from Edmonton. He swam competitively for over a
decade, has an abiding interest in film studies, and openly described his history of
acute depression since early adolescence.
2) Heather: A 21-year-old Indigenous woman from a First Nations community outside
of Edmonton. She speaks English and Cree, and first fell in love with graphic novels
after reading Robertson and Henderson’s (2012) 7 Generations: A Plains Cree
Saga.
3) Megan: 30-years-old, originally from Edmonton and with a previous degree in Fine
Arts. Along with teaching, she also envisions herself working in arts programs at
youth outreach centres.
4) Suzanne: A 21-year-old Indigenous woman from a small town in Northern Alberta.
Like Heather, she also speaks Cree, and though she is a poet (who writes in
English), she described her relationship to this language as fractured and estranged:
“It kind of feels like English just doesn’t belong to me, or I don’t belong to it.”
In their opening responses, these readers noted the confusing and emotionally
challenging qualities of Barry’s text, as many of them were transported back to scenes from
their own adolescent past. As Corey described, “I still have a lot of lingering questions ...
I reread several passages over and over and over again and I still don't know exactly what
happened there, what it's about.” Megan agreed with Corey’s assessment, and suggested
that perhaps this sense of feeling lost as a reader relates closely to the graphic novel’s
subject matter: “I really feel like it's about childhood trauma,” she told us, but “from the
perspective of somebody experiencing it, who does not know that they're going through
[it] ... So of course, nothing makes sense and there's all this scary stuff happening.” Though
she shared that she “didn't have any trouble getting through” The Freddie Stories, Megan
nonetheless also noted the metaphorical weight that her reading assumed: that “it was very
heavy,” as what she titled the “implied darkness” in the narrative “sunk into my
consciousness and stayed with me for a few days.” Heather described that as she was
reading this book she often felt angry and sad, and that these emotional responses were
also connected to a recognition that Freddie’s story represents the reality of childhood for
many people: “I think overall,” she told us, “I felt very much upset at it, because I was like,
‘This is some bullshit that happens on a daily basis to a lot of kids’.” As she also
experienced “a lot of flashbacks” to her own childhood, Heather found herself
contemplating “how fleeting childhood and adolescence really is, and how there are so
many kids that don’t really have a childhood. It just really brought a lot of things home for
me.” Noting that her reading experience left her “really emotional and ... really confused,”
Suzanne also felt a deeply personal connection to Barry’s novel: “It reminded me of parts
of my adolescence,” she explained, and “it made me think of people that used to be in my
life that are not anymore ... and you wish that you could say things to them but you can’t.”
The participants also read Jillian and Mariko Tamaki’s (2010) Skim, Raina Telgemeier’s
(2012) Drama, and Lisa Wilde’s (2015) Yo Miss: A Graphic Look at High School.
4
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Despite this initial sense of regret, however, Suzanne described that by the end of her
reading she felt “moved to write,” suggesting that – more than simply a deadening weight
– the emotionally “heavy” nature of this graphic novel may also potentially inspire readers
to enact a change, towards articulation, in their own lives.
In this paper, we discuss how readers’ memories and emotional lives may be
influenced, and activated, by the formal features of comics art. The following section
discusses a psychoanalytic understanding of reading comics, paying particular attention to
the mental movements of repression, projection, and reparation. Considering how readers
may use their reading experiences to work through difficult personal histories, we then
consider the relationship between trauma and personal memory. Linked as it is with time,
we then proceed from memory to further explore the question of temporality, including a
distinction between chronos and kairos time. While the first remains corporeally bound,
the second describes the alternately retroactive and prospective glimpses that may
potentially appear in the reader’s unconscious, engaged in reading experience.
Reading Comics Psychoanalytically: Repression, Projection, & Reparation
The Gutter
Exploring the value that psychoanalytic discourse offers the study of comics’
reception, Contreras-Koterbay (2008) has emphasized two particularly interrelated aspects
of this art form, especially as it materializes in the context of reading experience: the gutter,
and its indeterminate relation to a multiplicity of images. As he defines it, the element
known as the gutter is “the empty space between panels, typically sustaining unseen
information and narrative that the reader fills in, completes, regardless of the continuity or
discontinuity between panels” (p. 90). In reading a comic, the reader is enticed to scan from
panel to panel, across a multiplicity of variant images – sometimes in a structured and
unified motion, perhaps continuously from left to right, and other times in a less organized
fashion, perhaps vertically or zigzagged and diagonally recursive. However, regardless of
how the author places their images on the page, the gutter provides an absence of space,
which paradoxically, also works to simultaneously delimit a spatial presence. If we look at
the following example from The Freddie Stories, we can see that in the gutter between
Freddie’s dream and the moment of wakefulness, this absence that is also a presence
suggests a space of mental and physical transformation for the character, which is at the
same time precisely where the reader creates and assumes their version of narrative
meaning.
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Figure 1. A New Day, Another Chance
The gutter between two images, representing a temporal snapshot of textual space,
marks a boundary: the beginning and the ending of each image, seemingly frozen in space
and time. These images, though, are perceived by the reader as continuous and vastly alive,
moving across and through the space of the gutter, which seamlessly carries the narrative
forward. The narrative boundaries in reading comics are thus contained and created by the
gutter, simultaneously an empty space and – through the reader’s influence – a space where
reading persists. Within the gutter, whose emptiness is its function, the artist is not required
to include a single thing, indicating this art form’s absolute “dependency upon the reader
to fill in the blanks” (p. 90). In the “productive activation” (Bennett, 1983) of reading, the
stillness of the gutter is therefore stirred to life and filled with unpredictable manifestations
of the reader’s unconscious. Moreover, even though the gutter may assume a variety of
different shapes, and does not always have to follow a strict pattern of spaces between
panels, because of the non-continuous nature of comics narrative (a continuous version, in
which we see everything that takes place, might more closely resemble a film), there are
always empty spaces in comics that function as a gutter might.
Closure and Projection
As McCloud (1994) has indicated, though “comics panels fracture both time and
space,” the element of closure enables readers, “to connect these moments and mentally
construct a continuous, unified reality” (p. 67). In the above example, for instance, it is
presumed that Freddie moves from sleep to wakefulness across the gutter, which therefore
establishes a continuity between these otherwise disparate psychic states. In psychoanalytic
terms, the gutter is filled (or closed) with an unending series of projections from the
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reader’s unconscious: “Comics seem to be an alchemy of the reader’s making, an
opportunity for ... free play” (Contreras-Koterbay, 2008, p. 91). However, given that
certain elements of the reader’s unconscious emotional past – activated in reading
experience and projected onto the gutter – may have previously been forgotten or repressed
by the reader’s psyche, this “play” is not necessarily always innocent or carefree. As we
presume Freddie’s movement to wakefulness, we also may be momentarily reminded of
our own experiences with nightmares and disturbing dreamscapes, which until this moment
of reading may have otherwise been forgotten. As a defensive strategy of psychic survival,
repression “hides forbidden parts of the self from itself” (Farley & Robertson, 2009, p. 83),
which leads us to question if comics may serve a similar function to a broader purpose of
psychoanalytic work: namely, to “overcome resistances due to repression” (Freud, 1914,
p. 148). Importantly, we should note that unlike practitioners of bibliotherapy, we are not
concerned with using comics as prescriptive and therapeutic tools, but rather, seek to
describe a psychic function of reading comics, and how it allows readers to potentially play
with (and dream) their inner histories.
In her characterization of contemporary reading practices, Gallop (2000) argued
that the majority of reading involves the work of projection, where the reader
unconsciously enforces their own understanding upon another’s creative work. Unlike
McCloud’s (1994) celebration of closure, however, Gallop reads this work of projection as
a serious failure. “Projecting is the opposite of learning,” she noted, “As long as we project
onto a text, we cannot learn from it, we can only find what we already know” (p. 11). As a
way to avoid such failures of learning, Gallop suggested that a strategy of close reading,
involving a sustained focus on the seemingly insignificant details of what we read, might
function as a “safeguard against projection” (p. 11). Though Gallop is certainly correct in
assuming that if all reading is projection we can hardly move past what we think we already
know, in the context of comics, we nonetheless question if readers can ever read closely
enough to completely safeguard against projections, or if this is even desirable. As
mentioned above, and by its very nature, a comic relies upon the boundaries created by the
spaces between its frames, and given that it must be filled to achieve a sense of narrative
closure, the reader has no choice but to close these gaps (be they chronological, affective,
narrative, spatial, etc.). Or, to put it otherwise, given the non-continuous narrative structure
of the graphic novel, the reader has no choice but to project – the reader’s unconscious
life, whose “constitutive condition” refers to “obscure knowledge … which no
consciousness can master or be in possession of” (Felman, 1977, p. 128), is therefore an
essential and inescapable element of comics reading.
The Work of Memory, Repression, and Reparation
Especially when it comes to graphic narratives about adolescent life, the work of
closure often presumes a certain knowledge regarding the shape and surroundings of
contemporary educational structures. For example, if we consider a relatively insignificant
sequence from The Freddie Stories, we can recognize the importance that a reader’s history
of school inevitably bear on how they contextualize narrative meaning.
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Figure 2. Nervousness and Certain Smells
Early in the novel, over a series of four panels, we find Freddie in class on the first
day of a new school year, and though he enters with an optimistic attitude – “The first day
of school is a most hopeful day” (p. 42), he tells the readers – by the end of the four panels,
his sense of enthusiasm has already all but faded: “My hopefulness ended at 9:17” (p. 43).
On p. 43, we are shown a close-up of Freddie’s teacher, Mr. File, sticking an object into
his nose, as Freddie narrates this grotesque scene: “Mr. File has a menthol nose inhaler
tube that he constantly puts in his nostrils. The smell is so strong. The Fumes are quite
obvious from seat 14” (p. 43). As readers, and having passed through (at least
superficially) comparable institutions and experiences of education, these potent images
work to bring us back to a series of scenes from personal history. Though multiple, we will
share one as an example:
Reading this scene, I (Lewkowich) am immediately transported back to the image
of my grade nine Physical Education teacher, who anytime he would lose his
temper, a tiny spot of spittle would form on the end of his lips, resting there
immobile, throughout the entire time he was venting his frustrations, yelling madly,
at the group of students of which I was inevitably a part. I have no memory of
anything else he said or did, but this spot of spittle stays in my mind as a potent
reminder of the seemingly uncontrollable nature of the teacher’s body – also, that
teachers can never control the meanings that students produce.
In the fourth panel, just over the space of the gutter, Freddie explains what has
already happened: “I throw up so easy. Nervousness and certain smells.”
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This brings me close to the foul smells I cannot help but free-associate with school:
objects that smell like urine, rotting food, groups of sweaty boys, unwashed clothes,
near-mouldy socks, boiled hot dogs, coffee breath on my History teacher’s mouth,
hints of whisky on another.
In the image of this fourth panel, we see Mr. File posting his class rules, directly
next to the clock that is identical to that which many readers will quickly recognize as that
of a powerful “mental image” (Lemieux & Lacelle, 2016); the clock that, in all likelihood,
appears in each and every memory they form of school. Despite its quickness, this scene
undoubtedly positions the reader as someone familiar with school, its bodies and smells,
who fills the gutter between the mention of a teacher’s scent and a student’s vomit with all
degrees of conscious and unconscious personal history and association.
Although this example is relatively straightforward, graphic novels about
adolescence often encourage the reader to project themselves into similar environments,
inevitably involving the reader’s lived experiences, including their thoughts, emotions, and
various somatic histories of being in school. Considering that a reader’s emotional history
is often involuntarily linked to “resistances due to repression” (Freud, 1914, p. 14), these
identifications in reading may also potentially connect to difficult moments from the
reader’s adolescent past, experiences that – given how what is unconsciously repressed,
though it may be removed from conscious remembrance, never actually disappears in full
– may be felt rather than clearly understood. An otherwise innocent scene may therefore
potentially provoke the reader to experience a wide variety of unpredictable and seemingly
incongruous emotions, including (but hardly limited to) distress, loneliness, despair,
nervousness, boredom, dejection, anxiety, heartache, and sadness.
Far from this encounter being necessarily a bad thing, however, when readers brush
up against difficult feelings and inner histories, there is also the possibility of the reader
encountering, in projection, what Klein (1937/1964) has titled a “drive to reparation.” As
a way for the reader to process past experiences and memories in meaningful ways,
reparation is “a painful labour through which the subject attempts to make amends – to
restore or to compensate for the losses that inevitably come with living, loving, and
learning” (Farley & Robertson, 2009, p. 90). As Grumet (1998) has written, “Reading
invites us to recuperate our losses. As we enter into the fictive world and emerge from it,
we experience the opportunity to reconsider the boundaries and exclusions that sustain our
social identities” (p. 27). Though reading remains a necessarily individual experience, it
may also therefore allow the reader to study the ways that self is actually an effect of earlier
social relations – of “living, loving, and learning” (Farley & Robertson, p. 90).
This possibility for reparative psychic work is also affected by the manner that
comics reading is always mediated – always and necessarily interrupted – by the inevitable
influence of interpretively uncertain images. “In this way,” Wolfreys (2000) noted,
“reading not only opens itself, it remains open to the force imposed upon it by the structure
of the text, that which causes the reading to swerve” (p. 56). Rather than simply a blank
canvas, upon which the reader projects unconscious thoughts, the gutter functions as a
liminal space between the concerted influence of multiple aesthetic forces. It is therefore a
powerfully persuasive textual gap that, due to its structural indeterminacy – an emptiness
that will be, must be filled, but not with anything that can ever be fully or safely predicted
Language and Literacy

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Page 25

– may lead readers to question where the text ends and where they themselves begin. It is
thus that we briefly return to a reader’s experience with The Freddie Stories.
Reading the Spaces Between
In discussing the “reading effects” (Felman, 1977) of this graphic novel – filled
with sizable gutters of similar dimensions – Corey characterized his experiences of reading
the gutter as a process of “simulating what was going on in my head”: “I remember
visualizing,” he told his reading group, “a feature film or something ... I remember trying
and failing [to fill in the gaps] because ... with that story, I still have a difficult time getting
together exactly what happened.” Despite this participant’s assertion of failure, upon
reflection he was also aware of the visualization of mental effects that characterized his
experiences of reading within the gutter – trying to make sense of a difficult story by
reading the spaces between. As he jumped from image to image in reading, actively
“simulating” his mental process of filling in the gaps of the blank textual space, this
participant described his play of unconscious projection as akin to the flashes of a film reel,
weaving over and simultaneously through the graphic novel.
As the gutter acts alongside the multiplicity of images in comics – a “jagged,
staccato rhythm of unconnected moments” (McCloud, 1994, p. 67) – this narrative
structure presents a unique potential for free play, as the reader’s eyes stray interminably,
recursively, across the page. Throughout their reading experience – and this is especially
evident when the text in question, such as The Freddie Stories, contains interpretively
uncertain images and sequences – the reader is thus repeatedly encouraged to project their
“imprisoned dreams” (Pazzagli & Monti, 2010, p. 734) onto the text, as they also strive to
relay the imprisoned dreams contained in the textual images: “reading [is] constituted by a
politics of openness, as well as by a politics of the opening” (Wolfreys, 2000, p. 56). To
refer back once again to Freddie’s transition from dreaming to wakefulness, as we read
across and through the gutter, we become Freddie’s dream as his dream becomes ours and
the two become indistinguishable. To understand the interpretive experience of reading as
one of unfastening imprisoned dreams – in the text and self – we therefore need to revisit
our earlier objective: How does the particular structure of comics invite the reader to work
through psychic conflicts and difficult histories? In order to venture forward, we will now
consider the dynamic manifestations of traumatic history and memory.
Trauma and Memory: An Indication of Temporal Scission
Childhood, Adolescence, and Traumatic Memory
It is clear that our memories are important components of how we understand
ourselves in present experience, including our reading activities. We rely on memories to
shape our current behaviour, and try to learn from past experience – whether pleasurable
or traumatic, and whether or not such learning is a conscious affair – as a means of shaping
a preferred and desired future. Childhood and adolescence, and their persistent unconscious
histories, are especially important and formative years that shape how we come to
eventually understand ourselves as adults. In this context, Treacher (2000) has noted that
“childhood subjectivity” – and the same could certainly be said of adolescence – “is both
specific with its own dynamics while being also a preparation for, and a looking forward
to, adulthood” (p. 138). In the midst of this developmental growth, there is also a lettingLanguage and Literacy
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go of instinctual dependence on caregivers, eventually leading to a relatively more stable
sense of individual self. Before this possibility arrives, though, young people pass through
an exceedingly vulnerable and challenging time, marked by struggles “to make sense of
their own and others’ worlds and attempting to locate themselves and others within the
social and cultural spheres” (p. 138). Given the formative nature of such years in regards
to individual development, it is hardly surprising that – if adolescents experience difficult
moments, traumas, or psychic conflict – these challenges may be repressed, only to reemerge uninvited in later life.

