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This special issue emerges from the 2024 preconference of the Language and 

Literacy Researchers of Canada (LLRC) entitled Language and Literacies as Joyful 

Possibilities. When we issued the call for the preconference, we invited scholars of 

language and literacies to consider the ways in which joy features in their teaching, 

learning, and/or research. We identified the theme as essential in our contemporary context, 

highlighting as one example the ways that machine algorithms have become proxy 

teachers, shaping language and literacy practices that lead to anxiety, fear, loneliness, 

division, hatred, and violence.  

As we got closer to the preconference date, we could see the growing need for 

joyful literacies as conference organizers at McGill had to relocate us to a new venue due 

to a labour dispute and conflicts that were escalating about the encampments on campus 

due to the war in Gaza. Registrants for the preconference navigated difficult choices in 

whether to attend, and we acknowledge with respect those who chose not to. Those who 

came also grappled with the ethical question about how to talk about joy in these times 

responsibly. As one attendee wondered prior to the preconference, ñcan joy be a form of 

resistance?ò We offered framings of the power and purpose of joy in learning from 

Indigenous scholar Marie Battiste (2010) and literacy scholar Goldhy Muhammad (2023) 

as ways of holding space for this question. The keynote address by Dr. Kathy Hibbert 

(published in this issue) also gave us many examples from her long and distinguished 

career as a teacher and scholar about the joyful and empowering results when we work 

expansively and collectively to nurture multiliteracies in life-long learning.  

The LLRC preconference has traditionally been a way of bringing exquisite 

attention (Lather, 2007) to support work in progress on the preconference theme, with 

opportunity to publish in a special issue of Language & Literacy.  As the organizers of the 

20th preconference and editors of this issue, we see its work nurturing both the authors of 

these papers, and readers looking for examples of joyful possibility to inspire their teaching 

or research. 

It was important for us to centre our own understandings of joy in our approach to 

organizing the preconference and editing this issue. For us, joy is a state of being that often 
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co-exists with deeply unhappy situations but has the power to outlast and overcome them, 

because it flows from a sense of belonging, value, and hope that sustains well-being. From 

the outset, we took an inclusive approach, welcoming work by students as well as 

established scholars, work that invited different genre of academic writing, and work that 

encouraged reflections on pedagogy and personal learning as much as traditional forms of 

research in language and literacy. We also took a mentoring stance editorially, holding an 

online follow up session for preconference participants to answer questions about potential 

submissions, and making decisions to accept papers based on what would be most 

supportive to authors in the current stage of their work. While sometimes this meant saying 

ónot yetô to manuscripts, more often it meant curating the feedback of peer reviewers so it 

would be of most use in revision, offering in some cases more editorial direction. One of 

the challenges of blind peer review in a special issue is that reviewers are often óblindô to 

the broader context of the work. We are very proud of the authors and feel invested in the 

ideas communicated. We next introduce the papers in this issue and the joyful possibilities 

they share.  

 

Joyful Possibilities for Making Meaning 

The issue opens with Kathy Hibbertôs keynote address from the preconference. 

Kathy frames the preconference theme in a call to remember our purpose as language and 

literacy educators:  

 

As educators, weôre in the people business. And peopleðour students, our  

 colleagues, ourselvesðare hurting ... At the heart of this issue lies the question: 

What is the purpose of a language and literacy education? Is it to produce solely 

measurable outcomes, or to engage students in meaningful, joyful learning that 

empowers them to participate in society? 

 

Dr. Hibbert reflects on her 40-plus year journey as a teacher, teacher educator, and 

curriculum scholar, sharing what she has learned about nurturing collective resilience to 

replace narrowed versions of literacy with the joyful possibilities of multiliteracies. Her 

address powerfully links the experiences of division and chaos in our world with the latest 

pendulum swing of óthe reading wars,ô confronting these realities with the wisdom of 

redwood trees who bolster one anotherôs root systems, and the ageless truth that it is our 

multiple and aesthetic capacities for meaning-making that foster freedom, connection, and 

well-being across life-spans and circumstances. She calls on us to avoid negativity as a 

distraction and focus our positive energies on ñour awesome responsibilityò to ñset down 

the roots of understanding through stories, music, arts, movementðeven those very small 

gestures convey so much meaning over the lifespan. We are meaning makers, and in that 

process, there is great joy to be found.ò  
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These ideas go to the heart of our own understandings as literacies educators and 

researchers, reflecting a way of seeing purpose in language and literacy teaching and 

scholarship that resonates through the work of the other authors in this issue. 

Each paper takes up one or more of these themes of language and literacies as joyful 

practices that develop connection, empowerment, and well-being. Sometimes this was by 

design, as authors used concepts of joy shared in the literature as an organizing pedagogical 

principle or object of analysis in research. Others contributed because joy was a surprise 

that emerged in the course of their research or teaching, in keeping with its nature to 

sometimes appear through discovery (Battiste, 2010). Articles by Scheffel and Correia and 

Messenger and Gallagher are examples of each. They share a purpose, like that shared in 

Kathyôs address, for confronting the narrowed focus on teaching reading as a set of de-

contextualized skills in their surrounding school districts. Scheffel and Correia do this by 

offering an evidence-based contrast of playful, multimodal learning opportunities in a 

series of summer literacy camps that fostered pleasure in reading. Their case study 

contributes a new theoretical framework for analyzing joy in literacy learning, and a strong 

rationale that ñrestoring joyful literacy learning should not be deemed an aspirational goal 

but rather an urgent issue.ò This vital work leads the contributions in this issue, as these 

authors share conceptual and practical resources for grounding and watering (Muhammad, 

2023) our roots in joy-based research and pedagogy.  

The research shared by Messenger and Gallagher is an example of how collective 

resilience can be built through professional learning groups. Their design-based study 

centred on the contextual needs of Kindergarten educators to situate new requirements for 

teaching early reading skills within comprehensive and play-based approaches to language 

learning. An unanticipated, joyful finding emerged as group members experienced growth 

in their self-efficacy by giving voice to their common struggles and learning to lean on 

each other for ideas and resources.  