Figure 3. The Me That Was Not Me
LaCapra (2001) has described trauma as “a disruptive experience that disarticulates
the self and creates holes in existence; it has belated effects that are controlled only with
difficulty and perhaps never fully mastered” (p. 41). Understandably – and as with the
above example from The Freddie Stories, where following a series of traumatic events,
Freddie appears undoubtedly disarticulated – the experience of trauma in early life is not
easily overcome. Indeed, we might better understand these “holes in existence” alongside
Stern’s (2017) position that “trauma, and the dissociation to which trauma leads, freezes
time, which makes it impossible to formulate certain kinds of new experience” (p. 501).
As with Freddie, traumatic dissociation can lead the traumatized person to experience life
as a split and persistently absent subject. Such “holes in existence” are also invariably
related to the individual’s capacity for memory – without some memory of an experience
from our past there is, of course, a gap in chronological time. In this sense, memories act
as fillers of holes and spaces in time; for a hole to be created, it must in turn lack a sense
of memory. And yet, while Stern has noted that trauma renders the formulation of new
experience impossible, he also noted that dissociations may be eventually breached: “When
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a dissociation is breached, a piece of one’s being that had been sequestered … and therefore
unformulated … is suddenly accessible as a state of self” (p. 520). In the context of comics
reading, this “state of self” may be precisely what readers encounter in the gutter, itself a
“hole” in narrative existence, as projections of past experience – “never fully mastered”
(LaCapra, p. 41) – become enlivened through the surrounding narrative and its
indispensable gaps.
In her understanding of the comings and goings of trauma, Caruth (2016) has
described such difficult experience as “an act of departure” (p. 23), reinforcing the
connection between dissociation, experience, memory, and the possibilities of temporal
displacement. She also noted that while trauma is “an effect of destruction,” it
simultaneously exists as “an enigma of survival” (p. 60). It would thus appear that, by its
very nature, trauma is a paradoxical experience – it promotes psychic survival by providing
protection from difficult experience and disabling the ability to create memory. Megan,
one of the readers, particularly emphasized how Barry’s text is “about coping mechanisms.
So, no matter what people go through,” she told us, “the brain comes up with coping
mechanisms to survive from trauma and they don't have to make sense in any way.”
Especially during the formative years of childhood and adolescence, where thoughts,
memories, and experiences have the potential to affect future psychological and
psychosocial development, it is clear that a dissociation or hole in existence – as with the
example of Freddie – might also provide a form of psychical protection. Though it may
remain forever unarticulated, it is certainly simpler to manage a hole in existence than to
face an experience that the psyche cannot abide, or is not yet capable of addressing.
In terms of its temporal function, Caruth (2016) also described trauma as “a shock
that appears to work very much like a bodily threat but is in fact a break in the mind’s
experience of time” (p. 63). This image of temporal scission, which parallels the concepts
of “dissociation” and “hole[s] in existence,” supports the idea that – in trauma – the
continuity between time, experience, and memory has somehow been fractured.
The Emotional Persistence of Forgotten Memory
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Figure 4. A Certain Aliveness That Feels to Be On-going
Turning back to The Freddie Stories, in Barry’s afterword to the principal storyline
(which also serves as an introduction to what she entitles a series of “lost stories”), she
questions the status of certain strips that had been excluded from the initial collection of
Freddie’s narrative, which were either “left out for being too strange or depressing,” or
since they “presented continuity problems” (p. 128). Regarding these “lost stories,” Barry
describes how their inclusion in the present volume relates to “gaps [that] have been made
for a part of the mind that abides in things which do not connect straight away” (p. 131),
which is similar to Stern’s assertion that a breached dissociation makes past experience
“suddenly accessible as a state of self” (p. 520).
In terms of its place in reading experience, Heather illustrated this fracturing of
time, and described how engaging with the final section of The Freddie Stories connected
her back to a difficult childhood. Questioning how a forgotten past might nonetheless
persist in an unseen place, Heather told her reading group, “The majority of my childhood
is repressed”:
I don’t have a lot of memories from my childhood. I had a very, very abusive father,
and a very, very abusive family. My mother took myself and my younger sister out
of there as soon as she could ... And so, just reading [these final pages] … the dog
is burning, and Freddie is burning, and the house is burning, and it says, “If these
pages burned up in a fire, Free Dog and Freddie would survive. But where?” And
it made me think, if your childhood burnt up in a fire, if you couldn’t remember
your childhood, it still exists, but where does it exist? And it just really hit me, and
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it made me have to sit back and think, “Well, where does my childhood exist then
if it doesn’t exist when I was a child?”
As stated above, the psyche’s refusal to remember well might be its best defense
against working through the unapproachable, unendurable qualities of traumatic
experience. It might also be the case, however, that memories remain central to a reader’s
present experience, even if – rather than simply referring to easily legible events – such
memories seize upon feelings of past emotional defence. Put simply, as Heather queries,
the emotional qualities of past events may still persist, even if the actual events are not
themselves remembered.
Early in his career, Freud (1899/2003) understood that although memories of
childhood experience are stored differently than later memories, these unintegrated,
dissociated experiences could still manifest themselves emotionally. Kuhn (2000) has
described the challenge of handling traumatic histories of childhood and adolescence by
distinguishing between “past events and our memories of them” (p. 184), a relationship
that she described as “far from imitative,” since every time we approach a past event, we
necessarily do so in mediated form. “The past,” she noted, “is unavoidably rewritten,
revised, through memory; and memory is partial: things get forgotten, misremembered,
repressed … even the memories we run and rerun inside our heads are residues of psychical
processes, often unconscious ones” (p. 184). Given that memories may represent emotional
residues rather than actual events, Heather’s question regarding a burnt childhood – “If
your childhood burnt up in a fire ... where does it exist?” – and despite her obviously
difficult past, is a recognition of childhood memory itself as a fluid state of revision and
re-visitation, with the powerful and unpredictable capacity to change and morph with the
inevitable passing of time. In order to explore how readers might revise or rewrite
memories and experiences through their engagements with comics, it is now important that
we provide a brief discussion on the role of time and temporality in relation to reading
experience.
Comics Reading and Condensed Temporality
Transference, Kairos and Chronos Time
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Figure 5. The night they found Glenn, the night monster found me.
Similar to dreaming, the experience of engaging with comics has the capacity to
collapse a reader’s sense of time, where the emotional past – as experienced in memory
and through the process of transference – becomes condensed within the present context
of reading, allowing the reader to encounter what Corey described, in relation to his own
reading of The Freddie Stories, as “lasting psychological reverberations.” For
psychoanalytic theory, the transference refers to an “uncanny transportation of emotion
from the past to the present” (Farley & Robertson, 2009, p. 85), and where as Freud
(1905/2006) has noted, “earlier psychical experiences [are] brought to life not as something
in the past, but as a current relationship” (p. 534). In this light, the reader’s psychic capacity
to revise and rewrite memories and past experiences can be seen as a powerful challenge
to the idea of linear, chronological time. As with Freddie in the panels above – where he
repeatedly relives the moments and conditions of a classmates’ death – imagination and
emotion actually work in concert to collapse time, making the past and present appear as
if they are one and the same. In relation to reading experience, the transference thus affects
the temporality of how and what we read. As Britzman (1998) has claimed, the challenging
and unpredictable nature of the transference presents a “compromised and condensed time”
(p. 33), perpetually bringing our emotional past to bear on the present of reading. Similarly,
Stern (2017) has argued that, “the mind is not constructed on a linear, forward-looking
basis” (p. 515), and although we typically turn to the expectations of chronological time to
plan our lives, it appears that the unconscious operates upon a qualitatively different set of
rules, which Stern described in relation to the concept of kairos time: “Past and present, in
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this view, are ceaselessly in the process of constructing and reconstructing one another” (p.
503).
Kairos time, in contrast to chronos time (which is accurate, measurable, and
constantly flows in a straight line), is not simply limited to forward, linear motion. Instead,
it moves recursively – both forwards and backwards – and is a kind of time in which “not
only does the past create the present, but the present also creates the past” (Stern, 2017, p.
502). For Freddie, and though linear time has unavoidably passed, following the death of
his classmate the present is felt as if it still inextricably connected to – indeed, indivisible
from – the temporal past. It is kairos, under whose unconscious guidance and freedom of
movement the psyche operates, that collapses temporalities, experiences and memories,
allowing the reader – in the present context of reading and remembering – to effectively
revisit and rewrite what has already been experienced. The meaning of experience is
therefore infinitely malleable, since the mind and its retroactive functions of memory are
continuously creating and recreating new meanings, based on the changing demands of
contemporary life.
Comparing herself to the book’s protagonist, Megan described her experiences
reading The Freddie Stories as an opportunity to reconsider the difference between the
actual past and how it eventually comes to be remembered:
For me, as [an adolescent], I went through a lot of confusing and intensely
emotional things … And I think that everybody, as teenagers, goes through
overwhelming things, and then as an adult, we can look back and say, “Oh, that's
why that was happening to me.” So, you sort of amend your memories, so it's not
nearly as terrifying as it was when you were experiencing it.
In reading Barry’s narrative, and questioning how the “intensely emotional” nature
of adolescence may eventually affect an individual’s future sense of self, Megan contrasts
her own adolescent experiences, through personal memory, with those of Barry’s character.
Appearing surprised by her current ability to rationalize her adolescent pain, Megan
describes how part of becoming an adult involves a recursive process of memory “amend”ment. In this particular context, the experience of reading comics involves the reader’s
capacity to collapse time – including a reconsideration of their own experiences of
adolescence, rewritten and revised through the condensations and displacements of
personal memory. Since the comic stirs up feelings whose precise histories might well be
totally beyond the reader’s conscious grasp, the artistic work invites the reader to fill in the
gaps of their own experience, as they also fill in the textual gaps of the gutter.
A Momentary Rupture of Chronos Time
The physical body, existing in the present moment of reading, is bound by the
strictures of chronos time. The hands hold the book and the eyes actively scan the page,
ever unfolding into the future. The reader’s unconscious, though, projecting and reflecting
upon the necessary gaps in meaning that comics presumes, is not bound by the same
constraints as those of the body. Instead, the unconscious traverses between the past,
present, and future, and – operating through the plasticity of kairos time – makes no
determination or priority between these temporal states. The comic is therefore a catalyst
for emotional remembering, bridging dissimilar elements of human experience – that of
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the body and that of the mind – each of which is governed by a different conceptualization
of temporality. While Contreras-Koterbay (2008) has written of comics as an “opportunity
for … free play” (p. 91), this “play” may here be described as a momentary rupture of
chronos time, which allows the reader to dream – along with kairos time – across the
seemingly immovable boundaries of past, present, and future. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then,
this temporal rupture also partly describes the goal of transference in psychoanalytic
therapy, where play involves a precarious movement between internal and external reality:
“In playing,” Winnicott (2005) claimed – and we may here substitute playing for reading
– the patient, or the reader, “manipulates external phenomena,” such as a graphic novel,
“in the service of the dream and invests chosen external phenomena with dream meaning
and feeling” (p. 70).
Discussing the practice of reading graphic novels about adolescence, Megan
explicitly described her experience in this study as similar to that of therapy:
It definitely brought up a lot of old memories … It was a little bit like therapy…
just revisiting your old perspectives and stuff like that, and having that chance to
reflect on how those years shaped me … and it made me think a lot about how I
would have felt if I had read that at the age of sixteen.
Though it certainly is not exactly the same as therapy, the collapse of time
encountered in Megan’s reading experience presents a similar potential for transformation
– a chance to integrate, though moments of emotional transference, past and present
psychic experience. For the adult reader, it thus appears that graphic novels about
adolescent experience may act as “a psychic bridge that connects us to the deepest
structures of our minds, our bodies, and our relationships to others” (Farley & Robertson,
2009, p. 92), creating a link between one’s present experience and the emotional situation
of adolescence.
Reading as Re-visitation
As we have previously stated, the experience of adolescence is often marked by
periods of psychic and emotional struggle, and a difficult movement towards an
understanding of self apart from others – a time, as Matthews (2009) noted, “negotiated
via the pushes and pulls of letting go of the child-self even as adulthood beckons” (pp. 6263). If these years are especially marked by difficult moments, especially those where
language fails, memory itself may be rarely admitted in full to the conscious mind, and
only in the future may the adult be tasked to revisit these emotional claims. Suzanne
described this process of re-visitation (again, in response to The Freddie Stories) as a way
to reconnect with forgotten, social bonds from her past, and a means to finally symbolize
a difficult personal history:
Reading this, it was … a sad experience. It was kind of healing in a way because
… I was able to make those connections. I realised that there are parts of me that
are hurting that I never even knew were there. And so, [reading this graphic novel]
made me think of that. And just how I see myself, so very connected to the people
that are in my life. And when they’re hurting, I’m hurting, too. So ... it was nice to
have something to relate that back to, and it was a way for me to deal with some of
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those hard feelings. And by the end, I was able to write and release some of those
emotions.
In reading Barry’s story about adolescence, Suzanne was able to reconnect with her
own adolescent past, encountering and articulating a series of difficult memories and
emotions, and in doing so, understanding them – “deal[ing] with some of those hard
feelings” – in a way that moves from a failure to a practice of symbolization, an important
and necessary component of reparative work. As Segal (1973) noted, reparation is “based
on the recognition of psychic reality, the experiencing of pain that this reality causes and
the taking of appropriate action to relieve it” (p. 95). Explicitly characterizing her creative
efforts as a form of reparation, a process that she describes as writing and releasing,
Suzanne is thus newly able to experience her personal history as more than emotional
manifestation – embodying past feeling in the symbolic structure of language and poetry.
Conclusion
Conceptualizing reading experience involves a consideration of how the reader
incessantly invents himself or herself throughout the text: a “silent production” referred to
by de Certeau (1984) as including “the drift across the page, the metamorphosis of the text
effected by the wandering eyes of the reader, the improvisation and expectation of
meanings inferred from a few words,” and with reference to the fact that readers can choose
to read in whichever direction they wish, “leaps over written spaces in an ephemeral dance”
(p. xxi). In the context of comics, however, this phenomenological description of reading
is made increasingly more complex through the conspicuous inclusion of an empty space
– the gutter – in the very fabric of the graphic narrative itself, through which the reader is
invariably compelled to make meaning. Moreover, as we have discussed above, this
meaning that the reader creates is unavoidably linked to the psychoanalytic notion of
projection, which we here describe as the psychic work that occurs in the textual space of
the gutter, where readers encounter their forgotten selves, and through which a previously
disavowed past may eventually be brought to articulation.
In particular for adult readers of adolescent graphic narratives, such encounters may
be fraught with an unexpected emergence of negative affect, perhaps even verging on an
emotional experience of trauma. Though much of adolescence and childhood may be
stripped from conscious remembrance, the more difficult details of these years may remain
as unconscious emotional remnants, inaccessible and unfamiliar – as Suzanne expressed,
“parts of me that are hurting that I never even knew were there” – until brought to
awareness through an unpredictable moment of textual uncertainty that, as in a dream, is
precisely where, as readers, we tend to let our defences down. In this respect, comics
themselves – especially given the history of their assumed cultural status as disposable
objects, facile, juvenile, and innocuous – may take readers by surprise, especially if they
deal with challenging subject matter, such as in The Freddie Stories.
However, given that a reader’s responses are never predetermined, the reader’s
inherent inventiveness presents the possibility that, from the fragments of disillusion and
disenchantment, a process of symbolization may emerge that thinks anew the meaning of
text, at the same time as the reader’s past is brought – through kairos time – towards a
future space of reparative self-relation. Finding in reading a lost history, the reader
“combines their fragments,” both of text and self, “and creates something un-known in the
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space organized by their capacity,” again, both of text and self, “for allowing an indefinite
plurality of meanings” (de Certeau, 1984, p. 169). At the very least, through
conceptualizing the psychic work of comics reading, we present such reading as necessarily
dependent on the interplay between uncertain structures of absence and presence, and –
though by this time it hardly needs repeating – such holes and spaces, and holes as spaces,
that are both of text and self.
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Abstract
This article reports on the role of the quality and fluency of handwriting and spelling on
the writing outcomes for 222 Grade 3 students who attend a large, public school in a major
urban center in Canada. Findings indicate that control over the exigencies of handwriting,
and fluency account for a large proportion in the variability of quality writing outcomes.
Spelling is important, but only indirectly, in predicting the quality writing outcomes.
Samples of student work are provided to illustrate the quality standards for handwriting.
We advocate for sustained attention to handwriting instruction, effortful practice and
increased opportunities to write in a variety of genres for meaningful and authentic
purposes.

Introduction
Achievement outcomes data for written literacy development in Grade 3 indicates
cause for concern in Canada and internationally (Applebee & Langer, 2006, 2009; Cutler
& Graham, 2008). High levels of literacy – both in reading and writing, are increasingly
required to engage with curriculum and contemporary pedagogical approaches that are
predicated on strong foundational skills in legacy formats. Ultimately, high levels of
literacy are required to engage with the complex demands of a globally interconnected
community and workplace in both the digital and analogue worlds.
Various scholars suggest the root causes of the decline in written early literacy may
be attributed to factors such as quality of printing or handwriting, terms we use
interchangeably (Christensen, 2009; Graham, 2009), automaticity and fluency in
handwriting (Berninger, 1999; McCutchen, 1996; Medwell & Wray, 2014); and spelling
(Berninger & Fayol, 2008; Joshi, Treiman, Carreker, & Moats, 2008). Our inquiry focuses
on the transcription skills of handwriting and spelling and the question, ‘how do they
predict writing outcomes on 222 Grade 3 students’ writing samples?’ Illustrative samples
are provided that can guide practitioners in understanding the role of handwriting and
evaluating samples of student handwriting following a simple trait based rubric and fluency
guidelines we provide.
Children leave indelible footprints in their journey to literacy learning in their
written efforts. Studying samples of their written work generated in authentic classroom
contexts illuminates their strengths and needs. Left unattended, inadequate control over
handwriting and spelling may have detrimental consequences in the longitudinal academic
literacy outcomes, as well as in digital literacy formats such as keyboarding (Christensen,
2005; Connelly & Hurst, 2001; Peverly, 2006).
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The broad questions that guide our inquiry are as follows:
1) What is the influence of the quality of printing on the fluency – as measured by total
number of words (TNW) of the writing sample? Printing was evaluated as (1)
belabored, (2) legible, (3) controlled and (4) fluent following a trait-based rubric.
2) What is the influence of fluency of printing on the holistic rating of the writing sample?
The samples were evaluated as (1) limited, (2) adequate, (3) proficient and (4)
excellent) following a trait-based rubric.
3) What is the role of accurate spelling in the holistic rating of the writing sample?
Our major goal is pragmatic and aims for ecological validity in data collection and
analysis. That is, we seek to work in the context of the classroom, gathering our writing
samples on an authentic-like writing task following a process approach. Rubrics and
illustrative samples for evaluating printing developed for the purposes of this research, and
our reported findings are accessible to a practitioner readership, and intended to support
their work in the classroom. Because Grade 3 is such a critical stage in children’s literacy
development, provincial jurisdictions across Canada typically choose this point for
assessment of young learners’ writing. Our findings provide useful information for
assessment practices as well.
This article makes a unique contribution to practitioners’ ability to glean holistic
insights into young students’ early written literacy development, and in turn, to use this
information for planning instructional support, programming and assessment approaches
for early written literacy development that can improve writing outcomes. In addition, we
hope our work will influence policy decisions related to curriculum mandates at the
jurisdictional level by underscoring that printing is more than a matter of neatness. Control
over the transcription skills developed early in the educational trajectory have a lasting,
distal impact on other literacy formats that are only beginning to come to light by way of
evolving research, especially in the neurosciences. We aim to contribute to this body of
research through knowledge mobilization/translation from clinical research to classroom
based research that will have practical utility.
Literature Review
We recruit the theoretical underpinnings for our inquiry from the research domain
of written literacy development, adopting the ‘simple view of writing’ advanced by
Berninger (1999). In this section we describe Berninger’s model and we review the relevant
literature on early written literacy learning. We focus on the transcription skills of printing
and spelling – the constrained skills that need to be under control to unleash the higher
order skills and processes involved in text generation.
The ‘Simple View of Writing’
For the purposes of our inquiry, we adopt Berninger’s (1999) model of written
literacy development, often referred to as the ‘simple view of writing’. It is comprised of
two separate components, namely transcription and text generation. The transcription skills
involve printing and spelling, and are considered the lower level developmental skills. Text
generation involves the more complex and higher order skills of vocabulary retrieval, for
example, and places greater cognitive demand on planning, organizing, and revising text.
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Composing text, then, is a complex process that involves mobilizing a host of
neuro-motor, psycholinguistic and higher order skills and resources, all within working
memory. Our work focuses on the role of transcription skills of handwriting and spelling.
Of all of the skills involved in composing text, handwriting places the greatest constraints
on young writers (Graham, 2009; McCutchen, 1996).
To a proficient writer who has automatized handwriting and spelling, these
transcription skills may seem mechanical and even taken for granted. But for a young writer,
developing control over these skills is labor-intensive and effortful (Berninger, 1999).
Mastery of these skills is foundational to furthering written literacy learning, in particular,
the threshold required to unlock the higher order executive functions associated with
planning, revising and editing writing, and retrieving low frequency and academic
vocabulary associated with more cognitively demanding topics in Grade 4. Grade 3 is a
pivotal point in children’s literacy development with regard to gaining control over these
transcription skills.
There has been a resurgence of interest within the scholarly community and among
jurisdictional level decision makers in early written literacy, specifically, the lower level
developmental skills of printing and spelling (Medwell, Strand, & Wray, 2007; Medwell
& Wray, 2008, 2014). This is visible, for example, in the re-introduction of handwriting
instruction in several States and provinces in Canada, as well as increased recognition in
the scholarly research on handwriting across disciplinary boundaries that includes
occupational therapy (Roberts, Derkach-Ferguson, Siever, & Rose, 2014; Stevenson & Just,
2014); developmental neuropsychology (Peverly, 2006); and cognitive psychology
(Connelly & Hurst, 2001).
Learning to Print
Teaching and learning to print have long been marginalized on the curriculum. Neat
printing for its own sake, and for its potential to influence subjective evaluation of student
work even into post-secondary settings (Peverly, 2006) – a phenomenon described as
presentation effect; and the introduction of computers and keyboarding skills for a
generation of digital natives (Prensky, 2005) may all be contributing factors in the demise
of handwriting instruction.
On January 23, 2012, some 150 scholars, practitioners, and policy makers convened
in Washington, DC for Handwriting in the 21st century: An educational summit (American
Association for School Administrators, 2012; Saperstein Associates, 2012). This
convention represents a turning point in the re-introduction of printing (manuscript) as well
as handwriting into the curriculum across the United States as an offshoot of new insights
evolving from research in the domains of developmental, cognitive, and neurosciences that
illuminate the interconnectedness and the complexity of learning to print. The role of
explicit instruction and ‘readiness’ is highlighted. Keyboarding is recognized along with
handwriting as a key component of literacy learning in the 21st century. Canadian
jurisdictions have been somewhat slower in allocating instructional time to printing on the
curriculum.
Dinehart (2014) provides a comprehensive and accessible review of the literature
on early written literacy development. She underscores the importance of fine motor (fm)
manipulation skills that facilitate hand-body-mind connections, especially as these relate
to both literacy and numeracy learning. Sensory motor engagements such as playing with
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blocks and loose parts develops embodied cognition that consolidates concepts of shape,
size and space, pattern and sequence, for example, that underlie print (reading) recognition,
hence the writing-reading relationship. Kim, Al Otaiba, and Wanzek (2015) address these
same underpinnings to early literacy development in their longitudinal work to the end of
Grade 3. Further, children who have developed fm literacy related skills such as handling
pencils, crayons, erasers, glue sticks and scissors have an early ‘readiness’ advantage when
it comes time to engage in more formal handwriting instruction, usually in the second half
of Grade 1 (Roberts et al., 2014).
Research findings as to the style of handwriting (manuscript versus cursive) that
can support developing the speed requirements for school assignments and when (and if)
cursive should be used are mixed (Bourne, 2007; Morin, Lavoie, & Montesinos, 2012).
There is consensus that speed, whether generated by manuscript, cursive or a hybrid style
– described as mixed mostly manuscript (Graham, Berninger, & Weintraub, 1998; Korbey,
2013) is key to fluency and automaticity that increases year by year into the middle school
years, though in an uneven, non-linear fashion.
There is general consensus in the research that legible printing is dependent on
producing script that is uniform and consistent in shape, size, space, slant (Alston, 1983;
1985; Anderson, 1969). Evaluation of legibility is often determined holistically by way of
comparisons to writing samples that have been rated along the criteria noted above
(Rosenblum, Weiss, & Parush, 2003). Various researchers report that by the end of Grade
2 (and even earlier), 90%+ of students are able to produce legible script (Graham,
Berninger, & Weintraub, 2001; Roberts et al., 2014; Roessingh, 2013) with only a few
letters posing difficulty. Once young learners have internalized stable models of legible
script from direct instruction, practice and explicit feedback on features such as shape, size,
and slant they are themselves proficient at assessing their own productive efforts as early
as Grade 3 (Boekaerts, Nieuwenhuizen, & Seegers, 1992).
Writing fluency is a multi-faceted construct that involves speed, accuracy, and
endurance. In the reported research findings it is usually measured by way of copying and
timed tasks, for example, by asking young learners to print the letters of the alphabet as
rapidly as possible for one minute, or by writing the sentence ‘the quick brown fox jumped
over the lazy dog’ (it contains all of the letters of the alphabet). As a timed copying task
these words may be presented in unpredictable order (Graham, Berninger, & Weintraub,
1998). In another variation of timed printing, students were required to write their name as
often as possible in 60 seconds; in yet another, students were required to write ‘cat and dog’
as often as possible within 2 minutes. Given the variability in task and time noted here, it
becomes difficult to translate tests and findings designed for clinical purposes into usable
guidelines for classroom practitioners (Rosenblum, Weiss, & Parush, 2003). Moreover,
generating text for authentic purposes in the context of the classroom is a far more complex
task than timed letter copying or dictation. This is a key concern behind our work at hand.
Fluency as measured by total number of words (TNW) generated in an open ended
writing task has also been taken as a proxy for speed in various studies and is further
reported by Nelson and Van Meter (2007) to be a robust measure of developmental growth
in writing in their longitudinal study covering Grades 1 to 7. Roessingh and Elgie (2015)
found that TNW as a measure of fluency (and indirectly, of speed) correlated with writing
quality in a study of Grade 2 writing. Finally, fluency, as operationalized as effective
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joining and copying of letters (Medwell & Wray, 2014) is reported to contribute to
automaticity (speed + accuracy).
Young learners’ major task is to gain sufficient control over the neuro-motor
demands of printing to make working memory space available for the higher order
cognitive, linguistic and metacognitive processes involved in generating increasingly more
sophisticated text, in expository mode (Christensen, 2009; Jones & Christensen, 1999).
While it will take yet some time before young learners demonstrate automaticity in printing
or connected script, they must develop enough speed to produce the length and complexity
of text for the demands of the writing assigned for increasingly academic purposes
(Berninger, 1999; Jones & Christensen, 1999).
To sum up, the quality and the quantity of handwriting (as a measure of fluency)
together are key contributors to writing outcomes. These features relate to our first two
inquiry questions.
Learning to Spell
Decades of research endeavor and the understandings gleaned from reported
findings on how children learn and develop spelling acumen offers lessons for the
classroom (Berninger et al., 2002; Ehri, 1987; Gentry, 1982; 2002; Graham, 2009; Moats,
n.d.; Treiman & Bourassa, 2000). The scholarly community has mapped out the
progression of developmental steps to look for teaching ideas and graded spelling lists,
among other useful resources that are research informed. There is strong consensus among
these researchers that spelling instruction needs to be explicit, developmentally appropriate,
progressive and programmatic. Despite reports in the media (Vangelova, 2015), on the
impossible complexity of English orthography, accurate spelling by the end of Grade 3 is
within the abilities of the vast majority of young students, particularly when they have been
engaged in direct instruction (Gentry, 2002, 2010).
Learning to spell is a multi-faceted, developmental process that involves
understanding of phonology (the sound system); orthography (the writing system) and
morphology (the meaning system). It further includes pattern recognition and memory for
‘word demons’ all of which can be facilitated through explicit instruction and support in
developing mnemonic devices, or strategies for remembering spellings that do not follow
the usual phonics rules. Beyond Grade 3, there is a shift to understanding the meanings and
spellings of Greek and Latin root words to apply to morphological problem solving. These
words have high, general academic utility and transfer across curricular boundaries
(Coxhead, 2000; Nagy, Berninger, Abbott, Vaughan, & Vermeulen, 2001). Secondly, there
is a rapid acceleration in discipline specific vocabulary. These two domains of academic
vocabulary are challenging for young students, and a refocus on spelling instruction in the
upper elementary grades is warranted. Reed (2012) writes a very accessible, practitioner
oriented synthesis of the research that is worth further exploration.
Young learners are by and large only mobilizing words they have in their oral
repertoire in narrative contexts. As they shift to expository modes of writing, young
students are increasingly experimenting with more academic-like word choices, and for
those who take these risks, various strategic approaches to spelling words just beyond their
control – especially applying phonics knowledge, is evident (Roessingh & Elgie, 2015;
Roessingh, Douglas, & Wojtalewicz, 2016).
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Spelling knowledge contributes to better writing outcomes in early literacy
development by the end of Grade 2 (Berninger & Fayol, 2008; Gentry, 2002; Joshi,
Treiman, Carreker & Moats, 2008; Roessingh & Elgie, 2015). We investigate this question
in the context of the Grade 3 writing samples in our present inquiry.
Figure 1 summarizes the progression in spelling proficiency in K – 3, adapted from
Gentry (1982) for the purposes of our work.

Figure 1. Summary of the progression of spelling knowledge and skills
We turn next to the design of our study that seeks to address our framing questions
related to the role of printing and spelling in student writing outcomes.
Study Design
In this section we describe the research site and the participants to give the reader
context information for this work. We elaborate on the procedures, writing task – the
prompt, the protocol for its administration and the rubrics designed to score and analyze
the writing samples.
Context of the Study
The study was conducted in a single, publically funded (K – 12) school district
within a large, urban center. This is a school of choice, and most children are bused to their
school location. There are 8 campuses across the city that attract diverse learner
demographics, however, the students are overall typical learners and none are coded for
special needs or funding. This school district has a distinct instructional focus on teaching
foundational skills associated with early literacy learning.
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The K – Grade 2 teachers use The Writing Road to Reading (Spalding, 2012), a
systematic and integrated approach to the teaching of handwriting, spelling, and reading.
There is a strong emphasis on explicit instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, and
sight word vocabulary. The program is consistently implemented by all teachers especially
in the K - 2 grades.
Outcomes on provincially mandated tests of reading and writing at the Grade 3
level reflect provincial patterns of achievement in early literacy learning. All 13 classes of
Grade 3 teachers and their students (N=222) volunteered to participate in this writing study,
now in its seventh year. Young students are generally aged 8 – 9 at the end of Grade 3.
We have had a long partnership with this school district allowing us to conduct
community-engaged research that prizes the reciprocal nature of research, staff
development and school improvement planning based on the findings.
Procedures
Following an approved research ethics protocol, we collected writing samples from
222 Grade 3 students at the end of the school year. To glean insights into student’s
independent level of writing abilities, we collected first draft writing. We refer to our
prompt as The Empty Space (see Appendix A, Writing prompt). Following a process
approach to our data collection, pre-writing activity allowed for some teacher talk and
‘think-pair-share’ to focus the students’ thoughts and to ensure they understood the writing
task. Drawing, coloring and other pre-writing activity was also encouraged before the
students were set to the task of writing with no further interaction with the teacher or their
classmates. The students’ regular classroom teachers administered the writing task within
classroom time. Up to 60 minutes was allocated for the entire process.
Each writing sample was given a unique identification number, since this is part of
a longitudinal writing study. The names of the students were removed before the samples
were transferred to us for our research work.
Scoring and Data Analysis
To begin, the writing samples were digitized and marked for quality standard by
way of a trait-based rubric adopted for the purposes of this research, and assigned a holistic
score. The writing samples were rated by two independent researchers who were trained in
the use of the rubric. Ratings assigned were 1: Limited; 2: Adequate; 3: Proficient; and 4:
Excellent. An overall, first-pass reliability of 90% was achieved for the quality writing
standards. For the 10% of cases with discrepancies in the scoring outcomes the PI (HR)
revisited the papers and the differences between the two raters were reconciled to form a
combined final rating (Johnson, Penny, Fisher, & Kuhs, 2003).
Spelling errors were recorded and then corrected, counting each unique spelling
error for each sample. As well, we recorded common patterns of spelling errors. Misspelled
words are not recognized by the vocabulary profiling software program, and left
uncorrected would artificially enhance the score for access to rare and low frequency
vocabulary, the focus of a separate paper evolving from these data.
The digitized samples were then submitted to an online vocabulary profiling tool
(www.lextutor.ca/vp/kids). Words from within the prompt, and ‘kid’ words that had the
potential to inflate the vocabulary profile – largely content words such as ‘laser tag’ were
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reclassified as Level 1 words in the input screen. Proper nouns (e.g. McDonalds, Shaw)
were also reclassified as Level 1 words.
Various indices of lexical diversity were generated for each sample. For the
purposes of this study, we focus on the total number of words or tokens (TNW) our index
or proxy measure of fluency, and the number of different words (NDW). A spelling error
rate was calculated by counting each unique error in the handwritten sample, and dividing
by the NDW.
The handwritten writing samples were marked for printing quality from a rubric we
adapted from Alston (1983, 1985) for the purposes of this research, taking into account the
major attributes of printing identified in the research literature and noted earlier.
Figure 2 illustrates the printing rubric.
Quality of handwriting:
Labored: difficult to decipher/ read. Clear signs
of poor fine motor control
Legible: readable with effort. Sufficient f/m
control
Controlled: Uniform, consistent (4S) traits
Fluent/’in flow’: Clear sense of
automaticity/‘push behind the pencil’:
speed+accuracy+endurance

Shape

Size

Spacing

Slant

Figure 2. Trait based rubric for evaluating handwriting.
Standard setting samples of writing were selected for reference purposes. They are
included in the figures below.

Figure 3. Illustrative sample of Belabored printing.
In the sample above, belabored printing, note the difficulty the writer has in
maintaining the line, and the inconsistency in the key features of shape, space, and size that
is associated with better quality printing.
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Figure 4 below demonstrates the Legible standard of printing.

Figure 4. Illustrative sample of Legible printing
The sample above can be read with ease. Shape, size, space and slant, however, are
not consistently held under control. This may be leading to the ‘one idea at a time’, or,
‘laundry list’ approach to the writing task (i.e. Make sure ...; Make sure ...; Be sure ...).
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Figure 5 below demonstrates the Controlled standard for our Grade 3 data.

Figure 5. Illustrative sample of Controlled printing.
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Figure 6 below illustrates a sense of fluency, or ‘push behind the pencil’.

Figure 6. Illustrative sample of Fluent printing at Grade 3.
This young author generated 312 words, and was among those who demonstrated
the capacity to move beyond the constraints of handwriting, in turn retrieving or unlocking
vocabulary and elaborating ideas. Precise vocabulary choices include blasting, delicious,
and contains. A semantic cluster of subject specific words related to the futuristic mansion
includes astronaut, time machine, transporter, spaceship, planet, computers, as well as the
lexical bundle, search the internet.
Advances in technology enhanced software and computational methods permits
convenient and refined insights related to our inquiry questions. Specifically, we sought to
Language and Literacy

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Page 48

generate a spelling error rate and an index of writing fluency (total number of words), both
made possible on software available in the public domain (www.lextutor.ca/vp/kids).
All quantitative data were initially entered into an Excel spreadsheet; analysis was
carried out using SPSS release 19.
Findings
This section begins with descriptive statistics on the holistic quality ratings of the
writing samples, the quality of the handwriting, the fluency of the handwriting as reflected
in the TNW generated in the writing samples and the spelling outcomes.
An inferential analysis in response to our first two guiding research questions
relating to quality of printing and TNW on the page (i.e. our fluency measure) follows. A
mainly non-parametric approach was taken to the inferential analysis.
Table 1 shows the distribution of the quality ratings of the writing samples (N=222)
from 11 Grade 3 classrooms.
Table 1
Distribution of Holistic Quality Rating Outcomes
Holistic Rating

Proficiency
Standard

Number of
Compositions

1

Limited

72

32.4

2

Adequate

91

41.0

3

Proficient

39

17.6

4

Excellent

20

9.0

222

100.00

Total

Percent of
Sample

Most of the writing, 73.4% is rated as either limited or adequate. Few students
achieved the standard of excellence. An important goal of our inquiry is to seek explanatory
insights related to the influence of handwriting on the quality writing outcomes for these
students.
Table 2 shows the distribution of the quality of handwriting by way of four
standards: belabored, legible, controlled and fluent (recall Figure 2).
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Table 2
Distribution of Quality of Handwriting/Printing

Quality of
Handwriting

Quality
Standard

Number of
Compositions

1

Belabored

30

13.5

2

Legible

120

54.0

3

Controlled

65

29.3

4

Fluent

7

3.2

222

100.00

Total

Percent of
Sample

These data indicate the vast majority of Grade 3 students (67.5%) are printing at
either the belabored or legible level; 29.3% demonstrate control over handwriting. Just a
very few students had shifted to a type of connected script, or were experimenting with
cursive style. Very few are yet able to achieve fluency or ‘flow’ in their handwriting, as
reflected in a sense of automaticity and push behind the pencil. Even a cursory
consideration of data presented in Tables 1 and 2 suggests a connection between the writing
outcome standard and the quality of handwriting. We pursue this connection further in our
analysis of the data.
Table 3 illustrates the range and the mean total number of words (TNW) for each
writing outcomes standard. Recall that TNW was our proxy for writing fluency.
Table 3
Range and Mean TNW for Each Writing Standard
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Holistic Rating

Proficiency
Standard

Range in TNW

Mean
TNW

1

Limited

11-196

59.08

2

Adequate

52-285

122.81

3

Proficient

91-371

168.72

4

Excellent

132-418

265.75

These data also indicate a connection between fluency of handwriting and the
writing outcomes standard. Note the enormous range in TNW -- that is, the least and most
total words generated for each of the 4 proficiency standards. Similarly, the mean number
of words for each proficiency standard reflects a pronounced gap, especially between those
who scored at the limited standard and those at the proficient and excellent standard. The
excellent samples far outdistance those at only the limited or adequate standards.
Next we turn to the question of spelling proficiency. Table 4 displays the range and
mean number of words spelled correctly for each writing standard.
Table 4
Range and Mean Number of Words Spelled Correctly for Each Quality Writing Standard

Holistic Rating

Proficiency
Standard

Range in Spelling
%

Mean
Spelling %

1

Limited

55-100

89.15

2

Adequate

75-100

92.79

3

Proficient

74-100

92.00

4

Excellent

88-99

95.75

Note that spelling varied only minimally across the writing standards. Students at
this school were strong spellers, mostly in the transitional or correct stage of spelling (recall
Figure 1). Our line of inquiry sought to glean insights into the role of spelling on the rating
of the writing outcomes. Our pathway to this question is through considering spelling
accuracy on the quality of handwriting and our fluency measure (TNW), the underlying
predictors of writing outcomes.
A linear regression model was conducted in SPSS. The variables that were entered
into the model were distributed appropriately for this analysis (i.e., skew < +/- 2)
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(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). In this model, fluency (TNW) was entered as the outcome
variable with the quality of the handwriting (QLBH) and spelling accuracy (%) entered as
predictors. This resulted in a fitting model, F (2, 219) = 23.22, p<.001, R2adj
= .167.Coefficents for each predictor are listed in Table 5 below.
Table 5
Quality of Handwriting and Spelling Predicting Fluency (TNW)

Writing Fluency
Predictor
Variable
Quality of
Handwriting
Spelling
Accuracy %

Standardized
Coefficient
.41

SE

p

6.84

<.001

.03

.65

.58

Both predictors (printing and spelling) are positive and significantly related to
fluency (TNW). The contribution of spelling to writing outcome is an indirect one: it plays
a role in fluency, which in turn is the strongest predictor of writing outcome. A review of
the spelling errors themselves is revealing. First, though young students have largely
consolidated their spelling understandings and acumen by age 8 - 9, certain systematic and
developmental errors remain (Ehri, 1987). These include homophones (e.g. their, there,
they’re) and within word patterns such as the need to double a consonant (realy/really;
acompany/accompany; runing/running), or ‘change the y to i, and add –es’
(butterflys/butterflies). Secondly, we noted use of words that are clearly within either the
oral or reading repertoire of the students, but not quite under written control. This is evident
from students’ best guess or ‘invented’ spellings (opchenes/options; trussed/trust). While
these invented spellings are counted as spelling errors for the purposes of this study, it is
important for classroom practitioners to encourage risk-taking that is evident in the writing
samples we analyzed, with most students applying phonics knowledge for spelling these
words.
Finally, we turn to our first guiding question, investigating the role of fluency of
handwriting as visible in the TNW, as this predicts the quality of the writing outcome. An
ordinal regression was conducted in SPSS 24 using the PLUM procedure with a logit link
function. In this model, writing fluency (TNW) was entered as a predictor and the quality
writing standard was entered as the outcome variable. In this model, fluency (TNW)
accounted for 59.5% of the variability in the quality outcome. Table 6 displays the
outcomes.
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Table 6
Fluency (TNW) as a Predictor of Writing Outcome
Writing Quality
Predictor
Variable
Fluency
(TNW)

Coefficient

SE

p

.030

.003

<.001

Pearson χ2
Nagelkerke
Pseudo R2

412.75 (df=431)