Teichert and Chan contribute research focused on a central theme of joy in 

connecting with community. Specifically, they conducted a narrative inquiry focused on 

teachersô experiences and preferences with communicating with families. The article 

considers communication with parents as a literacy that is a social and cultural practice, 

and found joy was sparked when providing positive communication, developing 

systems/strategies for continual communication, and in building relationships. The study 

also recognizes that possibilities for joyful communication may shift and evolve over time.  

Turning to pedagogy and reflective practice, Du and Doeringôs work highlights a 

teacher learning to enact multiliteracies pedagogy with the scholarly support of a mentor 

in literacy education. They detail a Learning by Design process (Kalantzis & Cope, 2023) 

for planning and implementing a unit on multimodal storytelling in a grade eight 

classroom, offering many examples of joyful learning that celebrated creativity and 

collaboration while developing skills in making meaning. In the spirit of collaboration, 

these authors offer practical resources for teachers planning similar learning experiences at 

the junior-intermediate level.  

In ñDiscovering the learning voiceò: The power of transmodality in the process of 

self-authorship, Ott and Robertson, also working as teacher and student, conducted a 

narrative inquiry about a multimodal assignment in graduate school focussed on life-long 

learning as meaning making. The findings share examples of life transformation through 
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transmodal text making, storying a process of how one student came to trust her voice as a 

learner and educator. Their work situates the purpose of literacy within humanizing 

approaches to education and theorizes how transmodal meaning making can spark joyful 

forms of self-discovery.   

Heather Phippôs paper, written in the French language, explores the ways her 

experiences in Europe on sabbatical have contributed to fulfillment and joy in her 

teaching and life as a teacher educator in French Language Education. Phipps explores 

themes of walking/connections to place, crossing borders/plurilingualism/stories, and 

meetings/languages/literatures as she traverses linguistic and geographical landscapes. 

Through this exploration, Phipps advocates for all academics to experience the value of 

slowing down, connecting to place, and engaging with diverse perspectives, languages, 

stories, and literatures.  

Also taking up themes of place and well-being, Kulnieks reflects on his personal 

and pedagogical use of eco-poetic inquiry to embody eco-literacy practices that are joyful 

because they restore connection with local ecologies. This paper, like Waliszewskaôs, 

makes a critical contribution to this special issue by grounding the purpose of language and 

literacy education in the more-than-human relations that sustain life on Earth.  

Finally, Aleks Waliszewskaôs paper, ñJoy amid ruinò answers the call to work for 

joy as a form of resistance. The author shares her learning through an autobiographical 

narrative inquiry as she weaves together threads from graduate courses and professional 

teaching experiences in elementary school. Waliszewska identifies ñmoments of turning,ò 

key points of learning to illuminate her growing understanding of literacies as multimodal, 

embodied, emergent, place-based, and more-than-human; and considers how these 

understandings of literacies contribute to joy and open possibilities for teaching and 

learning in a precarious world.  

In and through this special issue, we invite you to think with the theme of joyful 

possibilities in your own experiences of language and literacies teaching and research. How 

might the practice of various forms of language and literacy be a joy? What produces joy 

with/in language and literacies? How might it be generative and lead to other joyful 

possibilities? We hope the ideas shared by these authors might be a catalyst for seeing, and 

pursuing, joyful meaning making in your setting. 
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Language and Literacy as Joyful Possibilities: Keynote address given at 

the annual Language and Literacy Researchers of Canada preconference, 

June 12, 2024, Montreal, Canada. 

 

KATHYRN HIBBERT 

Western University 

 

In todayôs world, marked by uncertainty and unrest, itôs no wonder that many are 

drawn to moments of relief, hope, or perhaps even joy ï if we dare to imagine it. 

This paper, rewritten for inclusion in this special issue, reflects the keynote 

address I gave at the annual Language and Literacy Researchers of Canada pre-

conference in June of 2024 amidst protests, war and conflict. It was a topic the 

organizers, Lori McKee and Mary Ott selected before Kamala Harris had become 

the democratic nominee for President of the United States and focused her 

campaign on embracing joy. Perhaps the darkness of recent history has prompted 

a search for light. 

Over the past 25 years, Iôve had the privilege of engaging with the Language and 

Literacy Researchers of Canada (LLRC) in nearly every role, including as President. 

Giving this keynote felt deeply personal and professionally significantða moment to 

reflect on what joy means in our field, and how it might be reclaimed. 

The idea of joy as an "act of resistance" (Derricotte, 2019) is not newðespecially 

in communities that have endured pain, loss, and struggle. Today, the voices of 'joy 

strategists' remind us that joy is not only possible; it is a conscious, deliberate, even radical 

choiceðespecially when forged in hardship (Brewster, 2018). 

So, how do we move from being in this moment, to talking about joyðand 

specifically how our field, language and literacy can offer us joyful possibilities? And who 

am I to speak about joy?  

In education, joy is rarely discussed explicitly. Yet, it lies at the heart of the work 

we do as literacy educators. As educators, we are in the business of shaping not only the 

minds but also the lives of our students. Our teaching must be grounded in hope, meaning, 

and connection. The lack of joy in education, evident in many schools and universities, 

reflects broader societal challenges. 

I am a teacher, and a learnerðnow in my 43rd year in the profession.  Since joy is 

found in the journeyð43 years has given me a very long journey to look back on, while 
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also thinking forward about what might be possible.  With your indulgence, I am going to 

weave together some of what I have learned about joy through my experience, and how I 

have tried to make sense of it.  I will offer some examples of where I have found joy on 

my journey ï in the hope that there may be moments of resonance for all of us as we engage 

in a profession that can sometimes feel designed to strip away any semblance of joy. And 

I will think about it as a literacy and curriculum scholar, because at the heart of my 

interdisciplinary career, that is who I am.  

I would like to begin by thinking about just what we mean by JOY? What do you 

think about when you think about being joyful? Close your eyes for a moment. Imagine 

yourself in a joyful moment.  

Is your joyful moment in your workplace?  

Does your joyful moment involve your work in some way?  

Does your joyful moment involve family/friends?  

Is your joyful moment a time of solitude?  

Scholars tell us that joy is among the least understood and researched emotionsð

yet itôs essential to human well-being (Emmons, 2020; Johnson, 2020; Mancuso, 2020; 

Lomas, 2020). George Vaillant (2008), a Harvard psychiatrist, asserts that we cannot truly 

understand human beings unless we understand joy and how it emerges. Feminist scholar 

bell hooks (2000) emphasized joy as central to freedom, community, love, and justiceð

fundamental to living a meaningful life. 

As educators, weôre in the people business. And peopleðour students, our 

colleagues, ourselvesðare hurting. Our schools, universities, and broader communities are 

grappling with deep challenges to well-being. 

The causes of this lack of joy are manifold. Some have linked it to the overuse of 

social media (Watkins et al., 2017), while others point to the reduction of arts, music, and 

libraries in schools, as well as the financial burdens of inflation and social instability. The 

global pandemic and ongoing political unrest exacerbate these factors, making it essential 

to focus on restoring joy to education. What about our corner of education: language and 

literacy? Does it feel joyful? Is it possible to foster joy in language learning? 

Reflecting on the changes over my time as a learner and teacher, I recognize both 

the triumphs and the challenges. I began school in a two-room rural schoolhouse. It wasnôt 

until we moved to a new eight-room school that students were sorted by age and gradeð

something so normalized now, we rarely question it. In my early years as an educator, there 

were no standardized tests, no curriculum mandates, no computers. Teachers had the 

freedom to create, to innovate, and to engage with students in meaningful ways. 
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Teachers designed curriculum based on the students in front of them. I vividly 

remember reading novels aloud to classesðdelighting in each chapter, sharing my love of 

literature. But over time, this was replaced by leveled books, benchmark kits, and 

increasing standardization. Teaching became scripted. Joy began to fade. 

I recall some of my early research, as I was interviewing students and teacher 

candidates, being struck by a few shifts. I want to share a couple of examples with you.  

In a conversation with a 10-year-old girl named Ali, I asked her if she liked reading. 

I happened to know she devoured books, so her response shocked me: She said no.  

So, I shared my surprise and pointed out that she read all the time, and that we 

talked ï reader-to-reader about the various books we both read.  

She looked puzzled, and then said, ñOh I LOVE reading. I just donôt like 

óReadingôðyou know, at school. Because all we do is the same questions about what we 

have read over and over.ò 

In another example, I vividly recall being in the hair salon, when my hairdresserôs 

son Zach burst through the door after school.  

ñHey mom!ò  he cried.  ñI finally moved up to Level 4.2 in Reading.ò 

ñThatôs greatò she responded. ñDoes that mean you get to read Harry Potter now?ò  

ñYes!ò He responded, punching a fist in the air. 

Excited to see so much enthusiasm for reading, I said, ñThat sounds awesome Zach! 

You must be looking forward to reading Harry Potter.ò 

He gave me the strangest look, and then replied, ñOh I have already read them all, 

but NOW I get to read them in school!ò 

When the provincial EQAO testing was introduced in Ontario, we interviewed 

several students about their experiences. I asked Taylor, grade 6, to tell me how she found 

the test that year.  

ñNot good.ò She replied.  

ñWhat was not good about it?ò I asked.  

ñWell,ò she said with a shrug, ñit was all about hockey and I am not interested in 

hockey. The last time I did EQAO was about figure skating, and I know lots about 

that! So, this year I donôt think I did very well.ò 



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  9 

Meanwhile, teacher candidates were telling us that they were not expected to teach 

with creativity or choice. ñWhy donôt you just give us novel kits with questions?ò they 

demanded. ñThatôs all we are expected to do on practicumò.  

Another lambasted us for not providing the Jolly PhonicsÊ training before her 

kindergarten practicum, as she had to train in the commercial program at the school before 

she could begin her placement. Fast forward to today, and we are during yet another 

óreading warô; with escalating tensions between those who argue for a science of reading 

approach and those who argue that there is no such thing as a settled óscienceô of reading 

(Thomas, 2021; Cummins, 2022; Hanford, 2022; National Education Association, 2024).  

Where are the joyful possibilities amidst this chaos?  

In times of chaos, we look for control. Thatôs human. But education is about people, 

and people need more than control. We need meaning. We need joy. 

Mary Katherine Backstrom (2022) reminds us that joy comes from acceptanceð

from honoring our uniqueness instead of chasing impossible standards. Joy, she says, 

emerges from messiness and vulnerability. It surfaces when we shift attention away from 

self-comparison and toward connection. 

Ultimately, (and I would add, sadly) we must (re)learn how to be joyful. The 

economist Tibor Scitovsky (1989) worries that modern education systems were designed 

to teach students how to produce but not how to consume. He wondered what would change 

if we taught students how to appreciate, how not just to lookðbut to see, how not just to 

hearðbut to listen, how not just to feelðbut to be affected. This is something language 

and literacy educators know all about! This is what we know how to doðdespite forces 

that continue to favour the production of only the performative aspects of literacy. It makes 

me think about Louise Rosenblattôs (1978) worry with the way the efferent was squeezing 

out the aesthetic. And Mem Foxôs (2001) concerns that rushing through prescribed blocks 

of learning had led us away from the óaffectô: the emotions and attitudes toward 

experiencing reading that can create a foundation for students to see themselves as 

óreaders.ô  

At the heart of this issue lies the question: What is the purpose of a language and 

literacy education? Is it to produce solely measurable outcomes, or to engage students in 

meaningful, joyful learning that empowers them to participate in society? As educators, we 

must navigate these questions while considering the complex, diverse needs of our learners. 