.728

.595

In short, fluency as reflected in the TNW is the strongest ‘driver’ behind the quality
of the writing outcome, accounting for a large proportion of the variability in writing
outcomes. Table 3 provides tangible evidence of the effects of this measure: longer writing
samples were consistently related with stronger writing outcomes. Underlying fluency is
the connection between spelling and quality of handwriting.
Discussion
Our findings accord well with those reported in the research literature. Consistently,
a fluent hand is associated with better writing outcomes (Graham, 2009), and better quality
of handwriting, demonstrating control, is associated with a more fluent hand. Fluency as
measured by TNW is the single strongest predictor of quality writing outcomes for our 222
writing samples.
It becomes clear that the path to better writing outcomes is to provide further
instruction in printing, especially in helping young students develop fluency. Too many of
our samples, 67%, reflect a ‘hand’ that is still belabored or only legible. The goal of
realizing a more fluent hand means developing control and building up speed. This can be
accomplished through a handwriting style that connects letters that do so naturally. Note,
for example the ease of the ‘th’, ‘fi, ‘fu’ combination. Even our fluent sample (Figure 6)
does not yet demonstrate these connections at the end of Grade 3. Grade 4 poses accelerated
expectations for both increased quality and quantity in expository mode with the
concomitant demands for academic vocabulary use (Roessingh, Nordstokke, & Colp, 2019
a, b). It would seem a key component to realizing success within these expectations would
be improved control and fluency in handwriting.
Graham (2009) advocates for a mixed mostly manuscript (mmm) style that is a
clean, uncluttered, italic script that evolves easily from the usual printed script with which
children will have begun their written literacy learning. The New Zealand Ministry of
Education (1985) has long mandated handwriting instruction and provides a good teaching
resource available online that illustrates a cursive handwriting style that transitions from a
basic italic manuscript to a connected cursive style. The document emphasizes the
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development of legible, fluent handwriting that is easy to teach and learn, and that students
can personalize over time.
Instructed support and plenty of opportunities to engage in purposeful writing in an
array of genres constitutes the best practices that many researchers have advocated in the
past. Narrative genres, for example, lower the cognitive load; affording young writers the
opportunity to work on fluency. Expository modes of writing are more cognitively
demanding, but permit insights into young writer’s ability to access and mobilize rare and
sophisticated word choices needed to inform, persuade or explain. These expectations are
visible in the K – 3 English Language Arts curriculum documents mandated by provincial
ministries across Canada.
Spelling counts, but contributes to writing outcomes in an indirect way through its
impact on writing fluency (TNW). Since all of the writing samples reflected strong spelling
outcomes, this factor did not contribute in discriminating better writing outcomes from
weaker ones. It would seem that English orthography is not as difficult as it may seem. As
mentioned earlier, this school district places a strong emphasis on printing and spelling in
the K – 2 years especially, and it would seem that instructed support in spelling has had the
intended goal of strong spelling outcomes for all students. Spelling errors observed are
systematic, and following Ehri’s model (1987), developmental in nature. This suggests that
ongoing instruction in spelling will be beneficial in correcting these errors. Further, as word
use shifts to academic vocabulary, a focus on the morphology and spellings of Greek and
Latin roots is needed.
The ‘look’ of the printing was the single biggest contributor to the quality writing
standard of the 222 writing samples collected for the study. More than a matter of neatness,
it is a matter of demonstrating control over the neuro-motor demands of transcription. Not
enough students are reaching this level of handwriting. Our findings corroborate those
reported by Kim, Al Otaiba, and Wanzek (2015) and Son and Meisels (2006): youngsters
with stronger fine motor control demonstrate stronger literacy achievement. This in turn
unlocks linguistic resources, permitting retrieval of rare and sophisticated words that afford
precision and nuance in conveying meaning. This is evident in the illustrative sample for
‘fluent’ handwriting (Figure 6).
A mentioned earlier, this school jurisdiction uses the Writing Road to Reading
program consistently in the K – 2 years (Spalding, 2012). Other local studies (Roberts et
al., 2014; Roessingh & Bence, 2017) report very good outcomes through the adoption of
Handwriting Without Tears (Olsen, 2003) for the printing program. Words Their Way
(Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnson, 2014) was favored by the instructional team in
Roessingh and Bence’s (2017) study with gifted learners in Grade 2. These programs
extend beyond Grade 2, and our findings suggest that ongoing instruction in handwriting
through Grade 3 and beyond would yield better writing outcomes. This aligns with
Graham’s (2009) suggestion to dedicate instructional attention on handwriting beyond
Grade 2.
Various commercially prepared, or free online resources are available for teachers
to adopt.Look for a program that provides explicit, direct instruction; and is
developmentally progressive and engaging. Consistent scheduling, and a concerted grade
team approach from K – 3 makes it easier for young learners to recognize familiar routines
and approaches to the printing and spelling program.
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Overall, our findings accord well with others reported in the research literature cited
in the literature review. Like others, our findings suggest room for improvement, and the
importance of intervention in the Grade 3 year to keep our young learners on track.
Findings from the neurosciences in particular illuminate the complexity and interrelatedness of the neuro-motor, linguistic and cognitive domains in realizing literacy
development among young learners. However, like any endeavor that includes technical
elements – such as playing the piano, ice dancing, or piloting a jumbo jet, underlying skills
require disciplined, effortful, mindful rehearsal and practice, and a good teacher – someone
who provides explicit instruction and feedback.
We make an important contribution in translating our findings into usable
benchmarks for handwriting and fluency (TNW): together, these predict writing outcomes.
The rubrics we have adapted for the purposes of our work, and the illustrative samples of
students’ writing provide guidance to classroom practitioners. The prompt and the protocol
for its administration provide simple assessment ideas for teachers, and our fluency
guidelines reflected in the TNW for each quality writing outcome will be very useful for
teachers. The use of the online vocabulary profiling software is an additional tool that is
accessible and easy to use. We encourage Grade 3 teachers to work in a more systematic,
collaborative fashion in small communities of practice (COPS), using the tools and findings
we present to transform their literacy instruction, and in turn, to improve writing outcomes.
Limitations of our Study
As noted above, our study is confined to one small school jurisdiction of 2,800
students, chosen strategically for its strong focus on foundational learnings and basic skills
instruction in the K –2 years. A previous study of a Grade 2 cohort from this school
jurisdiction (Roessingh, 2013) reflected this strong focus in the early literacy program: 93%
of the students achieved at the satisfactory standard or better for the overall quality of their
writing. Nevertheless, this presents its own limitations. Because this school is a school of
parental choice, there is a self-selection element at play, reflected in the overall
demographic profile of the school. While students are overall considered to be typical
young learners, we are cognizant of factors related to school culture (uniforms; a consistent,
school-wide designed instruction that focuses on foundational learnings and basic skills
development; and consistent expectations and assignment of homework) and parental
expectations that play a role in children’s early literacy development.
It should be noted that adoption of the trait-based rubric for evaluating the quality
standard for each sample represents simply one perspective of writing. However, a perusal
of the research on the development of writing reflects a high degree of consensus
concerning the features or traits of good quality writing including interesting ideas and
topic development, organization, word choice, and conventions. The administration
protocol and setting an expository prompt for obtaining the writing samples is another
choice we made, cognizant of the trade-offs this would entail. Time, topic familiarity and
genre, for example, all constrain writers’ abilities to put words on the page. In the interests
of obtaining the samples in the classroom context and encouraging the young writers to
submit their best efforts on an authentic-like writing task, we sought to minimize stress
around a ‘test’ setting (most students did not realize this was ‘a test’); to adopt a process
approach to the writing (the pre-writing drawing and outlining, the writing and reflection
statements) within one period of time to sit the writing task; and to provide sufficient time
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for students to develop their ideas on a topic that was familiar yet challenging for them. As
mentioned earlier, ecological validity in data collection and analysis was an important
consideration for its potential to interpret and translate clinical studies that predominate the
written literacy research into usable frameworks and benchmarks for practitioners.
Conclusion
‘Off to a good start’ is not enough to assume that children’s ongoing written literacy
learning will develop and progress without sustained, direct handwriting instruction. This
finding is underscored consistently by others in the research community (Graham, 2009;
Moats, n.d.). Our findings corroborate those reported by others. There is something to be
said about handwriting that demonstrates control of execution that suggests more than a
matter of neatness. Far more important is its connection to fluency and in turn, the ability
to unlock the higher order and more complex skills associated with text generation, in
Berninger’s (1999) simple view of writing model.
No one advocates for a return to the skill/drill/kill approaches to spelling instruction
of years past. Rote and mindless repetition disappeared from the curriculum decades ago.
Decontextualized word lists for the weekly spelling test, and look up and copy from the
dictionary tasks are similarly devoid of meaning (Schlagal, 2001). At the conceptual heart
of becoming literate lies the ability to make and convey meaning. Young writers need the
tools, skills and strategies to achieve this: few children in Canada lack the ability to do so.
We encourage others in the scholarly community to conduct classroom research
that has the possibility of gleaning research insights that are relevant to the classroom
context and the daily exigencies of literacy teaching and learning in the K – 3 years and
beyond. We would welcome replication studies or our work, or extensions of our work in
various public education settings. Missing from the tool kit of many elementary
practitioners are the rubrics, exemplars and benchmarks that can guide their instructional
decision making and assessment practices. In this article we have stayed focused on our
goal of effecting change in the classroom and beyond. It is common for Ministries of
Education to assess early literacy achievement some time in Grade 3 or 4. We hope our
work contributes to a broader conceptualization and understanding of early literacy
learning and its assessment.
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Appendix A: The empty space behind the school yard

WRITING TASK
All students in the school are asked to do some writing. Read the information
below and think about how you will do the writing assignment.
TO THINK ABOUT BEFORE WRITING
Imagine that there is a large undeveloped space in your schoolyard. Every student in the school
has been asked for ideas about what to put there. A committee of teachers and parents will
choose the best suggestion.
IN YOR WRITING
Write a proposal for the committee to read. Describe what you would put in the space. Then,
convince the committee that your idea is the best way to use the space.

DIRECTIONS FOR WRITING
You will have up to 60 minutes to plan and write, so budget your time carefully.
Use the PLANNING page to plan your writing. You may brainstorm, web, draw, or list
ideas. Think of details that will be interesting and entertaining.
Use the WRITING pages to write a first draft. You may show changes and
corrections on your first draft. Do not write a ‘good copy’. If you need more space to write,
use the back of the writing pages. Please number your extra pages.
Your work will be evaluated on WHAT your write and HOW WELL you write.
Remember to:
•
CONSIDER your audience
•
PRESENT your ideas in prose
•
ORGANIZE your writing as required by the task
•
FOCUS on the purpose of your writing
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Appendix B: Trait based writing rubric adopted for our research
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Robust Respect: De-centering Deficit Thinking in Family Literacy Work
STACEY CROOKS
University of Regina
Abstract
This paper is rooted in an assumption that the tenacity of deficit thinking in family literacy
programs in Canada is partly a reflection of our colonial settler history. I explore how
embracing an ethic of “robust respect” may offer a way of re-orienting family literacy
programs away from deficit thinking and towards relationships. Drawing on observation
of the Traditional Aboriginal Parenting Program, I describe how “robust respect” is
characterized by building respectful relationships, valuing the other, and acknowledging
the historical and political context in which family literacy work is located.

Introduction
This paper is located in my relationship to Treaty 4 land, the traditional land of the
Cree, Saulteaux, Lakota, Nakota, Dakota and Métis people. It draws on my developing
understanding, as a white settler, of the way that the “myth of the fort” and “colonial
frontier logics” (Donald 2009a, 2009c, 2012) shape family literacy work in Saskatchewan.
As a visitor to this land, I am ever grateful for the individuals and communities who have
shared their experiences and ways of knowing with me.
This discussion is informed by my interest in and experience of the tenacious
presence of deficit thinking in family literacy programs. Family literacy programs, which
support literacy learning in the context of family relationships and practices (Brooks,
Hannon & Bird, 2012), have long been criticized for reproducing deficit thinking
(Anderson, Anderson, Friedrich & Kim, 2010). As a researcher, I have become
increasingly interested in the ways that deficit thinking in family literacy work is
intertwined with the historical and ongoing logics of settler colonialism. The shift towards
looking at deficit thinking through the lens of colonial frontier logics (Donald, 2009c) has
helped me realize that when I entered into this work (when I entered into this world), I
entered a space that was always already colonized and in which I was always already a
settler, embedded in colonial relations. I also began to feel that as long as understandings
of family literacy are informed by the pedagogy of the fort (Donald, 2009c), family literacy
practice will continue to be shaped by deficit thinking.
Family Literacy, Deficit Thinking and the Pedagogy of the Fort
Deficit thinking is embedded in the roots of family literacy work (Auerbach, 1995).
It shapes programs that focus on intervening in and changing the practices of families in
order to ‘fix’ them (Reyes & Torres, 2007), sometimes referred to as interventionprevention programs. Deficit thinking also appears in programs and policies explicitly
informed by a strengths-based approach (Auerbach, 1995; Reyes & Torres, 2007; Crooks,
2017). Although countering a deficit perspective has been a focus of discussion in the field
for many years (Anderson, Horton, Kendrick & McTavish, 2017), the dominance of deficit
thinking persists. As I have engaged with this problem as a practitioner and researcher, it
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has often seemed that it is an intractable one, as if deficit views are embedded in the
ontology of family literacy programs. It is my hope that by exploring this problem in new
ways, with new language and with a new orientation (Ahmed, 2007b), I might begin to
move in a different direction, one which de-centers deficit thinking.
One of the new ways that I have come to understand deficit thinking in family
literacy is through the lens of colonial frontier logics and in particular, the pedagogy of the
fort. According to Donald, “Fort pedagogy works according to an insistence that outsiders
must be either incorporated—brought inside to become like the insiders—or excluded in
order for progress and development to take place in the necessary ways” (Donald, 2012, p.
101). The pedagogy of the fort shapes how we understand learning and families and
influences which literacy practices we value and don’t value. Through fort pedagogy we
are oriented toward the kinds of literacy practices that have been valued in schools.
Orientations
According to Ahmed, orientations “are about starting points” (2007b, p. 150). They
“are about how we begin, how we proceed from ‘here’” (p. 151). Orientation is about what
we face as well as what we turn our backs to, about what is in reach and what gets in the
way. Consequently, a small shift in orientation can have a significant impact on where we
end up.
My explorations into the tenacity of deficit thinking in family literacy work have
highlighted that the dominant approach to family literacy programs and policy starts with
the idea that there is a particular set of practices that parents should adopt in order to support
their children in school. These practices are rooted in a school-based, autonomous view of
literacy (Street, 2017); for example, school-centered notions of kindergarten readiness and
parent involvement appear regularly in texts and conversations in the field. And to the
extent that family literacy discourse is oriented to school-based understandings of literacy,
family literacy programs turn their backs to communities and to the traditional practices of
those positioned outside the fort (Donald, 2009c). This is true of both family literacy
programs operating from an intervention-prevention approach and family literacy
programs working from a strengths-based perspective (Auerbach, 1995). In theory and
practice, family literacy programs have been repeatedly constructed as an entry point to
schooling for children and families and the role of family literacy work has been
understood as one of bringing families into ‘the fort’ by supporting them in adopting
dominant Eurowestern literacy practices. Such practices are those that better match the
‘whiteness’ of schools (Rogers, 2014; Van Ingen & Hals, 2006) and in emphasizing these
practices family literacy program spaces reproduce this whiteness in many ways (Crooks,
2017). Further, in orienting family literacy programs towards these school literacy
practices, family literacy discourse and practice often works to invisiblize and ultimately
devalue the literacy practices of families perceived as being outside the fort, including
Indigenous and non-English speaking/newcomer families, and to reproduce colonial
relations in family literacy programs (Reyes & Torres, 2007).
In thinking about how we might move towards a ‘better’ or more ethical (Ahmed,
2002) approach to family literacy work, I have begun to explore how we might orient
programs differently. One possibility is that instead of orienting them towards the school
(in its role as the fort) we might orient family programs towards relationships (within
programs and the community). Through my research, I have come to believe that programs
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informed by an ethic of “robust respect” (Crooks, 2017, p. 178) might better support an
orientation to relationship.
The Study

The paper draws on data collected during a study informed by feminist approaches
to ethnography and genealogy (Pillow, 2003; Tamboukou & Ball, 2003). Research
methods included interviews, observation and document analysis in diverse programs
including a family literacy program for newcomer mothers, a family literacy program for
‘at-risk’ families with preschool children, and an Aboriginal parenting program. This paper
draws predominantly on data collected in the last research site.
My analysis addresses the ways in which words and practices “enable different
kinds of actions within institutions” (Ahmed, 2007) and explores the “regimes of truth” at
work in family literacy policy and programs (Tamboukou, 2003). In addition, my analysis
is informed by “colonial frontier logics” (Donald, 2009) as an analytical lens through which
to explore the ways in which historical and ongoing settler colonialism shapes family
literacy policy and practice.
The data presented here were collected during observations of three family literacy
programs: Families Learning offered by the Community Literacy Program, READ offered
by the Children’s Centre and the Traditional Aboriginal Parenting program also offered
by the Children’s Centre in partnership with another community based organization.
Families Learning is a program for newcomer mothers learning English as an additional
language. The program includes parent-child together time, play and learning time for
preschool children and English literacy classes for the mothers built around themes of
family literacy and parenting. Families Learning is informed by a learner-centered
approach in which participants are seen to be experts on their own learning needs and
decisions about the content of the program are made in partnership with the participants.
During my observations in this program, I met fourteen mothers from at least nine different
countries who spoke at least seven different languages.
The READ program is a family literacy program developed by two university-based
researchers. The main objective of the program is to empower parents by helping them
learn more about children’s literacy development and about supporting their children to
succeed in school. During my observations of the program, eleven of the twelve regular
participants were women/mothers. One was a man/father. About half the participants were
Aboriginal. Two participants were newcomer women who spoke English as an additional
language. The rest appeared to be Canadian born (settler) women.
The Traditional Aboriginal Parenting (TAP) program was developed for and by
Aboriginal people. The program is focused on reviving/reclaiming traditional Aboriginal
parenting practices and supporting Aboriginal parents in understanding the value of those
practices. The curriculum is rooted in an understanding that Indigenous communities in
what is now called Canada/North America had functioning approaches to raising and
educating children before Europeans arrived/interfered. It also acknowledges some of the
ways in which European and Canadian colonizers actively worked to eradicate such
practices within Indigenous communities (See Grass, 2015). Family literacy is integrated
into the program as part of holistic conversations about community and family
relationships. Of the ten regular participants in the program I observed, nine were
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women/mothers and one was a man/father. All of the participants were Aboriginal. The
program was facilitated by two Aboriginal women with the support of a Cree elder.
My participation and observation in all three of these programs influenced my
understanding of the ways in which deficit thinking shapes and is reinscribed in family
literacy practice. It was, however, my observations in the Traditional Aboriginal Parenting
that most contributed to a transformation in my understanding of deficit thinking and
family literacy programs.
Seeing Robust Respect
In the Traditional Aboriginal Parenting program, I feel I witnessed an approach to
working with families that was oriented differently than the dominant family literacy
discourse. In this program the facilitators, the content of the program and the underlying
view of learning and literacy were oriented in a way that did not emphasize schools and
mainstream parenting approaches that support schooling. Instead, it seemed to me that the
program was built around understandings of respectful relationships. Within this context,
deficit thinking did not completely disappear, but it seemed de-centered. This approach to
respect was something that I sensed or felt more than observed. Rooted in/illuminated by
moments of “transgressive data” (St. Pierre, 1997), my experience of becoming aware of
this difference was not linear or easily described. But from the beginning of my
observations in the program, I felt that there was something unique or more respectful about
the relationships I was witnessing.
When reflecting on what was different about the environment in the program, I first
recognized what I had not observed in the program. In the other programs that I observed,
I noted distinct moments in which practices and discourse rooted in deficit thinking worked
to undermine strength-based and learner-centered approaches. In the TAP program I did
not notice the same moments of tension. Instead, respect seemed present in practically
every moment and the relationships with participants took precedence over the content that
the facilitators were there to share. Throughout my observations in the TAP program, I
consistently saw the facilitators and the Elder interact with the participants in ways that
were caring and supportive. The facilitators laughed and made jokes, listened to and shared
stories. As a group, the participants seemed to respond to this. They laughed, shared about
their lives and asked questions. Over the six weeks of the program, I saw the participants
become consistently more engaged and present. Observing, and more importantly
experiencing this, I began to understand that there may be ways to see family literacy, to
do family literacy (work), from a different orientation, one that is perhaps just slightly
askew of the dominant perspective.
The term “robust respect” is my attempt to describe this orientation. Robust respect
is a kind of respect that continues to be strongly present in the face of the dominant deficit
discourses of family literacy work. This respect is characterized by its thoughtfulness, it
values the other as worthy of that respect, and it acknowledges the historical and political
circumstances that lead participants and practitioners to be in the room together at a given
moment. In the remainder of this paper, I flesh out how I saw robust respect being enacted
in the TAP program. I describe what made it different from the ways that I had seen the
notion of respect being used before and discuss how an ethic of robust respect might
support the development of ‘better’ relationships (Ahmed, 2002) in family literacy
programs.
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Respect as common sense
The idea that learners should be respected may appear common sense to many
educators. Indeed one could argue that, to some extent, adult and family literacy are fields
rooted in respect for learners (Darville, 2011; Gordon, 2000; Thomas & Skage, 1998). In
family literacy discourse, respect for families is often referenced as an underlying value of
the field, particularly in community-based programs that explicitly identify as strengthsbased (e.g. Anderson, 2017; Compton-Lilly, 2009; Menard-Warwick, 2006; Wilson,
2009). For example, Mary Gordon, the founder of the Toronto District School Board’s
Parenting and Family Literacy Centres, writes:
We always saw the family as the answer to problems rather than their cause, and
the overriding value of the centres was one of respect for all families [emphasis
added], who were seen as possessing significant strengths and the ability to find
answers and solutions to their difficulties (Gordon, 2000, p. 45).
On the other hand, by itself a rhetorical commitment to respect does not change the
(deficit-thinking) discourse in which it is embedded. In my experience references to respect
often appear alongside, and embedded in, deficit assumptions in family literacy research,
practice and policy. For example, Gordon’s (2000) reference to respect above is followed
by statements linking poverty to lack of support for early literacy development, advocating
early intervention to ensure that children enter kindergarten “ready to learn” (p. 46), and
emphasizing the role of the centres in integration of newcomer, non-English speaking
families. While perhaps not inherently problematic, these ideas are strongly linked to
deficit discourses in education (Valencia, 2010). That such appearances of a commitment
to respect alongside, and entangled with, ideas rooted in deficit thinking is common in the
field suggests that common sense commitments to respect easily intertwine with common
sense deficit notions. Thus, in some ways, common sense commitments to respect may
actually work to reproduce deficit thinking since the extent to which they are entangled
with common sense deficit notions makes it hard to talk about a respect-based practice as
something new and transformative.
At the same time, it may be that this valuing of respect in the field offers a
place/space to begin - a new orientation that might move us in the direction of a more
transformative practice. Although I see the term ‘respect’ being used in contexts shaped by
deficit thinking, I have come to believe that an ethic of robust respect might be able to do
something different. The robust understanding of respect that I describe here fleshes out
more common sense notions of respect into something more solid; something that is an
action and doing, as well as a feeling or an attitude. Robust respect starts not just with a
commitment to having respect for families as stated in the quote above. The respect I
felt/saw enacted in the Traditional Aboriginal Parenting program, and felt/saw glimpses of
elsewhere during my fieldwork, began with a commitment to fostering respectful
relationships with families.
Respectful Relations/Thoughtfulness
A commitment to respect is something that I have heard in the words and seen in
the actions of many practitioners with whom I have worked over the years, as well as those
whom I interviewed and observed during my research. It is also an idea that appears in
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policy and training documents that shape the field. For example, the Foundations in Family
Literacy course, positions respect in direct opposition to deficit thinking:
We all have a need to be respected and to respect others. Many individuals and
families face great obstacles as they build a sense of self-worth. They face the daily
challenges of poverty, ill-health, violence, racism, and failure. People must have
the opportunity within a safe respectful environment to build a strong sense of
themselves and their own identities. Families and practitioners need opportunities
to identify their inherent strengths and values through service to others, and to be
enriched by the respect they offer and the respect they receive.
When we respect ourselves and others, we behave in ways that make others feel
valued for who they are, in the circumstances they find themselves. When we
genuinely treat people with respect, they gain confidence in themselves and in the
worth of their life experience. Respect engenders dignity and is the opposite of
‘deficit thinking.’ (Wilson, 2009, pp. 29-30)
Such discussions suggest to me that, in some cases, the field’s commitment to
respect is in fact trying to do something different; in some way it is an attempt to shift the
dominant deficit thinking orientation of family literacy towards a more transformative
practice - even if it doesn’t always quite get us there.
My observations in the three programs and my interviews with practitioners
demonstrated many ways in which practitioners show respect for the families they work
with. Their interactions and words showed that this respect was rooted in a thoughtful
commitment to reciprocal and respectful relationships demonstrated through practices such
as listening, sharing their own experiences and making space within programs for
connection. Practitioners that I interviewed, but did not observe, and documents I reviewed
that inform family literacy work in Saskatchewan also indicated in various ways that
respect for participants is a core value of community-based, learner-centred practice.
For example, the Families Learning program was based on the philosophy that the
families were best able to identify their own needs and interests. The facilitator showed
respect when she listened carefully to participants and used what she learned to inform the
activities she planned and the resources she brought in. She created opportunities for
participants to connect and share about their lives; she also shared personal experiences
from her own life. The facilitator also took time to engage with the participants
individually, listening more than talking, as the participants shared aspects of their lives
outside of what the program explicitly made space for.
Similarly, I would describe the relationships that I witnessed between staff and
participants at the Children’s Centre, where the READ program took place, as
characterized by respect, caring and warmth. In the READ program, the three facilitators
made an effort to personally connect with participants. They talked with participants about
where they were from, how they had learned about the organization, what school their
children attended and how they were doing. The facilitators knew several of the
participants’ children from the preschool program and often shared with participants
observations about something they had seen a child do in school. I witnessed the two
Aboriginal facilitators (two of the three facilitators were Cree women; the third was a white
woman) ask Aboriginal participants what reserve they came from and identify connections
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through family relations. The practitioners also all talked about themselves, their own
children, and their successes and failures as parents.
At the Children’s Centre the notion of respect consciously informed the approach
to programming in the READ program and beyond. Policies that informed the work of the
organization positioned respect as a guiding value. Many documents produced by and used
in the Centre including program descriptions and parent newsletters, highlighted respectful
relationships as being central to the practice of the Centre. In my observations at the Centre,
I often noted the respectful way in which staff members interacted with families. Charlene,
a Cree woman, who was a program coordinator and facilitator at the Children’s Centre for
both READ and TAP, modelled/enacted respect in many ways. I often witnessed
Charlene’s friendly manner with the parents. She greeted participants and through her
actions and expressions communicated that she was interested to hear about their lives. She
remembered things they had told her and followed up on concerns. I also noted that she
treated her co-workers and me in the same friendly open way. In my interviews and
informal conversations with Charlene, she repeatedly emphasized the importance of
respect in informing the work of the Centre and her own work with families. From
Charlene’s perspective, respect at the Centre started with the way that children were
treated:
You know, like I said, the first time I came here… the thing that hit me most was
how they treated the kids… Our young students are treated with pride and respect,
you know. And you’ve seen that in the children eh, and you know that’s the first
thing Stacey. And in my mind I said, even before I seen the teachers interacting
with kids, when I just did my walk through here, this is a place I want my child…
my grandchild to come. (Interview 18)
Charlene described her efforts to put herself “on the same level” as the families that
she works with. Respect, for Charlene had to do with making participants feel valued or as
she said, “welcome and wanted.” To Charlene, this was part of her philosophy of family
support work (her primary role at the Centre) and also part of her approach to life: “It’s
important within our positions and this is something that I just practice throughout my life
is to treat people with respect. I want to be treated with respect you know.”
For other practitioners I interviewed and observed, the commitment to respectful
(and reciprocal) relationships with others did seem to be a starting point that had the
potential to shift the orientation of family literacy work. However, there were many times
in interviews, documents and observations in which I noted a tension between the
commitment to respectful relationships and the prevalence of the dominant discourse of
deficit thinking in family literacy. I also observed this tension in my research sites: for
example, in the READ program there were moments when the generally respectful attitude
of staff came in conflict with the intervention-prevention (Auerbach, 1995) approach of the
curriculum. In Families Learning I recognized this tension in moments when practitioners
emphasized the newcomer mothers’ gaps in knowledge about mothering practices in
Canada, turning their backs to the strengths located in the women’s diverse experiences. In
these moments, the commitment to respect did not seem to be robust enough to counter the
tenacity of the deficit view; in fact, in these moments it seemed that the view of respect as
“engender[ing] dignity” and being “the opposite of ‘deficit thinking’” (Wilson, 2009, p.
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30) was being subverted. These moments suggested to me that in order for respect to be
robustly present and to act as an orientation that directs us away from deficit thinking, it
must be a process, an ethic that is chosen moment to moment in interactions with families.
In the Traditional Aboriginal Parenting program I saw respect embodied in a way
that was more consistent and resilient and for the most part not marked by these same
moments of contradiction. My observations of the TAP program, along with my reading
of the program materials, suggested that there were a number of reasons for this. In addition
to observing a commitment to respect through listening to and connecting with participants,
in the TAP program I saw respectful relationships being supported by two other qualities.
First, the program was informed by a holistic worldview that valued the other as inherently
worthy of respect. Second, the curriculum and the pedagogy supported in the program
acknowledged the social/political/historical context of the program. I will elaborate on each
of these points below, beginning with a discussion of the ontology of the TAP program.
Valuing the Other
In the TAP program the approach to respect was made more robust by an ontology
rooted in Aboriginal perspectives. This ontology was grounded in spirituality, depicted
learning as integral to the journey of life and supported a view of others as inherently
valuable/worthy of respect. As a white settler educator, I came to the Traditional Aboriginal
Parenting program as a learner and see myself as a beginner in understanding the
Indigenous perspective that informed the program. As I share here some of the things that
I have learned from the elder, facilitators and participants in the TAP program, I hope to
do so from a place of humility and openness and in a way that does not attempt to teach
about these perspectives and also does not reinterpret Indigenous ways of knowing and
being through a Eurowestern lens (Butler, 2016).
The TAP curriculum is grounded in a holistic view of life and learning that
integrates the four quadrants of the medicine wheel: mind, emotions, body, and spirit.
Consistent with Indigenous worldviews as described by Donald (2009), the TAP program
is based in an “understanding of human existence [that] is premised on the spiritual”
(Donald, 2009, p. 389). The centrality of spirituality was evident in many ways in the
program that I observed and I would suggest that the presence - or infusion - of this
worldview throughout the program informed the way in which robust respect was enacted
in the program. Donald notes that “identifying with (Aboriginal) ontology comes through
participation in ceremonies, rituals, and observance of the various ethical obligations and
responsibilities that we have to each other” (2009, p. 390). This process was demonstrated
in in the TAP programs as each session began with smudging and prayer. The Elder who
supported the facilitators and practitioners in the program often emphasized the teachings
of the spirit as the most important teachings for children. During one session she shared
that the reason First Nations people “call everything sacred [is] because they are sacred”
(Field notes, Feb. 15).
The image of the medicine wheel was used to underscore the understanding of life
as a sacred journey, a “walk of life” as the Elder called it. Within this model, each
individual was depicted as having their own unique journey of the spirit. This perspective
was expressed by Charlene, the coordinator/facilitator for both the TAP program and
READ, who described her own work and life by saying, “that’s what the creator put me on
this Earth to be, is to be a helper” (Interview 18). This understanding supported the view
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that all of us are who and where we ought to be. For example, the facilitators and Elder
expressed the belief that mothers/parents were chosen for these roles (as were
grandmothers and great-grandmothers). It seemed to me that this view supported a
particularly compassionate view of parents, one that emphasized supporting parents in
being themselves, rather than teaching them to model some normalized or idealized view
of parenting or motherhood (Smythe & Isserlis, 2002). Underlying the idea that each
person’s life journey is unique was a message that, although we may learn from one another
and we all have a responsibility to share our knowledge with those coming up behind us,
we are not in a position to judge another as we have not experienced their journey. Children,
parents and Elders were all described as being somewhere along the road: none have
reached the end and each still have learning to do. Describing life as a journey, particularly
a journey that can be imagined as going in a circle (ending where it began) suggested an
equality of value among people; one person was not seen as being more valuable than
another.
As I observed this orientation towards spirituality and the innate valuing of each
human being as sacred, I felt the problem of deficit views of parents and mothers fade into
the background. As the program centered beliefs that parents are chosen for their roles and
that we are all on a learning journey, notions of strengths and deficit seemed irrelevant; in
their place was a deep respect for the other’s journey. The approach acknowledged that
everyone has bumps in their road; however, these bumps were not constructed as deficits
but were seen as part of the learning journey of life. I felt there was a message
communicated that others cannot ‘intervene’ to ‘prevent’ such bumps, although they can
sometimes share their own gifts in order to support and protect individuals who are having
these experiences.
The ontology apparent in the TAP manual and in the way in which the program
was facilitated by the two practitioners and the Elder reflected the way that other Aboriginal
Elders and scholars have described learning and literacy. In the introduction to her 2013
collection, Marie Battiste references Saulteaux Elder, Danny Musqua: “Learning, he often
says, is the purpose of our life journey” (2013, p. 18). I observed that this idea was
integrated into the worldview of the TAP program; as the Elder explained in one session,
referring to life as a journey around the medicine wheel, there are “teachings at every
spoke” (Field notes Mar. 5). As discussed earlier, prayer was part of every session and the
facilitators explained that this was a key component of the learning process, important to
absorbing and remembering the teachings that were presented. Similar to Aboriginal views
of literacy, (Antone 2003; Balanoff & Chambers, 2005; Moayeri & Smith, 2010;
Ningwakwe 2003), the curriculum of the TAP program suggested that all learning,
including literacy learning, is sacred and that, at the same time , it is embedded in the
practices of everyday life; according to the program manual “everything was a teaching”
(p. 21). Rituals and ceremonies were described as teachings but the program also
emphasized that traditional everyday objects such as cradle boards, moss bags, traditional
baby swings and teepees were intertwined with the everyday learning of children and
adults. And although these items are artifacts of everyday life, they also have spiritual
significance demonstrating what Donald (2009) calls “the daily ontological task” of
balancing “the ways in which the spiritual world and the material world are connected” (p.
388).
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The TAP manual describes traditional learning and parenting as being fostered
within democratic relationships. The Elder extended this concept by contrasting the
medicine wheel or circle that shapes Aboriginal society with the hierarchical or pyramidal
structure of Canadian institutions, including schools. In making this observation she
emphasized the ways in which deficits are located in these systems, rather than in
individuals. This was reflective of a tension or balance that appeared repeatedly in the
program; supporting Aboriginal children to succeed in school was valued, but at the same
time schools were acknowledged as places that are often harmful for Aboriginal children.
The program manual, facilitators and Elder all emphasized that the parents’ (and
communities’) job is as much to protect children from schools as it is to support them in
school achievement. This recognition required the acknowledgement of settler colonialism.
As the manual stated, “it is still the government’s agenda to assimilate us” (TAP program
manual, p. 28). This example shows how, in moments, the program not only marginalized
deficit thinking but also how it often shifted the source of expertise. The dominant way of
thinking was subtly, or at times not so subtly, critiqued for its lack of attention to the spirit.
Deficits were identified in the dominant way of thinking and strengths were located in
Aboriginal ways of knowing. In doing so, the program levelled, or at times reversed, the
prevailing hierarchy.
Coming to see how the ontology of the TAP program, rooted in an Aboriginal
spirituality/epistemology and informed by a commitment to democratic relationships,
shifted the orientation away from deficit and towards relationships was a powerful
experience for me. In reflecting on my experience with/in this program, I began to see a
possibility for an ethical orientation that created a space in which the other was seen as
sacred and therefore as inherently valued, and for a family literacy practice that was not
embedded in deficit thinking and colonial frontier logics. I have come to believe that this
orientation in the TAP program is one that could also inform family literacy practice in
other contexts. That is not to say that we (as white settlers or mainstream practitioners)
might/should appropriate or adopt the ontologies of the TAP program; rather in seeing that
this program operates from a different stance, we can recognize that it is possible to be
oriented in a way that de-centres deficit thinking and that values the other in the context of
relationships. As Donald (2009c) explains:
Indigenous ontology offers a critical opportunity to live differently in the world
today. Consciousness of traditional teachings can help us interrogate and contest
Eurocentric philosophical traditions that shape the commonsense moral syntax that
dominates current social, political, and economic discussions. (p. 390)
What I observed in the TAP program can be understood in various ways;
understanding these practices as the actualization of robust respect is only one possibility,
but it seems to me that it is a possibility that may “open up” (Ahmed, 2007b) new ways of
thinking about family literacy work. This is particularly the case once we acknowledge that
family literacy programs in Saskatchewan and Canada are embedded in a settler colonial
context that has been shaped both by settler and Aboriginal ways of knowing. The
importance of acknowledging this history is another important aspect of robust respect as
I saw it enacted in TAP.
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The Moment of Encounter
In the TAP program the holistic worldview of traditional Aboriginal communities
was contrasted with a discussion of Canadian schools as hierarchical institutions that value
competition and that are (still) working towards the assimilation of Aboriginal people (Van
Ingen, 2006; Vowel, 2013). The view presented of Aboriginal and Canadian societies was
not simply a binary of good and bad/us vs. them; Rather from the comments of the Elder
and facilitators, I understood that a ‘pure’ Aboriginal perspective - or a pure Euro-western
perspective - is not possible as we live in relationship to one another. However,
acknowledging the contrast of the underlying ontologies of Canadian/Euro-western and
Aboriginal perspectives described by the Elder using the metaphors of the circle and the
pyramid was significant to the program. Further, in acknowledging the violent history of
assimilation, or as Vowel (2013) calls it annihilation, that exists between Canadians and
Aboriginal people and that has shaped the relationship of these two perspectives, the TAP
program created a climate of honesty as a foundation to the creation of respectful
relationships in the program. For me, as a researcher/learner who was
participating/observing in the program as a white settler outsider, this acknowledgement
created a climate that helped open up my understanding in new ways.
In my efforts to understand the ways in which an ethic of robust respect was
supported in the TAP program, I came to recognize the importance of acknowledging (on
an ongoing basis) the historical and socio-political circumstances which lead to the moment
of encounter (Ahmed, 2002) or as Ahmed (2002) says, “the multiplicity of the pasts that
are never simply behind us” (p. 559). During my observations in the program and as I
reflected on the experience later, I felt that such acknowledgements are a necessary basis
for a practice grounded in robust respect. As Ahmed states, “the immediacy of the face to
face is affected by broader social processes that also operate elsewhere, and in other times,
rather than simply in the present” (Ahmed, 2002, p. 562). For Ahmed, it is only through
acknowledging this past that we might move forward towards “achieving “better”
relationships to others” (p. 570). In the context of education in Saskatchewan, this requires
us to acknowledge and explore the impact of historical and ongoing colonialism on the
lives of participants and facilitators.
Acknowledging the impact of historical and ongoing settler colonialism on
Aboriginal people and families was a foundation of the curriculum in the Traditional
Aboriginal Parenting program. The program began with recognizing that Indigenous
people that lived on the land that is now known as Canada had functioning systems of child
rearing and education prior to colonization. Colonialism interrupted these systems and
settler colonialism purposefully interfered with them in devastating ways. The impact of
residential school was discussed as were laws that banned ceremonies and restricted the
movements of Aboriginal peoples (such as the pass system). Links were also made to the
foster care system today and to the ways in which schools are often damaging to Aboriginal
youth.
What I saw and heard during these discussions suggested to me that they were
important ones for many participants in the program. Although the participants all lived
this history in various ways (as do I in my own way as a white settler), it seemed they had
not always had the space to reflect on and name the historical processes of colonialism that
impact their lives. During these discussions, several participants shared personal
experiences that connected to the stories of colonialism that were being told. Others asked
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questions that demonstrated how they were beginning to understand in new ways the
impact of Canadian assimilationist policies and practices, including residential schools, on
their parents and grandparents, and how that in turn had shaped their own lives. It was
evident in these conversations that some participants had already explored this history, and
several shared stories about their healing journeys. In listening to the stories, I felt that
openly discussing this history helped some of the participants come to a place where they
could begin to see that the ways in which their bodies and their lives (and the bodies and
lives of their children, their parents and their grandparents) didn’t ‘fit’ (Pillow, 2017) into
the system was because of this history, not because of some flaw (deficit) that was in them
as human beings.
Another significant impact of discussing this history was that I was clearly
positioned as a white settler. Speaking this context put my relationship with the Aboriginal
bodies in the room on the table in front of us so that we could all acknowledge that I was a
white settler who was part of that history of oppression and marginalization. In recognizing
this I was reminded that, even if we had not discussed this history, it was still present in
the room and in the bodies of the participants, the facilitators, and me, as researcher. In my
experience, there has been little discussion of settler colonialism (or racism) in the context
of family literacy programs, policy and research. When this history is addressed, the focus
is generally on the effect that past events (such as residential schools) have had on
Aboriginal communities and individuals; for example, practitioners (who, like me, are
predominantly white settlers) sometimes discuss how to better support Aboriginal learners
to heal and succeed in our programs. But I have come to recognize that we usually do not
consider this context through a lens of relationality that might lead us to reflect on how
who we are, as white settlers, is shaped by this same history (Donald, 2009c). Nonetheless,
whether we acknowledge it or not, our relationships are embedded in these histories and it
is through these histories that we come to be together in a room for a family literacy
program (Haig-Brown, 2012). This recognition informed my need to be respectful in
different ways because of who I was in that room. In order for me to be respectful in that
space, I needed to bring with me an awareness of my own history and the sense of humility
that it fostered. Through this experience I began to believe that by not discussing the
historical (and ongoing) impact of settler colonialism in family literacy programs (in
practice a denial or invisibilization of this history as well as a re-centering of whiteness)
(Simpson, 2011; Van Ingen & Hals, 2006) we undermine our ability to be respectful across
relationships of difference (Peltier, 2017). I began to see that the act of denying this history
– whether in active ways or more passively though omitting or minimizing it - was an act
of disrespect.
Acknowledging this history can feel threatening to those of us who have become
“comfortable” (Ahmed, 2007b, p. 158) in the white spaces in which family literacy
programs take place. For those of us who are white settlers, confronting that whiteness on
an ongoing basis can feel unsettling (Wagner, 2005; Tuck & Yang, 2012). However, I feel
that acknowledging our identity as settlers is valuable in “encouraging a deeper
consideration of our relationships with Aboriginal peoples” (Tupper 2014, p. 473). I have
also come to believe that fostering the kind of respectful relationships that can displace
deficit thinking and orient family literacy work in different ways, can only be accomplished
if we acknowledge these historical relationships on an ongoing basis.
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Conclusion: Family Literacy Programs as Meeting Places
My observations in the TAP program suggest to me that it is possible to orient
family literacy programs differently. By building on a foundation of robust respect we
might orient family literacy programs towards ethical relationships. Instead of thinking
about family literacy programs as interventions, we might think of them as meeting places
in which we can learn from and alongside one another. Such meeting places can only
function as “ethical spaces” (Ermine, 2007) if we acknowledge the complicated history
that brings us together in the first place.
Family literacy programs informed by such an ethic may work more as meeting
places in which there is an exchange of ideas and experience, and in such settings better
relationships might be developed. I am interested to continue to explore how a commitment
to robust respect might help us move toward ‘better’ relationships (Ahmed, 2002) in
programs and how it might counter, or perhaps somehow avoid, the dominant narrative of
deficit that often shapes family literacy work.
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Do “Interactive” Educational Technologies Promote Interactive Literacy
Instruction?
MERIDITH ANN LOVELL-JOHNSTON
Lakehead University
Abstract
This article explores the concept of lesson interactivity within six primary and elementary
teachers’ use of whole-class and personal digital devices over multiple lessons including
Interactive Whiteboards, data projectors, laptop computers, and others. The analysis
focuses on the differences between technical vs pedagogic interactivity (Smith, Higgins,
Wall, & Miller, 2005) where technical interactivity refers to direct tactile interaction with
technology and pedagogic interactivity refers to the interaction between teachers, students,
and lesson content which may occur with or without technology use. Technical interactivity
varied in duration between teachers and lessons, but teachers’ use of whole-class devices
typically exceeded students’ use. Use of personal devices by students was infrequent, and
often supported the content displayed on a whole-class device. In terms of pedagogic
interactivity facilitated by technology use, the most frequent activities were teacherdirected questioning and guided practice, during which the teachers had a correct answer
or method in mind. Use of deeper pedagogic interaction through discussion, student
inquiry, or research were not observed. Teachers expressed that they faced barriers to
interactive technology use including program and resource constraints as well as lack of
teacher comfort with technology.
This research was conducted following Tri-Council guidelines for the Ethical
Conduct of Research Involving Humans. It has passed the research ethics board of two
universities and two school districts.