And joy, at its root, is about connection.  So let me share a little bit about what helps me 

find connection.  
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This little redwood tree, unassuming in the palms of my 

hands, has lots to teach us about connection as we will see.  

When I feel overwhelmed or stressed, I go for a walk. At 

the end of our street is a forest, and once you follow the 

steps down into a valley, the city slips away. I sit amongst 

the trees and reflect ï and look up to see the magnificence 

of the canopies spread above me.   

Harvard professor Arthur Brooks (2022) describes joy as 

something that emerges when we encounter the vastness of 

the universeðand remember our own smallness within it. 

In that forest, I feel it. I am reminded that joy is not found 

in productivity or pressure, but in presence. 

 I feel that in the forest.  

Where do we make space in education, to work toward a shared purpose that is bigger 

than all of us?  

I used to have a framed print of Norman Rockwellôs 1956 ñHappy Birthday Miss 

Jonesôò that had graced the Saturday Evening Post cover before I was even born. When I 

became a teacher, I proudly hung it in my home. Over time however, it really began to 

annoy me. This image of the teacher has persisted long past its óbest beforeô date. The 

manufactured innocence of an individual (unmarried) female teacher, beloved at the 

chalkboard, gazing at her adoring and seated students is a fantasy. It lacks all the 

complexities of the modern classroom, and yet it is a fantasy that we see repeatedly invoked 

in calls for óback to basicsô in education.   

We see no visible diversity here, no poverty, no hint of the mental health challenges 

that children and their teachers are grappling with. We see the teacher as the sole source of 

knowledge, and the chalkboard as the focal point for learning. The teacher delivers, and 

the students receive.  

Things have changed.  

In this world of information overload, the teacher is no longer the sole source of 

knowledge. Every 60 seconds on the internet, there is an explosion of activity: in digital 

artifacts or texts that are consumed, produced, shared, exchanged, redesigned and so on 

(Go-Globe, 2025). Every 60 seconds. Add to this the massive revolution we are 

experiencing with Artificial Intelligence, campaigns of misinformation and disinformation, 

and algorithmic influences, and we can get a sense of how far away from Norman 

Rockwellôs fantasy we are moving.  
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As we engage with information today ï from so many sources ï teachers and 

students are both repositioned to be producers, co-designers, contributors to the collective 

knowledge that is available. Some of what has been produced and shared around the globe 

is groundbreaking and helpful. And some of what is 

being malevolently produced is designed to serve 

nefarious agendas.   

What are we doing with all this content? All this 

big data? More importantly, what will we DO with what 

we learnðespecially WHEN IT MATTERSðwhen we 

encounter something in our lives that calls for us to act. 

How will our learning shape our response to that call?  

How do we cope? Are we stressed yet? Anyone feeling 

joy?  

 

Back to nature 

Redwood treesðthose glorious tall trees that 

thrive in our western province of British Columbiaðlack a taproot. The taproot is the main 

root most trees have that grow down deep into the soil to anchor the tree. So, without deep 

roots, how are redwood trees able to grow so tall?  

Would it surprise you to know that they rely on support from one another?  

They link roots with their neighbors, spreading out 30 metres or more, to intertwine 

and hang on to the neighboring trees, creating in the process, a strong network of support. 

Together, they withstand winds and storms and stand tall for hundredsðeven thousandsð

of years. Redwoods remind me that at its root, life is comprised of the relationships we 

engage in.  

They thrive because they rely on each other. We are not meant to stand alone.  

What might it mean for us in education to do the same? To intertwine our work, to 

support one another, to weather adversity through shared strength?  

Nearly 30 years ago, the New London Group (1996) offered a collective vision for 

this kind of work. They introduced the term multiliteracies to capture two key shifts: first, 

the ways texts and meanings vary across social, cultural, and experiential contexts; and 

second, the growing importance of multimodality in a digitized world. 

They werenôt just theorizingðthey were resisting. Their work focused on designing 

equitable pedagogies and democratizing access to literacy as power. As Cope and Kalantzis 

(2023) remind us, they were building a framework for justice. 
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The first shift reflected an observation that communication and the ñtextsò used 

varied considerably depending upon the social context they were in. Differences such as 

ñlife experience, subject matter, area of employment, specialist knowledge, cultural setting 

or gender identityò (Kalantzis & Cope, 2016, p. 4) contributed greatly to our ability to make 

sense of our learning.  

The second shift acknowledged the increasingly multimodal world we live in. We 

see, for example, opportunities to engage in viewing and representing with oral, audio, 

gestural, spatial and visual ïinstead of, in combination with, or in addition to, written forms 

of language.   

Pragmatically, the New London Group were concerned about designing 

pedagogical responses to these shifts. Their deeper concerns were rooted in working toward 

more just and equitable approaches to teaching and learning. They understood how power 

could be used in and through texts and wanted everyone to better understand those 

processesðnot only for critical consumption of texts, but so that they could also use them 

to achieve their own goals when designing texts (Cope & Kalantzis, 2023).  

Acutely aware of the systemic inequities that could perpetuate injustices (especially 

for learners from historically marginalized backgrounds), they wondered how 

multiliteracies might offer a means for learners to build a critical consciousness about their 

lives, their work, and their participation in both.  In other words, they were engaged in a 

search for meaning and meaningful participation for themselves, and for our collective 

students.  

Multiliteracies resonated with me deeply. For years, Iôve used that lens to design 

curriculumðboth locally and globally. Let me share a few examples. 
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The Case of Cambodia  

 

 

These photos were taken in 2008. What is your óreadingô of these images?  

On the left, we see homes along the river, with minimal infrastructure.  Yet despite 

the poverty, we encountered multiple internet cafes. The teachers I spoke with at the time 

had no computers in their schools. Students did not have them in their homes, and the 

teachers told me that kids did not know how to use them. And yet the owners of the internet 

shops said that it was largely children in their cafes, and that they were quite proficient in 

their use. They had Facebook and (in those days) ICQ. They were seeking connection with 

a world beyond their own.  

Since so much of Cambodia still had unexploded landmines and munitions at that 

time, the government had invested in the most advanced wireless technology that I had 

seen up until that time. Out of necessity. On this trip we visited several hospitals. There 

were so few physicians, and so little equipment, that needed support to read diagnostic 

studies. So, while the infrastructure of the hospital was rudimentary, the communication 

centre was state of the art. It allowed professionals around the world to come together, to 

share their knowledge and expertise in practical and meaningful ways. Leveraging 

technology for one professional to support another.  The global community had found a 

way to act on what they had learned, and shared that learning for a greater public good.  

The Case of the International Atomic Energy Agency 

Over the past 15 years I have worked closely with the International Atomic Energy 

Agency (IAEA). It is the worldôs centre for cooperation in the nuclear fieldðspecifically, 

it works for the safe, secure and peaceful uses of nuclear science and technology. This 

centre is responsible for a wide range of education and training across its 177 member 

states globally.  
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I will never forget the first time I attended as a consultant. A well-intentioned group of 

Nuclear Scientists in the UK had created a rich, multimedia set of curricula for radiologists. 

They offered their online course modules to the IAEA to be used for training across the 

member states.  

But they ignored the context. They had ignored culture. And they had ignored language.  

Many countries did not have sophisticated CT or MRI technologies addressed in the course, 

they did not have broadband, mentors, hardware or software. Even if the technology had 

been in place, curing cancer was low on the list of priorities in nations struggling to feed 

their people. 

In education, context always matters. We launched a series of tracer studies to better 

understand how access to educational training was influenced by access to material and 

human resources, cultural priorities, languages and learning needs for their specific 

context. We needed to know who had what knowledge and infrastructure, and how we 

could work together as a collective. We took that learning, and fed it back into the design 

of a differentiated series of programs that could be easily updated, and collaboratively 

tailored for teams in each region. We brought our various strengths together, to make a 

better experience for everyone. As Gert Biesta (2020) implores us to ask, what do we do 

with what we have learned? I am a literacy and curriculum scholar. This work continues to 

shape how I understand what literacy and curriculum can do. 

The Case of Fukushima 

In 2011, Japan experienced a trifecta disaster: earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear 

meltdown. All the systems this developed country relied upon for communication, such as 

phones and internet were down. Waterðrequired for decontaminationðwas inaccessible. 

Roads and train systems were in shambles. Political and institutional infrastructure and 

leadership was siloed - and fractured under the weight of the disaster.  

Given their history with nuclear tragedy in Japan, this event was experienced at 

every level of their psyche. At the invitation of the Japanese government and the IAEA, in 

2011, I led the development of an educational framework for a new global disaster 

curriculum. The Japanese were very clear that they wanted to do things differently. The 

standardized and mandatory ótable-top disaster trainingô was woefully insufficient for the 

reality of what they had experienced.  

The first responders included many nuclear scientists, radiation safety experts and 

government leadersðall accustomed to working in silos, were suddenly needing to 

collaborate. Communication was fraught. Trauma ran deep. Together, we created a flexible 

curriculumðrooted in Japanôs experience, but designed to help others learn, adapt, and 

heal, and develop the skills recognized as needed based on the disaster. 
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Today, because of their efforts, they become global leaders in nuclear safetyðand 

in the process work toward healing their own significant trauma.  One of the highlights of 

my career was presenting at a conference in Hiroshima alongside one of the first graduates 

of the global disaster curriculum who has now joined our team.  This work invites us into 

even larger questions about how we as human beings live in and with the world.  

The Case of Teacher Education 

Lest you think that this kind of curriculum work is only relevant elsewhere, my 

final example is a local one. The systems that we put in place to document, track and 

account for learning, affect what is learned and what is the focus of that learning. We hear 

about it as literacy educators when provincial test scores are used to inform the public about 

how students (and their teachers) are doing.  

But privileging numerical grades comes with a cost. In my teacher education 

program, we found that many teacher candidates were more focused on their grades than 

on how what they were learning would impact their teaching. So, we moved to a pass/fail 

system. The redesign was created to mirror the way that their competency would be 

assessed in professional practice. What we have learned is that freedom from 

performativity metrics has been liberating. Replacing grades with formative feedback has 

led both teacher educators and candidates to engage in much more meaningful dialogue 

about what is needed for further growthðno matter where they are on the continuum of 

achievement. It has led to greater risk taking and innovation. One of the most heartwarming 

findings is that teacher candidates told us this approach to feedback helped them become 

more skilled not only to professionally reflect upon their own growth, but to offer it to their 

students and peers. Their assignments became meaningful to them. They learned how to 

fail, and to rise from that failure within a supportive relationship. We made space for them 

to learn about what it means to be a competent teacher in the world today.  

Leading in Learning and Teaching in a Hostile Environment 

Iôve argued that educators are living in our own version of a climate crisis (Hibbert, 

2023). But redwoods offer a lesson: they grow strong in harsh conditions. Their growth 

rings reveal good years and hard years alike. They adapt. They stabilize. They survive. 

Markets, like nature, can be cyclical. There are expansive times and times of 

contraction. There are ups and downs: growth isnôt always linear. Even through this 

moment, when understandings of multiliteracies appear to be under attack from those with 

narrow understandings of what it means to be literate, this too shall pass. The latest 

ósolutionô to reading instruction may work for some students, but as history has shown us 

repeatedly, it is a problem that a newly marketed commercial program cannot fix (Wyse & 

Bradbury 2022; Thomas, 2023; Wyse and Hacking, 2024). 