Introduction
Technology integration in education is mandated by programs of study in Canada
and in many other places around the world. Advocates of technology integration extol
improved student achievement (Butzin, 2001), heightened motivation and engagement
(Cheng, 2017; Norris, Sullivan, Poirot, & Solloway, 2003; Passey, Rogers, Machell,
McHugh, & Allaway, 2003), and performance in curricular areas such as in Language Arts
(e.g., Andresen, 2017; Curcic & Johnstone, 2016; Lopez, 2010; Maher, 2011). Canadian
research has also reported similar perceived benefits to students’ learning and teachers’
instruction (Froese-Germain, Reil, & McGahey, 2013); however, the presence of
technology neither ensures it is integrated effectively nor used to promote pedagogically
appropriate practices (Bauer & Kenton, 2005; Hooper & Rieber, 1999) and new
technologies are often used to replicate traditional delivery methods such as blackboards
(Beauchamp, 2004; Serow & Callingham, 2011) or drill-and-practice worksheets
(Franklin, 2007). There are significant gaps and inconsistencies in the literature regarding
technology use in literacy education and particularly how the educational experience
differs from traditional instruction, what types of resources teachers use to support literacy
instruction with technology in the early grades, and whether technology resources are
Language and Literacy

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Page 79

instructionally supportive and pedagogically appropriate. For example, Mohon (2008)
criticized research about the use of educational technologies for failing to critically analyze
use of the technologies under study.
In this article, I examine the concept of interactivity of teachers’ use of whole-class
devices, personal digital devices, and no technology from a pedagogical perspective.
Interactivity is frequently reported as a benefit of technology use in education, especially
with whole-class technologies such as Interactive Whiteboards (de Koster, Volman, &
Kuiper, 2013; Haldane, 2007), yet researchers and manufacturers who make these claims
often fail to define what is meant by interactivity or how it is measured (Lovell & Phillips,
2012) and ignore limitations to the hardware such as slowing of lesson pacing (Mohon,
2008) and enabling fewer students to interact with the hardware (Quashie, 2009).
In order to analyze how teachers used various types of technology in their
instruction and how this might contribute to ‘interactivity’, the purpose of this study was
to:
1.
Document and analyze teachers' use of (a) no technology, (b) whole-class
devices only, (c) personal digital devices, or (d) mixed use of whole-class
and personal digital devices over time as part of classroom instruction;
2.
Analyze (a) the pedagogical purposes for which devices were used, (b)
similarities or differences in how they were used, and (c) whether use
promoted technical, vicarious, or pedagogic interactivity (Quashie, 2009;
Smith, Higgins, Wall, & Miller, 2005) in lessons; and
3.
Elicit teachers' perceptions about the benefits of technology use for
instruction and, particularly, for interactivity.
For comparison purposes, this article combines previously unpublished data from
an earlier study of primary (grades K-3; Study 1) teachers’ use of Interactive Whiteboards
(IWBs) to teach reading in their language arts classes to newer data centering on elementary
(grades 4-6; Study 2) teachers’ use of whole class and personal devices in language arts
and other subject areas.
Background
The prevalence and variety of digital technology and multimedia resources in
classrooms is increasing. For example, sales statistics show millions of North American
classrooms have access to at least two technological platforms, an Interactive Whiteboard
(IWB) and a personal or laptop computer (SMART Technologies, 2015). Although the
initial trend was to use whole-class devices such as IWBs or projectors, additional personal
digital devices such as netbooks, tablets (like iPads), and smartphones are now frequently
used to support instruction as well. Studies of technology use in education have followed
suit, progressing from computer use, to whole-class technologies such as IWBs that
promised to improve visibility and interactivity of technology use while requiring less
hardware to be purchased, to the current trend towards individual devices such as one-toone laptop initiatives, tablets, and smartphones.
Researchers of pedagogical change have focused on the perceived increase in
lesson interactivity afforded by IWB and other technology use (de Koster et al., 2013; Gray,
Hagger-Vaughan, Pilkington, & Tomkins, 2005; Haldane, 2007; Quashie, 2009). Yet,
despite reports of increased interaction in promotional literature, support from case studies
is mixed (Lovell & Phillips, 2012) with some reporting increased interaction (i.e., Haldane,
Language and Literacy

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Page 80

2007), some reporting decreased interaction (i.e., Mohon, 2008), and some reporting mixed
results (i.e., Quashie, 2009). Across these studies and others, researchers rarely report
criteria used to determine whether and how teaching is interactive or the duration of
interactive activities in comparison to perceived non-interactive studies. Researchers
seldom describe what conditions are like when the technology is not in use so that
comparisons can be made between interactivity with and without technology use. And,
most importantly, the term interactive is used inconsistently between studies and is rarely
defined (Lovell & Phillips, 2012; Smith et al., 2005). For example, in the case of wholeclass technologies such as IWBs, at times it is used to refer to the capacity to respond to
touch – hence the title Interactive Whiteboard (Saddler Jones, 2012), to students’ tactile
interaction with the IWB (such as in Mohon, 2008), and to interaction between and
amongst teachers, students, and lesson content (such as in Haldane, 2007).
Smith et al. (2005) used the term technical interactivity to refer to the capacity for
tactile interaction with an IWB and the term pedagogic interactivity to refer to pupils’
general participation in whole-class interactions (surface activities) and to reciprocal acts
of communication (deep activities). In using the term pedagogy or pedagogic, I refer to
Hirst (1973) and Olson’s (2010) robust description of teaching act as beginning with a
focus on a goal or outcome in mind and focusing on intentional actions by both teachers
and students to achieve the outcome. Thus, in terms of IWB use, pedagogic interactivity
would refer to the capacity to facilitate interaction between and amongst teachers, students,
and lesson content to varying degrees. These terms add a helpful level of specificity to the
term interactivity and are applicable to other types of educational technology as well. I use
these terms to differentiate between the tactile interaction between students and the
hardware (technical) and the potential to facilitate interaction between people and ideas
that would include an exchange of ideas by conversation or questioning (pedagogic).
Additionally, Quashie (2009) used the term vicarious interaction to describe incidences
where students did not have direct tactile contact with the whole-class technology, but
instead directed another student or the teacher to perform actions on the device based on
verbal or non-verbal feedback from the group.
Technical interactivity. One advantage of digital devices over static media such as
whiteboards, chart paper, or books is the potential afforded to interact with elements on the
screen and to have them move in response to this tactile interaction. In order for elements
to move on a static medium, they must be erased and redrawn or rewritten. Additionally,
in comparison to a personal computer, the display on whole-class devices such as IWBs is
larger and is visible to more students. Touch-sensitive whole-class devices enable students
to interact with the use of their fingers, similar to other touch-sensitive media like
smartphones and tablets which are familiar to many children.
Most studies of interactivity with touch-sensitive whole-class devices such as the
IWB describe interactivity from a purely technical standpoint. These studies typically
describe instances where students come to the IWB and interact with screen elements (for
example, Haldane, 2007). Yet, despite the advantages of and potential for student
interaction with the IWB, not all interaction with the IWB is technical. Many whole-class
devices accept input from one point of contact (touch by finger or pen) at a time. So, when
one student is at the IWB, others are seated at their desks. In order for these students to be
part of the activity at the IWB, many teachers, including ones Haldane observed, have
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students interact vicariously by verbally directing the actions of their peer or teacher at the
IWB. Haldane described these ‘interactive events’ but, interestingly, these interactive
events lasted for a maximum of four minutes.
Technical interaction can be time-consuming when all students are afforded the
opportunity for meaningful interaction with touch-sensitive technologies such as the IWB.
With a traditional static whiteboard, multiple students can write on the board at once, yet
with an IWB, this is often not possible. In a classroom with many students, the failure to
recognize multiple touches can be problematic. For example, Mohon (2008) initially
provided many opportunities for students to interact with the IWB but, over time, found
lesson pacing slowed considerably and she began to offer fewer opportunities for students'
tactile interaction. As many classrooms in the schools where these studies were performed
move towards data projectors instead of IWBs, there is little technical interaction with the
whole-class content by students except through the dedicated classroom computer. In terms
of personal device use, there is potential for increased technical interactivity over wholeclass devices because students interact with the devices. Yet, this increase in technical
interactivity assumes all students have access to a device, whether a class set of netbooks
or iPads (that is often shared among several classes) or students’ own devices.
Pedagogic interactivity. Although the potential for technical interactivity afforded
by technology use in education is unquestioned, even if, in practice, technical interactivity
may lead to problems with lesson pacing for whole-class devices or adequate access to
devices for personal digital devices, it is the potential for pedagogic interactivity that is
more important and relevant to the consideration of technology use in the classroom from
a pedagogical perspective. If educational technology use, even highly technically
interactive use, does not contribute to learning, then the device is not an effective tool for
education. One advantage claimed for whole-class devices like the IWB over static media
is that teachers and students are able to research and access information on the Internet to
aid discussion and enhance understanding. Visuals, animations, sound, and video can help
students to understand lesson content in a way they may not be able to understand through
print alone (Leu, Coiro, Castek, Hartmann, Henry, & Reinking, 2008; Leu, Kinzer, Coiro,
& Cammack, 2004).
Unfortunately, most studies of technology use in the classroom do not address
pedagogic interactivity directly. Researchers such as Haldane (2007) relate examples of
‘interactive events’, or times when students verbally directed the actions of a peer or
teacher at the IWB. Quashie (2009) referred to these types of interactions as vicarious.
These vicarious interactions were described in mainly technical, not pedagogic, terms
because researchers rarely discussed whether or how the interaction between the students
(giving directions and feedback) facilitated improved understanding or teaching of content.
Although not framed as pedagogic interactions, Quashie (2009) did describe instances
where interactions occurred through discussion or questioning between teachers and
students, although the quality of that interaction ranged from a non-verbal ‘thumbs up’
gesture to show agreement to actual discussion. During these interactions, typically one
student or the teacher was at the IWB. When interviewed, teachers and students gave
positive reactions about the interactivity in the lessons, but mixed reactions about whether
the IWB or teachers’ pedagogic choices was more responsible for the interactivity. As one
teacher mentioned, traditional media (‘chalk and talk’, Quashie, p. 36) would have had a
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similar outcome in terms of interactivity.
Hennessy, Deaney, Ruthven, and Winterbottom (2007) described a disturbing trend
of teachers to limit pedagogic interaction through ‘funneling’. As mentioned previously,
whole-class and digital devices facilitate access to information on the Internet. But, rather
than using the Internet to access information on topics of choice and pursue inquiry, many
teachers ask close-ended questions with a specific intended response. For example, through
the use of an IWB such as a SMART Board, teachers often have access to manufacturerand teacher-created resources such as SMART Exchange which has many premade
resources such as passages with comprehension questions. In this way, the IWB may be
used as a digital worksheet, not a tool to research or facilitate discussion.
Theoretical Framework
Teaching and learning are maximized when a clear goal for instruction is
established and both the teacher and students make intentional actions to meet the goal
(Hirst, 1973; Olson, 2010). Thus, the actions and objectives of the teacher to bring about
learning are crucial. Technology can be used as a tool to assist with instruction, but it cannot
be seen to teach, because it lacks the capacity for intentionality and to effectively respond
to and anticipate individual students’ needs. Instead, effective teachers balance technology
use with their pedagogy and content area knowledge (Mishra & Koehler, 2006), a model
termed Technology, Pedagogy, and Content Knowledge (TPCK), to plan instruction that
utilizes the affordances of the technology to support learning in their specific contexts.
When these concerns are not balanced, sometimes technology is promoted without
consideration of pedagogical appropriateness (Bauer & Kenton, 2005) or is used to
replicate existing teaching practices without regard for its unique, supportive features
(Beauchamp, 2004).
Materials and Methods
This article draws on data from two studies of teachers’ pedagogy and educational
device use. Primary data collection involved classroom observation of lessons taught by
teachers (eight lessons each by 4 teachers in Study 1 and 4 lessons each by 2 teachers in
Study 2) over 4 to 6 months. In total, there were 35.2 hours of observation for Study 1 and
11.4 hours of observation in Study 2. Each observation had a follow-up semi-structured
interview of no more than 20-30 minutes to debrief the lesson and discuss participants’
perceptions of pedagogy and pedagogical change with technology use. Study 2 arose out
of questions generated from Study 1 including whether teachers with older students who
are already proficient readers might use educational technologies differently than teachers
of early readers in order to facilitate pedagogically interactive activities and whether there
were pedagogical differences between teachers’ interactive use of whole-class devices and
personal digital devices in their classrooms.
Study 1
Four participants were drawn from teachers in a lead school for technology
integration in a large urban school district in Western Canada. Selection criteria were that
teachers taught in mainstream classrooms and integrated technology into at least half of
their language arts lessons each week. Participants taught in either the regular program or
in an enhanced program that places pedagogical focus on teacher-directed, whole-class
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instruction with extensive individual practice. Participants’ experience with the IWB
ranged from 1.5 to 4 years. Kathleen, a Kindergarten teacher with 27 years of experience;
Krystele, a Kindergarten teacher with 12 years of experience; and Therese, a third grade
teacher with 3 years of experience had each been using the IWB for approximately 1.5
years. Olivia, a first grade teacher with 13 years of experience, had been using the IWB for
approximately 4 years. (All names are pseudonyms). All participants received initial
training in IWB use at their current teaching placement.
Although the focus of Study 1 was on IWB use, teachers used a variety of wholeclass and personal digital devices such as document cameras, clickers, and netbook
computers. Participants’ classrooms were observed for eight sessions each (range 21 to 85
minutes in length) over a four-month period (November until February). IWB lessons were
recorded with Camtasia Studio 7 (TechSmith, 2010), a screen capture program. All lessons
and interviews were audio-recorded and participants provided copies of electronic lesson
files and paper resources used during the lessons.
Study 2
Participants were drawn from a geographically diverse school district in Central
Canada that has an instructional focus on technology integration. Selection criteria were
that teachers frequently used either whole-class or personal digital devices in their
classrooms or a mixture and taught in the elementary grades (grades 4-6). Two teachers
consented to participate: Casey, a special education teacher with students from grade 4 to
8, and Sharon, a sixth grade teacher in a mainstream classroom. (Names are pseudonyms).
Both participants self-identified as proficient technology users. Many of Casey’s students
were also students in Sharon’s classroom; however, all observations of Sharon’s class
occurred during pull-out time in the mornings.
In terms of technology available within the classroom, Casey and Sharon both had
classroom laptop computers attached to projectors, although Casey also had an IWB which
was only functional in later observations because there had been an issue with installing
the mounted camera and she used a projector on a mobile cart. Both also utilized teacher
laptops (Chromebooks) issued by the school. At times when she was having technical
issues, Sharon would switch between the computers and attach one or the other to her
projector. Sharon also made use of a CD player and document camera. For personal
devices, all students in Casey’s class were assigned individual notebook computers in their
individual program plans. They used various supportive software and devices such as
Kurzweil, a text to speech program that reads print to students as they work, and
headphones. Students in Sharon’s class were not assigned one-to-one laptops; however,
students were observed to use some netbooks during class, as well as iPads and calculators
on occasion.
Participants’ lessons were observed for 4 sessions each between January and June.
Most lessons were language arts lessons, although mathematics, social studies, and science
lessons were also observed. Observed lessons ranged from 46-100 minutes, with 100
minutes being typical.
Data Analysis
Interview transcripts. Interview transcriptions were assigned keyword codes
Language and Literacy

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Page 84

relating to interactivity, technology use or non-use, and literacy or content-area instruction.
An initial set of themes for codes were developed at the beginning of the study: benefits of
technology use, drawbacks of technology use, literacy instruction techniques, and
technology use/non-use. In terms of potential benefits of technology use, I had developed
an initial subset of codes based on reported benefits in research literature as well as
manufacturers’ promotional materials (Lovell, 2014). These included interaction/
interactive/ interactivity, motivation/ motivational/ fun/ enjoyment, engaging/ engagement,
improved learning, and pedagogy/ instructional change because these claims were often
repeated in the research and promotional literature in various ways, despite being vaguely
defined (Lovell & Phillips, 2012). From an initial common pool of semi-structured
interview questions to establish demographic information and background with technology
use, as well as general stance towards technology use in instruction, questioning over the
weeks evolved to include explanations of incidents that occurred during observations,
analysis of perceived benefits and drawbacks of technology use, and other topics of
interest. Sometimes, one participant would answer a question in a way that was then
brought into others’ interviews, such as when one teacher responded that using the IWB
was “engaging”. When prompted to explain how she knew that IWB use was “engaging”
students cognitively, the teacher stated that she had never thought about it that way. The
next week, the other participants were asked similar questions about engagement as well.
Throughout the course of the interviews, the initial themes were narrowed somewhat and
other temporary codes were added based on individual teachers’ responses. In the end, the
initial codes for benefits of technology use were the most utilized topics of conversation
across all teachers. Interestingly, many benefits advanced by the teachers, such as
interactivity and engagement, were identical to those claimed in the promotional literature.
Interactivity was the most frequently discussed benefit to pedagogy advanced by the
teachers in Study 1, and thus, became a specific focus for Study 2. Specific codes related
to interactivity for interview data are included in Appendix 1, along with examples from
participants’ responses.
Interview transcripts were broken into excerpts, meaning a block of words that
explained a common topic or incident. A simple “find” search was used for each of the key
word codes as well as a secondary read-through to find instances where the exact key word
might not have been used. The key word and the contextual text around it was moved to a
secondary document where each was categorized as positive/beneficial, negative/barrier,
or mixed. Examples of positive or beneficial episodes might be where the teacher stated
the technology made her lesson more interactive (vague), or that the students had interacted
with the technology in a beneficial way, or that learning was improved by the interaction.
Negative episodes included discussions of barriers to interactivity such as technical
problems, slowed lesson pacing, limitations of the technology, or examples of where a
student did not enjoy or feel confident using the technology. Mixed examples were either
neutral, such as discussion of having used the interactive features of the technology without
indicating benefit, or where both positive and negative aspects of the technology use were
discussed at the same time.
Observation transcripts. Observation transcripts were coded for technology use or
non-use and by interaction type (i.e., by teacher or student; device type). The full transcript
of each lesson was coded line-by-line for technology use/non-use and by whom (teacher,
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student, or both) in the initial reading. The duration of the technical interactivity was
confirmed through reviewing timestamps on Camtasia generated videos where applicable.
From this initial coding, transcripts were divided into discrete activities (such as morning
routine, read-aloud, or comic-making activity) for analysis. These activities were assigned
instructional activity codes based on one or more of Dewitz, Jones, and Leahy’s (2009)
categories of teaching activities by examining the purpose or actions of the teacher and
students at each part of the activity (i.e., modeling, guided practice, questioning,
information transmission, independent practice, etc.). These codes were later collapsed to
(1) teacher-only, (2) student-only, and (3) teacher + student activities. Examples of the
activity codes and collapsed activity codes with exemplars are included in Appendix 2.
Descriptive statistics were used to determine frequency and duration of device use by type
and of interaction by the teacher and students. The frequency and type of interaction with
the devices were used to support or challenge statements made by participants about the
frequency of interaction with technology in their classrooms. Excerpts from coded lesson
summary protocols for each study are included as Appendix 3 (from Study 1) and
Appendix 4 (from Study 2).
Technical interactivity. Types of technical interaction observed in the lessons were
coded in order of decreasing tactile interactivity for each device type. First, the degree of
physical interaction was considered and then whether the teacher or students had
interaction with the hardware. Several categories emerged for direct technical (tactile)
interactivity with devices: teachers’, students’ (independent), and students’ (directed by the
teacher). Codes related to single or few students’ interaction vs many or all students’
interaction were added. Three categories emerged in which neither the teacher nor students
had tactile interaction with the devices: such as when the teacher and students read
information displayed on or with help of the device (display only), mentioned the device
during a transition (mentioned), or did not actively use the device, which included times
when the device was switched off or when it was on but not used for that part of the lesson
(not used). Time stamps on the transcripts and Camtasia output were used to determine the
duration of each interaction type (technical or no interaction) by person (teacher or student)
and device type (whole-class or personal device). A tally was also kept of how many
students had technical interaction with each type of device for each lesson.
Pedagogic interactivity. Observation transcripts were recoded from the Dewitz et
al. (2009) categories and divided into teacher-only, student-only, and teacher+student
activities (similar to Northcote, McQuillan, & Beamish, 2012). Teacher-only activities
included teacher modeling and information provision activities like reading to students.
Student-only activities included independent practice and small group-activities where the
teacher was not directing. Teacher+student activities included guided practice, discussion,
and question/response activities. Unlike technical interactivity, for which device use is prerequisite, pedagogic interactivity can occur with or without device use. Thus, a comparison
of interactivity with and without each type of device was possible. Time stamps on
transcripts were used to determine the duration of each activity type (teacher-only, studentonly, teacher+student) and which type of device was used.
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Results
Teacher participants were observed for several lessons each over an extended
period in order to understand whether the practices observed were typical for the teacher.
In Study 1, observed lessons varied in length from 21 to 85 minutes (mean 64 minutes),
for a total of 35.2 hours of observation in total. Teachers indicated in their interviews that
they used the IWB ‘all the time’ during their teaching. With a brief exception by Krystele
who switched off her IWB during centers time in one class period or when dealing with
technical glitches, the IWB was switched on for the entirety of every lesson observed (32
in total). Yet, there were times the IWB sat idle; that is, it was not watched, touched, or
mentioned. So, even though the IWB was switched on, it was not in active use. In addition
to the IWB, Olivia’s students used clickers for entering individual responses to quizzes
(personal devices) and Therese’s students used netbook computers on two occasions to
create online comic strips and to compose personal letters. In Study 2, observed lessons
varied from 46 to 100 minutes, although most were 100 minutes, for a total of 11.4 hours
of observation in total. Teachers used a variety of devices, but tended to switch off devices
when not in active use. Table 1 presents a summary of the total duration of observation for
8 class periods (Study 1) and 4 class periods (Study 2) each. To facilitate comparison,
duration values for technology use and for each type of device are presented as percentage
of total observed time for each teacher, since the total observed time varied considerably.
Table 1
Duration of Observed Lessons and Percentage Duration of Technology Use by Type

Kathleen
409 min.

Study 1 (K-3)
Krystele Olivia
540 min. 656 min.

Therese
448 min.

Study 2 (4-6)
Casey
Sharon
400 min. 281 min.

Total
Observation
Tech Use (%)
43%
48%
54%
66%
73%
37%
WCD* Only
(43%)
(48%)
(49%)
(56%)
(38%)
(22%)
PDD* Only
(0%)
(0%)
(0%)
(10%)
(35%)
(9%)
WCD & PDD
(0%)
(0%)
(5%)
(0%)
(16%)
(6%)
No Tech Use (%) 57%
52%
46%
34%
27%
63%
Note. Whole-Class Device use (WCD); Personal Digital Device use (PDD). No Tech Use
refers to times when devices are turned off or are turned on but are not being used in the
lesson.

The duration of technology use varied greatly across teachers and across individual
lessons for each teacher. In Study 1 with primary teachers, each participant expressed the
perception that she used the IWB ‘all the time’. Yet, the main technologies used by these
teachers, specifically the IWB for Kathleen, Krystele, and Olivia and the document camera
for Therese, were in active use for 51% of observed time overall. Kathleen and Krystele
were just under 50% and Olivia and Therese were just over 50% of lesson time, although
not all activities where the IWB or document camera was used were directly linked to
lesson objectives, such as activity breaks and morning routines. When activities without
clear instructional objectives to teach new content were removed (Hirst, 1973), the wholeLanguage and Literacy
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class devices were used for 56.0% of total instructional time with Kathleen just under 50%
and the others between 54% and 60%. Observation of personal digital device use was not
a focus of Study 1, although Olivia used clickers in conjunction with the IWB to administer
a quiz during one lesson and Therese had students use netbooks to write independently
during two lessons. In discussion with the participants, key factors that participants
perceived as influencing their technology use in class were instructional program (i.e.,
specific pedagogies promoted or restricted in each program were deemed more or less
suitable for technology use), availability of resources (such as having a class set of clickers
available, needing to sign out a netbook cart, or waiting on repairs to the IWB), and
participants’ confidence with technology use.
In initial conversations with the school administrator and the lead teacher (who was
the teacher-librarian for the school) prior to data collection, both had remarked that teachers
who taught in the enhanced academic program (i.e., the program in which Kathleen and
Olivia taught) typically viewed educational technology to be incompatible with the
traditional teacher-directed, whole group instructional model required, but that this view
was changing. The required pedagogical model in this program focused on rote
memorization and frequent written assessments in an enriched curriculum that exceeded
the academic requirements of the provincially mandated curriculum. Both teachers used
the IWB to display content, model required skills, and question students. Even Krystele
and Therese, who had more pedagogical flexibility in their programs, frequently used the
IWB to reinforce skills using teacher-directed tasks, although they did utilize group work
(Therese), centers, and free play (Krystele). However, the IWB was utilized only to support
teacher-directed activities (Therese) or to practice using sites the teacher had already
modelled in class (Krystele). Rather than instructional program or pedagogical decisionmaking, it appeared that the last factor, confidence with technology use, appeared to be
particularly evident in whether, how often, and what type of opportunities for technical
interactivity were made available to students, which will be addressed in the next section.
In Study 2 with elementary teachers, the contrast in duration and type of device use
between the two teachers is striking. Casey used devices for nearly three quarters of
observed time and Sharon for approximately one third. Although both professed comfort
with technology use and made opportunities for interesting activities with technology, such
as when Sharon’s class performed science experiments about seed germination while
referencing a NASA website or when Casey’s students used netbooks to make posters of
themselves illustrating different sentence structures, there were factors that appeared to
influence the duration and type of use. As with Study 1, instructional program was a key
pedagogical consideration, but for Study 2 participants, it also affected availability of
resources. For example, Casey’s students were assigned netbooks that followed them
between classes, whether that was their homeroom or Casey’s class, so all students had
access to personal devices, which was not the case for Sharon’s students who shared access
to class devices. Additionally, as part of their program accommodations, Casey’s students
frequently accessed software such as Kurzweil (which reads text aloud to students) to
support their reading. An unanticipated barrier to Casey’s use of technology was that a
number of students disliked using technology in class, associating it with work and
challenge rather than pleasurable pastimes such as their gaming pursuits at home. Type of
activity also appeared to be a determining factor in whether and how these teachers used
technology. For example, Sharon’s students participated in an ongoing simulation of world
Language and Literacy

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Page 88

governments and diplomacy for which she had constructed a large game board. All
simulation resources and activities were paper-based and hands-on, although a few students
did use iPads or calculators to support researching prices or making calculations. For
Sharon, a final barrier was that although she had planned to use specific websites during
several of the observed lessons, computer or Internet issues caused her to change the
activity to remove technology use entirely or spend much instructional time trying to fix
technical issues.
When this study was planned, one anticipated difference from Study 1 was the
possibility of seeing whether teachers of students who were approaching full fluency might
use the interactive and communicative properties of the IWB to support student-led
inquiries, research, or communication with people outside the classroom via the Internet.
These activities would more closely replicate or support the ways technology is used in
society. Yet, although Sharon’s pedagogy often emphasized hands-on, inquiry-based
learning, such as in the world game simulation, technology was not a major support for
these activities. Instead, the projector was used to present problems and read content.
Casey’s remedial class, on the other hand, had a more traditional teacher-directed pedagogy
that focused on building the foundations of literacy through whole class activities such as
shared reading with the teacher and workbook completion. Students had more access to
individual devices, but these devices were often used more for accommodations purposes
(i.e., Kurzweil) or to present content to be learned, and not for more student-directed
pursuits.
Technical Interactivity
The patterns of technology use and non-use have implications for interactivity and
interaction. If technology is not in active use, for example, then there can be no technical
interaction by students. Time stamps on observational transcripts were used to determine
the duration of technical interactivity with whole class devices and personal devices during
the entire lesson for each observation, but not limited to activities that meet Hirst’s (1973)
definition of instructional activities, that is, where the purpose is to teach new content.
Table 2 provides a summary of the duration of technical or non-interaction (static display
only) with the whole-class devices and personal digital devices by teachers and students
that occurred during technology-use portions of eight observed lessons per teacher for
Study 1 and four observed lessons per teacher for Study 2.
Table 2
Percentage Duration of Technical Interactivity by Teacher and Students by Device Type
Study 1 (K-3)
Kathleen Krystele Olivia
Therese
Whole-Class Device Use (With and Without Personal Device Use)
Student Only:
0%
2%
5%
0%
Many
Student Only: Few 1%
9%
0%
0%
Teacher + Student 3%
3%
15%
0%
Teacher Only
18%
6%
13%
18%
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Study 2 (4-6)
Casey
Sharon
0%

0%

15%
5%
14%

0%
0%
20%
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Display Content
16%
25%
20%
37%
5%
8%
Off or No Use
61%
55%
47%
45%
62%
71%
Personal Device Use (With and Without Whole-Class Device Use)
Student Only:
n/a
n/a
0%
9%
36%
6%
Many
Student Only: Few n/a
n/a
0%
0%
5%
9%
Teacher + Student n/a
n/a
4%
1%
2%
0%
Teacher Only
n/a
n/a
0%
0%
7%
0%
Display Content
n/a
n/a
1%
0%
2%
0%
Off or No Use
n/a
n/a
95%
90%
49%
85%
Note. Student only and teacher only values refer to times where only students (many/all
or few/one) or teachers, respectively, had tactile interaction with the device.
Each participant in both studies used whole-class devices more frequently than
personal digital devices (or in conjunction with personal digital devices), so it is not
surprising that for most, values for whole-class use are higher. The exception is Casey, who
used personal devices frequently with the whole-class projector and also independent from
it. In terms of students’ technical interaction with whole-class devices, it was typically a
very small portion of instructional time: 4% for Kathleen’s students, 14% for Krystele,
20% for Olivia, 0% for Therese, 20% for Casey, and 0% for Sharon. Of these, Kathleen
was the only teacher who had students use the device independently (for centers time), but
most teachers, especially Olivia, directed students’ use as part of the lesson. The wholeclass device used by participants in Study 1 (i.e., the IWB) is more conducive to technical
interaction, but the whole-class device most frequently used by participants in Study 2 (i.e.,
a data projector), requires use of a computer to interact with content. It is important to note
that even in classes where frequent interaction occurred with whole-class devices, these
interactions were often limited to one or two students who either pressed a button, wrote a
letter, or moved a screen element (Study 1) or manipulated content displayed on the
projector from the class computer (Study 2) and most students’ interaction was vicarious
only (Quashie, 2009). Therese, who of all participants expressed most discomfort with
technology, utilized the document camera almost exclusively, not utilizing the interactive
affordances of the IWB at all. Yet, of the teachers from Study 1 who had access to touchresponsive whole-class devices, significant time was used displaying content only (like a
data projector) or with the device on and displaying content, but not being used as part of
instruction, thereby reducing technical interactivity.
For teachers who included personal digital devices in their instruction, students had
more interaction than the teachers, and often, it was many or all students who used devices
at once. In most activities, teachers would have students use personal digital devices to
respond to content displayed on the whole-class device (clickers for quizzes, netbooks for
accessing websites displayed on the IWB or with the projector). When used, personal
digital devices were utilized in ways that supported technical interactivity, rather than to
display content.
Pedagogic Interactivity
A list of instructional activities in the classroom and the duration of each was
prepared from the observational transcripts and coded using Dewitz, Jones, and Leahy’s
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(2009) instructional categories for reading strategies instruction. Although designed for
reading instruction, categories of instructional activities also apply to other curricular areas.
From this list, it was determined that classroom discussion, questioning, and guided
practice activities were more pedagogically interactive between teachers and students or
between students than instances where there was less active involvement and exchange of
ideas by either group such as when the teacher gave information, explained skills, or
modelled skills; or students practiced independently at their desks. Of these activities,
discussion would be the most deeply pedagogic (Smith et al., 2005) whereas simple
question and answer activities where a specific response is expected would be more
superficial. Question and response activities and guided practice occurred frequently in all
classes; however, back and forth discussion of ideas outside of the question-and-answer
format occurred infrequently.
Table 3 provides a summary of potentially pedagogically-interactive activities
observed in each classroom over the course of eight (Study 1) or four (Study 2) observed
lessons. For convenience, the Dewitz et al. (2009) categories were collapsed into teacheronly, student-only, and teacher + student activities with and without each type of
technology use (similar to Northcote et al., 2012). Only instructional activities that had
clear instructional outcomes, including but not limited to reading, have been included in
the totals. Activities where students were not expected to learn or practice new content
have been excluded as non-instructional (Hirst 1973). The accumulation of noninstructional time for activities such as breaks or other routines reduced the content
instruction time by up to 40% in some classrooms.
Table 3
Percentage Duration of Pedagogically-Interactive Activities by Device Type
Study 1 (K-3)
Kathleen Krystele Olivia
Therese
Whole-Class Device Use (With and Without Personal Device Use)
Teacher Only
4%
11%
8%
20%
Teacher +
27%
9%
31%
29%
Student
Student Only
0%
20%
7%
2%
Personal Device Use (With and Without Whole-Class Device Use)
Teacher Only
n/a
n/a
0%
1%
Teacher +
n/a
n/a
5%
0%
Student
Student Only
n/a
n/a
0%
9%
No Device Use
Teacher Only
10%
5%
4%
1%
Teacher +
16%
17%
13%
17%
Student
Student Only
6%
12%
13%
9%
Non37%
26%
24%
11%
Instructional
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Study 2 (4-6)
Casey
Sharon
0%
18%

0%
15%

8%

13%

2%
40%

0%
11%

9%

3%

0%
4%

5%
27%

6%
32%

22%
10%

Page 91

Note. Student only values include Dewitz et al.’s independent practice category. Teacher
only values include modelling, teacher explanations, and content information provision.
Teacher + Student activities are most pedagogically interactive and include questioning
and class discussions. Non-Instructional refers to the percentage of time removed from
analysis because it did not relate to lesson objectives (such as activity breaks) or teach
new content (such as tests).
Activities with pedagogic interaction between teachers and students were the most
predominant in each category (whole-class, personal digital device, and no technology use)
for each teacher except for Krystele who made frequent use of independent activities
because of centers. Northcote et al. (2012) suggest that a balance of all three types of
activities is best to maintain student engagement in the lesson. In regards to pedagogically
interactive activities that occurred with and without technology, instructional program
limited pedagogical options for some teachers, especially Kathleen and Olivia who taught
in a program that mandates whole-class, teacher-directed instruction. Kathleen and Olivia’s
instructional program mandated specific teaching strategies and, overall, many of their
activities were the same, yet their use of technology was not. Olivia was an early adopter
of the IWB in her school and Kathleen was more reluctant, although she had recently
undertaken more training to improve her skills. Olivia expressed how she prioritized
opportunities for students to use the IWB in her planning and how she used tools like
clickers to elicit students’ thinking so she could address her discussion to their instructional
needs. The use of personal digital devices provided opportunities for students to interact
with content while their teachers directed or asked questions or gave explanations in
response to what they were doing. In many cases, the use of the personal digital devices
facilitated pedagogically interactive activities, although not the types of interaction with
content that Leu and colleagues (2004, 2008) might prefer where students locate, evaluate,
synthesize, and communicate information in response to a problem or interest; rather, these
were teacher-defined, concrete tasks with specific expectations or outcomes. And, even
without technology use, teachers made frequent opportunities for pedagogically interactive
activities, so it is not accurate to claim that technology use improved pedagogical
interactivity, but rather, it facilitated some pedagogically interactive activities teachers
chose to include in their lessons.
Discussion
In both studies, teachers spoke frequently about the interactive affordances of the
devices they used and, in most cases, they defined interactivity in terms of technical
interactivity. Interactivity was the most frequently mentioned benefit claimed for IWB use
by the teacher participants in Study 1. Over the course of 32 interviews, there were 42
mentions of interactivity afforded by IWB use or examples shared of student interaction
with the IWB (Kathleen 8, Krystele 6, Olivia 14, Therese 14), of these, 16 were positive,
17 were negative or expressed barriers to interactivity, and 7 were mixed. Yet, overall,
teachers were positive about the interactive potential of IWB use. For example, when
Krystele was asked to identify the main pedagogical benefit of the IWB, she spoke about
the potential for new types of interactive activities:
[The main value is] the variety of interactive activities that you have available to
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you that you can do with the kids. I would think [that] would be the main thing
because there's so much opportunity with it, so much you can do that will get the
kids' attentions and that is nice, big, and all that. And then, all the activities they
can do on there, the practice that they can do, you know? Instead of going up to the
board and just writing something, there's just so much more they can do. They can
sort, they can sound things out, they can write, they can associate, match... you
name it they can do it. So, I think to me that's what is most valuable. It's all the
different things I can do with it. The different opportunities and ideas that I can use.
(Krystele, February 13)
Teachers in Study 1, especially, held strong convictions that educational
technologies made their teaching more interactive. Yet, the IWB and document camera
were used most frequently as a static projector with no technical interaction. Teachers in
Study 2 never directly referenced interactivity as a benefit of technology use or discussed
whether whole-class devices or personal digital devices permitted greater interactivity, but
they did reference examples of technically interactive activities such as making
opportunities for Casey’s students to use the netbooks to practice quizzing each other with
spelling words or asking students to find and access files on the classroom computer.
Teachers rarely expressed awareness of interactivity from a pedagogical standpoint.
Sometimes, teachers spoke about the interactive affordances of different devices in ways
that can be seen as pedagogic in nature, although none were identified as such by the
teachers. In the following example, Olivia addressed both technical interactivity when
students were manipulating screen elements on the IWB and pedagogical interactivity in
her interaction with students to demonstrate the concept of rhyming:
Tuesday we did rhyming words. … I thought ‘Rhyming words, well rhyming words
are easy and we'll get through this no big deal’ and I had a SMART Board lesson
set up. ... This time, they had pictures, so ‘cat’ and they had to find a picture that
rhymed with the word cat. … They each got to come up one at a time ‘cat’ and
they'd put ‘cow’ and they'd put it [the picture] in there. And I'd say ‘cowwwww’
and ‘cat’, do those two rhyme? Because they were thinking of the initial sounds and
not ending sounds. So, again it was a bit of a learning curve for me because I went,
‘Ok there are some kids that can't rhyme in this classroom’, but prior to that, I don't
know I may have not known that because it would have been very auditory. We
would have done a little bit of activity, maybe we would have read a book about
rhyming, a rhyming book where I got the kids to find the rhyming words and then
we would have done the workbook pages. (Olivia, January 12)
In Olivia’s example, she recognized that the activity done on the IWB facilitated
her understanding of a gap in her students’ knowledge and helped her to address the gap in
a way that her traditional practices would not.
Barriers to Interactivity
Mohon (2008) and Quashie (2009) reported barriers to interactivity posed by the
capacity of touch-sensitive whole-class technologies to recognize only one point of contact
(touch). Thus, it is not surprising students’ technical interaction with touch-sensitive
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whole-class devices in these studies was limited, despite manufacturers’ claims of
improved interaction (Sadler Jones, 2012). Some teachers faced barriers based on the
allowable pedagogical strategies of their instructional program; yet, even in the absence of
mandated teaching methods that emphasize teacher-directed instruction, it cannot be
assumed students have frequent technical interaction with whole-class technologies.
Permitting all students to have meaningful, individual interaction with touch-sensitive
whole-class devices is time consuming and slows lesson pacing. Additionally, some
schools (such as in Study 2) are moving away from touch-sensitive devices towards data
projectors which display the same content but do not react to touch. The introduction of
personal devices, especially to support the content displayed on whole-class devices,
enables more students to have technical interaction with devices but is dependent upon
availability of devices (Norris et al., 2003).
More than access and program requirements, teachers’ personal teaching styles and
choices and, particularly, their comfort level with technology, appeared to influence
whether technologies were used in technically and pedagogically interactive ways. Mishra
and Koehler’s (2006) TPCK model describes the interaction between pedagogy and content
knowledge in the presence of technology use. In this model, technology can support
teachers’ pedagogy and content knowledge, and a balance between the content, appropriate
teaching methods (pedagogy), and technology use is preferred. It makes sense that teachers
who are more comfortable with technology have more support for using it in more
pedagogically engaging ways, regardless of the demands of their program, and make
opportunities for different types of devices that increase opportunities for students’
technical interaction with devices as well. In these studies, teachers who were less
confident or adept made fewer opportunities for technology use by students, had more
teacher-directed use of devices, and used fewer types of technology in less diverse ways.
Some used devices as whiteboard substitutes (Beauchamp 2004) or overhead projector
substitutes, replicating traditional, teacher-directed pedagogies on the new medium.
A third barrier was in the structure of activities themselves, either with or without
technology use. Northcote et al. (2012) explained that students’ engagement is maximized
when teachers mix teacher-only, student-only, and joint activities within lessons. Each
participant had a mixture of all three types of activities; however, many pedagogically
interactive activities observed involved teacher provision of information with questioning.
Teachers’ questions tended to require limited or closed responses from the students (i.e.,
factual recall questions) and thus would be at a shallower level of pedagogic interactivity
(Hennessy et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2005) than activities where students and teachers
discuss topics in a back and forth manner, constructing their topic understandings by
discussion, research, and problem solving. Activities where students engaged in back and
forth discussion and knowledge construction along lines of student and teacher inquiry
were infrequent in both studies. Similarly, the capacity of Internet-capable devices to do
research on the Internet or to communicate with others outside the classroom was not
observed.
Conclusions
Teacher participants were positive in their reports about the benefits of technology
use for interactivity, despite their acknowledgement of barriers to interaction. Teachers’
comments about interactivity in Study 1 were often vague and did not distinguish between
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the potential for technical and for pedagogical interactivity (i.e. stating ‘It’s more
interactive’); however, their comments were typically related to the potential for increased
technical interactivity. Yet, the analysis of activities in which teachers and students
interacted with the whole class technology has shown that in most of the classrooms,
students spent much of their time passively watching displayed data on the whole-class
device or watching their teachers interact with the device. Even in classrooms where
students had frequent interaction with the devices, whether whole-class or personal, rarely
did all students have physical contact with technology during any lesson. Thus, most
students’ interaction in the current study was vicarious as defined by Quashie (2009).
Examples of pedagogical interactivity are more complex to identify and define than
technical interactivity. Pedagogical interactivity refers to the interaction between the
teacher and students during instruction and is often reported as teacher-pupil interaction
through questioning (Hennessy et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2005). Smith and Hennessy
questioned the quality of the pedagogical interaction that occurs with whole-class device
use such as with IWBs, particularly when teachers’ questioning is intended to elicit one
‘correct’ response. The pattern of teachers questioning students using “known information
questions” is well established in the literature (Mehan, 1979) and serves to reproduce
cultural knowledge and understandings (Heap, 1985). Known information questions are a
form of assessment, rather than teaching; teachers will use additional questions or
comments to “search” for the answer they wish to hear (Mehan), rather than co-construct
understanding, similar to Hennessy and colleagues’ (2007) phenomenon of “funnelling”.
Discussion, where there was an interplay of ideas between teachers and students,
rather than teacher questions and student responses, was nearly non-existent in the
classrooms under study. Guided practice was prevalent, but even so, teachers were guiding
students to one ‘correct’ method of performing a task. Thus, even though interaction
between teachers and students was frequent, the nature of the interactivity and interchange
of ideas was constrained by the teachers’ transmission of knowledge and skills to students
and this model is no different than the interaction that reportedly occurred between teachers
and students in ‘traditional’ classrooms without technology use such as Mehan (1979)
reported. Thus the technology was replicating and reinforcing existing traditional
information transmission pedagogies (Bauer & Kenton, 2005) such as in Beauchamp’s
(2004) concept of the blackboard/whiteboard substitute.
The results of this study challenge existing claims, especially by manufacturers
(Lovell & Phillips, 2012; Saddler Jones, 2012) and technology advocates, that technology
use transforms teachers’ pedagogy by improving interactivity. Unlike some studies of
pedagogical change or of interactivity, I made repeat observations of each classroom over
time and gathered data on the duration and types of technology usage and of interaction by
both teachers and students so I could be confident that teachers’ true practices were
reflected in the observations. Teachers in these studies stated that they used technology to
facilitate interactivity in their lessons, but prolonged observation, coupled with the
debriefing interviews, helped clarify whether and how their perceptions about this
interactivity manifested in their practice, providing a more in-depth analysis than
perceptions with or without more limited observation would allow. Thus, contrary to the
findings of researchers such as Haldane (2007) and Gray et al. (2005) who relied on
anecdotal remarks and limited observation, I was able to show that the teachers in my
studies demonstrated:
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varying levels of technical and pedagogical interactivity in their teaching,
despite most participants’ perception that technology use makes their teaching
more interactive;
 varying active use of the various educational technologies and no consistency
in the length of use between lessons; and
 little change in the proportion of pedagogically interactive to non-interactive
teaching methods each participant used in her class overall, despite platform
type.
This article adds to the growing body of research that takes a critical stance on
pedagogical changes that occur with technology adoption (i.e., Mohon, 2008; Quashie,
2009; Smith et al., 2005). These studies show that although adoption and use may have
positive benefits for teaching and learning in the early grades and particularly for
interactivity, these benefits are not automatic, but are based on teachers’ pedagogical
decision-making processes for each teaching context. This research is among the first to
report on and compare the duration and type of interaction with the IWB by both teachers
and students over time. Furthermore, I examined pedagogical change from the perspective
of both teachers’ and students’ actions in the classroom in an attempt to address Olson’s
(2010) critique studies of pedagogy ignore the purposeful actions of the teacher that are
intended to bring about learning (Hirst, 1973). Olson argued that most recent studies of
pedagogy do not analyse teachers’ purposeful actions intended to promote learning but,
rather, focus on assessing measurable outcomes such as changes in grades or scores on
tests as evidence that learning has occurred. These studies, Olson argues, advance the idea
of generalized “best practices” that are meant to be successful for promoting learning
across contexts. In the current studies, I focused on teachers’ purposeful actions and
activities that were intended to be instructional. The teachers’ use of technology to support
learning varied across lessons and contexts – no teacher used the technology in exactly the
same way in two lessons. No “best practice” for technology use emerged; however, it is
important to note that each teacher used the technology in a way that suited the specific
learning task and context.
Limitations
Like many case studies, these studies have a small sample size and thus,
generalizability of results is limited. However, my findings support those of other
researchers such as Mohon (2008) and Quashie (2009) that technology use does not always
result in increased interactivity. I highlighted flaws in existing research, namely the failure
define interactivity and to compare lessons when technology is in use with when it was not
in use in order to examine teachers’ perceptions about their pedagogy and interactivity. I
observed teachers at a time in their technology use when all were at least moderately
comfortable with technology and used devices on a daily basis. A comparison of
technology users and non-users, or between proficient users and new users, could provide
more support for claims of improvements to pedagogy or interactivity.
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Appendix 1: Code List and Exemplars for Interview Data