If a redwood tree finds itself knocked off-kilter by shifting earth, or perhaps when 

another tree falls onto them, they can accelerate growth on their downhill sides to buttress 
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themselves. They adapt, they strengthen what has been damaged or weakened, and they 

carry on living. This is a highly efficient system. Think about what would be possible if we 

allocated our limited energies to positive uses like growing our root systems, connecting 

with colleagues and boosting our óimmune systemsô with healthy professional 

collaborationðrather than wasting it on sticky and flammable negativity. 

To what end?  

Back to the contrast between Rockwellôs fantasy and todayôs reality. Competency 

in the 21st century requires new literacies, new sensitivities, and a global awareness. 

We are living through increasingly frequent disasters. Communities are creating 

networked responses that bypass traditional systems. Multiliteracies pedagogy invites us 

to think critically, inclusively, and collaboratively. To design withðnot just forðour 

learners. To recognize agency and humanity, to work for justice and joy. 

So, I return to the question I posed earlier: what do we do with what we know? 

Over the course of my career, Iôve learned that we must use our knowledge to shape 

collective futures. That requires courage, community, and creativity. Together, as language 

and literacy educators, we can be a force for good. Together, we can reclaim joy. 

Epilogue and dedication to the memory of a joyful educator: Karen Hellerman, 3-16-

1954 to 6-3-2024. 

Just over a week before this keynote was given, a dear friend of more than 40 years 

succumbed to early onset Alzheimerôs. She was an avid reader, artist, principal, gardener 

and all-around joyful teacher.  

As I witnessed her long and painful decline, I noticed that her ability to use language 

was the first to go. When she could no longer talk, we talked to her. When she could no 

longer read, we read to her. When she could no longer comprehend, we enjoyed pictures, 

art and music together. 

When she paced for hours each day, we walked beside her. When that phase ended 

and she was confined to a bed, we held her hand, massaged her feet or fed her family.  

As each of these capabilities left her, I was struck by how we simply adapted and 

found another way to make meaning together. Images, music, stories, touch and gestures.  

What an awesome responsibility we have as literacy educators. We open the world 

to our students to the joy and power and connection that literacy brings to our livesðlong 

after they leave school. We set down the roots of understanding through stories, music, arts, 

movementðeven those very small gestures convey so much meaning over the lifespan. 

We are meaning makers, and in that process, there is great joy to be found. Letôs not lose 

sight of that in the distraction of yet another assault on processes of learning that are deeply 

connected to a lifetime of joy.   
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Think about the long term and the lasting effects that languages and literacies bring 

to our lives and to our capacity to make meaning and find joy. Even in the toughest of 

circumstances. 
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Abstract 

This case study explores the thematic thread of joy within the patterned quilt (Dyson & 

Genishi, 2005) of a longitudinal university-based summer literacy camp (for ages 4 to 12) 

led by pre-service teachers. We explore pre-service teachersô roles as curriculum makers in 

relation to examples of negotiated curriculum leading to shared joyful literacy learning.  

 Keywords: literacy camp, responsive pedagogies, joyful learning, case study 

  

In what ways does a university-based summer literacy camp help to support, 

challenge, or prompt pre-service teacher's growth as emerging teachers and curriculum 

makers of language arts and literacy? This is the question that prompted a six-year study 

documenting the literacy teaching and learning experiences for pre-service teachers and 

children participating in the camp. There are a range of summer literacy programs, from 

ones that address summer learning loss (Garst & Ozier, 2015; Petty et al., 2017) to ones 

that build identity and community (Hamel et al. 2019), target specific skills like writing 

(Wertz, 2014; Worsley et al., 2023) or develop cross-curricular connections between 

literacy and another subject like music (Pane & Salmon, 2011). The literacy camp 

discussed in this paper was offered to children ages 4 to 12 with a focus on developing 

authentic literacy opportunities (Purcell-Gates, 2008). It began with two one-week camp 

opportunities and grew to include five one-week literacy camp options in its sixth year. 

 

The goal to build theory-practice connections with pre-service and graduate 

students in relation to university coursework includes tutoring programs (e.g., Iannacci & 

Graham, 2010), camps or related service-learning components (e.g., Garst & Ozier, 2015; 

Pane & Salmon, 2011; Roessingh, 2012; Wertz, 2014), and experiential learning driven by 

pre-service teachers outside of coursework (Scheffel, 2016). Richards (2006) pondered the 

ways in which ñépreservice teachersô development results not from faculty-driven 

discourse, but from their participation in a social environment that provides rich 

opportunities to solve real-life problemsò (p. 788). A similar pondering was at the heart of 

this project.  

 

While this question posed by Richards (2006) is not new, there is an ongoing need 

for pre-service teachers to learn experientially within ñauthentic settingsò (McMahan et al., 

2015, p. 1) including professional learning communities (Dillard, 2016; DuFour & Eaker, 

1998; Nielsen & Lockhart, 2020) and communities of practice (Richards, 2006; Schlager 

& Fusco, 2003). Such professional learning opportunities are iterative and ongoing, 
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offering pre-service teachers a relational space to openly share, communicate, and reflect 

on their learnings with one another, enhancing self-efficacy and broader professional 

growth (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hargreaves & Giles, 2003; Louis et al., 1995; Nielsen & 

Lockhart, 2020; TeKippe, 2017; Tichenor & Tichenor, 2019; Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017). 

Collaborative professional learning with pre-service teachers allows for mentorship around 

beliefs, vocabulary, and learnings from common experiences (Richards, 2006), facilitating 

professional growth (Richards, 2006; Routman, 2024; Scheffel, 2016; Schlager & Fusco, 

2003). Glazier and Bean (2019) suggest that collaborative teaching environments 

encourage pre-service teachers to critically reflect on their hands-on experiences and 

ñchange the way [they] think about and act in their practiceò (p. 261).  