Code
Interactivity

Criteria or Exemplar
Criterion: One of these specific key words was mentioned or
the teacher discussed someone touching the technology

Interactivity – Positive

So, it was much tougher to get the lesson across before I had
the SMART Board. Now I can go on ... I can Google things,
and I can show them on the SMART Board and then I can
bring a SMART Board lesson in and I can get the kids to be
interactive with it and it just makes a huge difference. I think
they understand so much better than just me, you know, the
teacher, being the one teaching. Now the SMART Board is
doing some of the teaching, right? They are figuring things
out by themselves by manipulating things on the SMART
Board. (Olivia)
Some of the science things that I add in, like temperature is
part of it too, being able to have that visual where we can
actually move the temperature and talk about "It's supposed
to go down to here" and stuff, I think - we used to have those
big ones with the ribbon that you had to pull through and,
yeah, so not so much what they're learning but how they're
learning is much more visual, it's much more interactive, not
that they're interacting with it, but I'm able to manipulate it
and they can see what's happening. So it changed how we
learn it, and I think it makes it easier for them to understand,
especially when they don't have the language they can see it
happening. (Kathleen)

Interactivity – Negative

And there are times, and we haven't done it yet, I find that
kids do not write well on that Interactive Whiteboard. Their
hands go down and they can't print (gestures hand flat
against the board). So, I learned that right away when I first
got my SMART Board, I tried to have the kids writing the
answers in, which is great, but you just can't do it. It takes
them forever. They'll write one letter, then they'll try to write
the second one, they'll make a mistake so they'll erase it and
they'll erase the first letter too (laughs). So, it's very difficult
to get the kids to write on there, so if there was some way
that I could get them to do that, it would be great. But, I just
find with grade one and two, they're not there yet, they're not
ready. (Olivia)
So, I try and do some things but, in all honesty, I would have
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to say that those SMART Book lessons you know where it's
off of the document camera and it's on the whiteboard
interactively is for math mostly, I would say. I think
Language Arts, … you almost need that book in your hands.
Like that physical book in your hands - be it a picture book,
or moving on through the grades, a chapter book. (Therese)
Interactivity – Neutral /
Mixed

I think that it increases interactivity in elementary. I think
that when you look at the SMART Board in junior high or
high school, from the teachers that I've talked about it with I know a lot of teachers - and they're completely different.
But, in elementary, definitely because they can go to the
board, it can be interactive, they can do activities on there
just like they were doing yesterday and that's great for them.
That helps them learn because they need to do to learn, they
can't just hear. So, I think that helps a lot in elementary. But
as the kids get older of course, they're more susceptible to
what others are thinking and so therefore they don't want to
go to the board anymore. That's bad to be called to the board
to do an example because everyone's watching and there's all
that peer pressure, right? So, I don't think that in junior high
and high school it's as useful in that way than it is in
elementary. (Krystele)
Well, I find that generally you turn on the SMART Board
and it's like turning on the TV. They're focussed on it. But,
of course it depends what it is. If you're doing something
that's interactive, something that demands thought? They can
get off track more easily because they're 5 year olds and they
have a short attention span. (Krystele)
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Appendix 2: Observation Codes and Criteria or Exemplars (Technical and Pedagogic)

Tactile Interaction Codes
Code
Student Contact /
Tactile Interact (S)

Criteria
Student made direct tactile contact with the device. Further
broken down into single/some vs many/all students to
distinguish between when a few or one student uses the
device or when all or most students use the devices.

Teacher + Student
Teacher directed the students’ use or teacher and student
Contact /Tactile Interact took turns interacting with the device.
(T+S)
Teacher Contact /
Tactile Interact (T)

Teacher made direct tactile contact with the device (either
the IWB or the projector via teacher’s computer).

Student – Peripheral

Students used a peripheral device such as a clicker to
interact with a whole-class device.

Teacher – Peripheral

Teacher used a peripheral device such as a document camera
that displays on the whole-class device.

Display

Content is displayed on the device. No direct tactile contact
or use of peripheral devices to manipulate content.

Mentioned

The teacher mentions the device. For example, “Sit by the
Smart board” or “Take out your netbooks”.

On/Off/Not Used

No device is in use or all technology is turned off. Also, the
device could be turned on but neither mentioned nor referred
to in the lesson.
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Instructional Activities / Pedagogic Interaction Codes and Criteria
Code
Mention

Criteria (Adapted from Dewitz et al.)
Teacher mentions a skill or tells students to
perform the skill but does not provide
further directions, models, explanations.

Collapsed Code
Teacher Only

Skill + Explain

Skill or strategy is mentioned and described
but no modeling of the process takes place.
Descriptions explain the skill, but no
procedural information is provided.

Teacher Only

Model

The teacher demonstrates how to do the
skill or the strategy (i.e., a think-aloud).

Teacher Only

Information

The teacher gives information about the
content of the selection. This code is also
used for when the teacher is reading to the
students.

Teacher Only

Question

The teacher asks a question.

Teacher + Student

Question + Model

The teacher asks a question and then models Teacher + Student
the strategy while answering it.

Information +
Question

The teacher provides information (or reads
information to students) and questions them
during or after.

Teacher + Student

Guided Practice

Students practice the skill, but the teacher
provides some support through
explanations, hints, or directions.

Teacher + Student

Direct Explanation

The teacher explains a skill or strategy and
provides declarative, procedural, and
conditional information.

Teacher Only

Independent
Practice

Students practice the skill, typically on a
worksheet or graphic organizer.

Student Only

Discussion

The teachers asks questions, points out or
discusses ideas, and has the students discuss
ideas. The flow of ideas and questions goes
both ways – i.e., not just the teacher asking
questions and the students responding –
students may pose questions or raise areas

Teacher + Student

Language and Literacy

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Page 103

of their own interest.
Non-Instructional

Language and Literacy

Teacher is not addressing new content (i.e.,
transitions, tests, review activities,
movement breaks, morning routines).
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Appendix 3: Lesson Summary Example Using Codes from Appendix 2
Krystele’s Lesson: Kindergarten (Excerpt)
Activity /
Duration

Time /
Activity

Objective

Instructional
Method.
(Dewitz)
NonInstructional

IWB
Used? /
How?
Yes Mentions

Who

Description of
Activities

Story
Reading
with
activities
(10:32)

20:1620:57

- n/a

Teacher
+ Class

- Reading,
comprehension,
vocabulary

Information

Yes –
Display

Teacher
+ Class

21:5922:36

- Reading,
comprehension,
vocabulary

Information

Yes –
Display

Teacher
+ Class

22:3623:07

- Reading,
comprehension,
vocabulary

Discussion

Yes –
Display

Teacher
+1
student

23:0724:25

- Comprehension,
story
sequencing

Guided
Practice

Yes –
Tactile
Interact
(T)

Teacher
+ class

24:2527:26

- Letter sounds,
sounding out
words

Question

Yes –
Tactile
Interact
(T)

Teacher
+ class

Transition time
during which the
teacher directed
students to sit on
the ground in
front of the IWB.
IWB read the
“story” On Top
of Spaghetti to
the students.
Teacher said that
they would read
the story
together. But,
teacher and
students echoed
some of the
words after the
IWB.
One student
made a comment
about the story
being sad. Then
the teacher and
student
discussed why
the story might
be sad.
Story board
activity in which
the class
organized
pictures in story
sequence.
Teacher asked
students to
determine the
order of the
letters for
scrambled words
from the story.

20:5721:59
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Activity /
Duration

Letter of
the Week /
Printing
(42:46)

Time /
Activity

Objective

IWB
Used? /
How?
Yes –
Tactile
Interact
(T/S)

Who

Description of
Activities

- Problem solving
ability?

Instructional
Method.
(Dewitz)
Guided
Practice

27:2630:48

Teacher
+ class

30:4831:31

- n/a

Information

Yes –
Display

Teacher
+ Class

31:3132:10

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition

Question

IWB Not
Used

Teacher
+ class

Teacher asked
students to help
her solve a
jigsaw puzzle
with 7 pieces
(and 9 students).
The intention
was to have
students move
the pieces, but
they weren’t
working
properly so she
moved them
herself.
Teacher explains
lesson for the
day and the
activities
students will be
doing with the
letter I.
Teacher asks
students to
suggest words
that begin with
the letter I.
Teacher read a
‘story’ with
students which
consisted of
about three
pages with
pictures and a
few words.
Teacher
modelled
moving the
upper and lower
case Is into their
jars (sorting).
She asked
students to tell
her in which jar
she should put
each I.

32:1033:11

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition

Information
+ Question

Yes –
Display

Teacher
+ Class

33:1134:47

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition

Question +
Model

Yes –
Tactile
Interact
(T)

Teacher
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Activity /
Duration

Time /
Activity

Objective

Instructional
Method.
(Dewitz)
Model

IWB
Used? /
How?
Yes –
Tactile
Interact
(T)
(writing)

Who

Description of
Activities

Teacher

Teacher
demonstrates
how to form I
and i on the
IWB. But then
the IWB stopped
responding, so
she moved the
students to the
carpet.
Teacher
demonstrates
how to form I
and i at the
carpet. Teacher
demonstrates
common
mistakes in letter
formation and
asks students to
analyse why they
are wrong.
Teacher explains
the work that
students will
complete at their
desks and on the
IWB.
Teacher
introduced a new
program she
would be using
with them that
included letter
sounds coupled
with actions.
Teacher
introduced all
the sound-action
combinations
from A-I.
Students worked
at their desks on
the worksheets.
When they were
finished, they
were able to
work on the
IWB as well.

34:4736:02

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition,
letter formation

36:0240:11

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition,
letter formation

Question +
Model

IWB Not
Used

Teacher
+ class

40:1141:07

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition,
letter formation

Information

Yes Mentioned

Teacher

41:0743:46

- Letter
sounds

Guided
Practice

IWB Not
Used

Teacher
+ class

43:4652:27

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition,
letter formation

Independent
Practice

IWB Not
Used

Students
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Activity /
Duration

Time /
Activity
52:271:13:34

Language and Literacy

Objective

- letters of the
alphabet, letter
recognition,
letter formation

Instructional
Method.
(Dewitz)
Independent
Practice

IWB
Used? /
How?
Yes –
Tactile
Interact
(S)

Volume 21, Issue 3, 2019

Who

Description of
Activities

Students

Students worked
at the IWB, at
times the teacher
helped them, but
it was mostly
independent.
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Appendix 4: Lesson Summary Example Using Codes from Appendix 2
Sharon’s Lesson (Grade 6 LA and Math) Excerpt
Duration

Time / Activity

Instructional
Meth.
(Dewitz)
None

Whole Class Tech Use
What / How
Who

2

LESSON BEGINS

-

None

None

8

Free Writing

- Writing on a
topic of
interest

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Display only
(intended –
technical
glitch up to
10:00)

None

None

1

-

Independent
Practice

None

-

Independent
Practice

None Display only
* see above
None Display only
* see above

None

4

Computer w/
Projector – in
use
Computer w/
Projector – in
use

None

None

4

-

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Display only

None

None

Language and Literacy
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Individual Tech Use
What /
Who
How
None
None

Description of Activities

Students enter class and get
ready for the day. “Teacher’s
computer is ‘fried’ and needs
to do report cards
Directions for activity are on
the board in marker. Writing
Journals – “I did mine in
word power”. Teacher
crosses to laptop, will be 10
minutes of writing. Turns on
projector on top of her
writing (marker) on the
whiteboard. Google is
forcing her to change her
password, so she instructs
students to use their
challenge words in sentences
while they wait.
To me – “I can’t put it up
with chrome book either, this
changes what we’re doing”
Student is given permission
to use headphones if he
wants. Instructs students to
“Write whatever is in your
head”
T. turns projector back on
with the green slide – flips to
slide 31 that contains
“Backwards day, Trivial fact,
Quote by Hellen Keller, and

Duration

Time / Activity

Objective

Instructional
Meth.
(Dewitz)

Whole Class Tech Use
What / How
Who

Individual Tech Use
What /
Who
How

1

-

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Display only

None

None

3

-

Independent
Practice

None

None

None

2

-

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – not in
use
Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Display only

None

None

- Spelling

Independent
practice

CD Player

Teacher

None

None

- Spelling

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Teacher

None

None

- Rounding
and place
value for
estimation

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Teacher

None

None

- Math place
value and

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in

Teacher

None

None

2

Movement Break /
Teacher prep for
activity

3

2

Math – Decimal of
the Day sheet

6
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Description of Activities

a Vocabulary word for the
day”
Students to write the quote in
the back of their journals. On
Friday they will choose one
slide to respond to. Discusses
what quote means
Students read their own
writing
Check that neighbours wrote
quote and initial it. Now
teacher computer is working
and students share something
they are thankful for.
Students move around room,
find a partner, and name
something for which they are
thankful and practicing
spelling words
Teacher erases board and
displays from projector –
papers and some writing.
Mathnavox (from
LearnAlberta site) =
Estimating Quantities.
Teacher clicks on an
estimating strategy, erases
quote from the board. Having
a concern, can’t hear audio
for the math activity on
estimating jellybeans.
Displays an activity sheet,
hands out a “decimal of the
day” sheet.
Teacher switches to chrome
book. Access LearnAlberta

Duration

Time / Activity

Objective

Instructional
Meth.
(Dewitz)

rounding

2

BEDMAS work

Whole Class Tech Use
What / How
Who

Individual Tech Use
What /
Who
How

use

- Math place
value and
rounding

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Teacher

None

None

- Math place
value and
rounding
- Math place
value and
rounding

Independent
Practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use
Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Display only

Calculator

A few

Teacher

None

None

10

- Math place
value and
rounding

Guided
practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Display only

None

None

1

- Math place
value and
rounding

Guided
practice

Computer w/
Projector – in
use

Display only

None

None

- Independent
reading

Independent
Practice

None

None

None

None

- Independent
reading

Independent
Practice

None

None

None

None

2

3

5

Silent Reading

4

DISMISSAL

Language and Literacy

Guided
practice

website for Mathematics.
Reloads Mathnavox site,
checks their progress on
worksheet assessment.
T: “Take out your BEDMAS
and work on it while waiting.
Use a calculator if you need
to.
Many issues with the
rounding – use calculator to
check answers
Rounding numbers page is
finally open on projector –
shouldn’t there be a…. goes
back to restart animation.
Reads the instructions
Teacher writes a number on
the board, over top of the
projected image of place
values.
Students instructed to copy
from board. Teacher writes a
new number on the board for
them to do – round to 10s
100s etc. as exit ticket
Teacher checks students’
work before recess. Students
to read until recess.
Teacher erases the numbers
she’s written on the board

-
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