 

This work is sociocultural with a view of educators as ñcurriculum makersò 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) and curriculum as conversation where professional learning 

is a dialogue (Routman, 2000; 2024) that recognizes childrenôs funds of knowledge 

(Gonz§lez et al., 2005) and the importance of authentic literacy (Purcell-Gates, 2008) and 

teacherôs pedagogical decision-making. Within this study, literacy is understood to 

encompass meaning-making opportunities communicated in multimodal ways (Walsh, 

2011) across literacy dimensions (reading, writing, speaking, listening, viewing, 

representing). Theories of literacy engagement (Cambourne, 1988; Guthrie, 2004) 

underpin the studyôs design. In this article, we focus on experiences of joy that emerged in 

the literacy camp environment ï joy experienced both by the learners and the pre-service 

teachers serving as Literacy Camp Leaders (LCLs). 

 

Literature Review: Restoring Joy Within Literacy Learning 

Literature on cultivating joy in literacy learning is relatively new and, as such, 

underdeveloped. Joy itself is an ambiguous phenomenon involving subjective 

interpretations and experiences. Nonetheless, scholars have made efforts to define joy in 

educational contexts. The Encyclopedia of the Science of Learning defines joyful learning 

as a positive state of pleasure and satisfaction from the learning process occurring both 

individually and in groups ï it is characterized by high levels of engagement, wonder, and 

curiosity in the learning experience, where both educators and learners benefit 

synchronously (Udvari-Solner, 2012; as cited in Slay et al., 2023). This definition aligns 

with the importance of relationships in the experience of joy highlighted by Hibbert et al. 

(2018), the co-authors of What Would it Take to Bring Joy Back into the Lives of Teachers 

and Students? Although this definition describes joyful learning in a broad context, the 

literature offers additional dimensions to this definition, including joyful interaction with 

oneôs surroundings and the critical importance of equitable practice.  

 

Joy as a Relational & Reciprocal Experience 

Relevant literature strongly suggests that joy is relational (Davis et al., 2021; 

Karjalainen et al., 2019; Kuby et al., 2015; Neville, 2023; Nordstrºm et al., 2024; Pickell, 

2022), where ñmanifestations of joy entail reciprocal relationships with others, with matter, 

and with the surrounding environmentò (Nordstrºm et al., 2024, p. 6).  
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Joy is not only experienced individually; joy is often shared between people in 

literacy learning contexts (Karjalainen et al., 2019; Neville, 2023; Nordstrºm et al., 2024; 

Pickell, 2022; Segal, 2018). Through intentional relationship-building, educators play an 

instrumental role in restoring joy to the classroom. Educators must invest time and energy 

into gaining close familiarity with learners and their interests (Pickell, 2022; Springer et 

al., 2017). Educators can learn the strengths and desires of learners and use this information 

to cater joyful experiences (Pickell, 2022; Springer et al., 2017). Hughes (2024) suggested 

joy and celebration cannot be separated. 

 

However, scholars emphasize that joy cannot always be planned (Karjalainen et al., 

2019; Nordstrºm et al., 2024; Segal, 2018). Karjalainen et al.ôs (2019) study found that 

shared joy is present in both teacher-guided activities and informal, spontaneous situations. 

Segal (2018) characterizes joyful moments as unexpected situations that unite people, 

ñraising them above everyday concernsò (as cited in Karjalainen et al., 2019, p. 131). Given 

joyôs unpredictable and unfolding nature, educators must ñvalue the mundane moments as 

important spaces to create reciprocal, respectful relationships with childrenò (Karjalainen 

et al., 2019; as cited in Nordstrºm et al., 2024). To foster these joyful experiences, educators 

must temporarily release their authoritative stance (Pickell, 2022) and ñsurrender to 

unpredictable and jointly constructed joy,ò allowing learners to gain confidence and agency 

in the literacy learning environment (Karjalainen et al., 2019, p. 141). By building a strong 

understanding of oneôs students (Pickell, 2022; Springer et al., 2017), embracing the 

unexpected (Karjalainen et al., 2019; Nordstrºm et al., 2024; Segal, 2018), and releasing 

power (Karjalainen et al., 2019; Pickell, 2022), educators can humanize themselves, as well 

as their students, restoring joy to literacy learning.  

 

While relationships between people are an essential component of a joyful literacy 

learning experience, oneôs relationship with the surrounding environment is equally 

essential (Davis et al., 2021; Kuby et al., 2015; Nordstrºm et al., 2024). Kuby et al. (2015) 

explain that ñmatter mattersò (p. 399), emphasizing the entanglements between the human 

and material. Scholars emphasize that curating literacy material resources and the 

surrounding environment is critical to understanding young learnersô experiences of joy 

(Davis et al., 2021; Kuby et al., 2015; Nordstrºm et al., 2024). Nordstrºm et al.ôs (2019) 

study demonstrated that positive emotions were evoked when young literacy learners were 

ñcreating, making, and sharing different texts and interests in the course of their multimodal 

and playful joint activitiesò (as cited in Nordstrºm et al., 2024, p. 5). This finding suggests 

that joyful literacy learning includes reciprocal relationships between people, but also 

between the learner and materials such as literacy learning resources and environments that 

educators intentionally provide (Nordstrºm et al., 2024).  

 

Prioritizing Choice-Based, Multimodal Learning Opportunities  

Given that joy is cultivated within various relationship types, it is critical to 

consider equity and power dynamics within these relationships. Literacy educators must 

attend to equitable learning experiences by offering learner-directed choices (Cunningham, 

2019; Davis et al., 2021; Muhammad, 2022; 2023; Neville, 2023; Nordstrºm et al., 2019; 

2024; Pickell, 2022; Scullen, 2019; Slay et al., 2023). Scullen (2019) discussed the 
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importance of joyful literacy learning experiences to foster equity, access, and relevance, 

demanding that literacy educators ñvalue student choice as well as believe in the power of 

reading beyond the traditional, one-size-fits-all definitionò (p. 1). 

 

The literature explores various types of choice-oriented learning opportunities that 

emphasize the importance of multimodal literacy learning (Davis et al., 2021; Neville, 

2023; Nordstrºm et al., 2019; Slay et al., 2023). For example, Nordstrºm et al. (2019; 2024) 

highlight that joy emerges from open-ended, multimodal, choice-centric literacy learning 

opportunities, empowering learners to freely explore and engage with material literacy 

resources and the environment according to learnersô strengths and interests. More 

specifically, Davis et al. (2021) highlight that ñLiteracy Playshopsò utilize ñdigital, 

multimodal, collaborative, and embodied literaciesò to disrupt traditional deficit lenses of 

literacy learning (p. 18). Echoing Nordstrºm et al.ôs (2024) suggestions, Literacy Playshops 

offer self-directed literacy learning activities, encouraging learners to ñdraw on familiar 

literacy resources and expertise while recognizing the literacy students are exercising 

through creating, negotiating, collaborating, and playingò with one another (Davis et al., 

2021, p. 18). Neville (2023) also contends that centering multimodality deconstructs 

ñoppressive literacy structuresò that stifle joy, particularly by learners who are marginalized 

by standardized literacy practices (p. 107). Muhammad (2023) describes the importance of 

multimodal literacy learning ñto elevate meaning, reflection, and joyò (p. 23; as cited in 

Slay et al., 2023, p. 29). Slay et al. (2023) support the key themes from the above 

suggestions, describing a four-pronged approach to equitably restoring joy in the 

classroom: fostering curiosity by embracing inquiry-based learning, supporting choice by 

letting go, promoting play by allowing learners to explore freely, and inspiring creativity 

through opportunities for hands-on innovation.  

 

The research on joyful literacy learning is relatively sparse, even though children 

spend a large portion of their early life at school (Cekaite & Andr®n, 2019; as cited in 

Karjalainen et al., 2019). The above literature points to the ways educators can move 

towards restoring joy in literacy learning contexts by attending to reciprocal and equitable 

relationship-building and situates the need for further research to assist educators with 

restoring joy and support learnersô flourishing (Brighouse, 2008; as cited in Hibbert et al., 

2018). It appears that restoring joyful literacy learning should not be deemed an 

aspirational goal but rather an urgent issue. As described by Dr. Seppala, the educational 

system cannot continue successfully in the absence of joy in classrooms: ñIt forms the very 

foundation of deep, meaningful learningò (Lahey, 2016, para. 3).  

 

Research Design  

This research took an exploratory case study approach (Dyson & Genishi, 2005) to 

share the ongoing "case" of a university-based summer literacy camp. Participants included 

15 pre-service teachers and 147 campers (aged 4 to 12), across six years. Each year, all pre-

service teachers leading the literacy camp were invited to participate in the study. Pre-

service teachers applied to be camp facilitators, a position that was open to both Concurrent 

Education students (Year 3 or 4) and Consecutive Education students (Year 1 or Year 2). 
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Some facilitators were leaders for two years. No demographic information other than age 

was collected from child participants to maintain confidentiality.  

Research methods/data sources included participant observation of interactions 

with pre-service teachers/child participants (photographs, video, field notes), artifacts of 

childrenôs work produced with/for child participants, collaborative planning materials, 

reflective debriefs/journals, and a family survey. Observations took place in consultation 

with pre-service teachers (approximately 2 to 3 hours per day) and without any interruption 

to the planned literacy camp activities. Debriefs were held at the end of each camp week 

with a final debrief at the end of the summer. The anonymous parent survey took place in 

Years 4 to 6. It was sent by email at the end of the summer and was completed by 93 of 

194 enrolled families. It included likert-scale, multiple choice, and open-ended questions. 

 

Dyson and Genishi (2005) share Margery Wolfôs phrase that ñexperience is messyò 

(p. 79). These words ring true as the above data collection methods created a large, 

overwhelming amount of data to be examined. Analysis focused on generating themes 

through a constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and ongoing 

interpretation through summarizing and condensing (Salda¶a, 2013) across data sources 

and in relation to the literature. Attempting to weave ñtogether different pieces of data into 

a patterned quiltò (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 111), Tara-Lynn had not yet found coherence 

across stories in the data when the 2024 pre-conference call for research in ólanguage and 

literacies as joyful possibilitiesô for the Language and Literacy Researchers of Canada 

provided inspiration. This article explores the experience of joy as a thematic thread in the 

literacy camp case.  

Findings 

We began by searching for use of the word ójoyô as shared by participants in our 

data. This step was revealing in several ways. For example, the goal that learning should 

be ñjoyfulò was brainstormed by Literacy Camp Leaders (LCLs) during pre-planning 

(across multiple years) as they were asked to consider how a literacy camp 

looks/sounds/feels. Within planning reflections, there were also many instances where 

LCLs looked for or showcased enjoyment in relation to childrenôs meaning-making and 

teachersô roles as curriculum-makers (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). LCLs noted moments 

where ñnot only were the leaders enjoying it, but more importantly, the kids wereò (Week 

1 Debrief, 2017). 

 

Joyful learning was also evident in 93 Parent Surveys collected across three years. 

Parents spoke to the ñwarm and welcomingò environment with ñgreat role models as 

teachers who made learning funò. Many parents noted an excitement to go back each day 

as well as opportunities to boost confidence from increased interest in ñwriting/telling and 

drawing stories,ò ñsounding out and reading words,ò and ñenthusiasm to read and write 

more than ever beforeò. They also noticed ñincreased curiosity and creativity around 

narratives/storiesò, ñfinding new books to enjoyò, and appreciated the hands-on 

experiences connected to books that invited ñdesigning and creatingò.  

 

Looking to our multimodal data, we considered how aspects of joy referenced in 

our literature review were represented in the literacy camp artifacts. Table 1 outlines four 
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overarching themes that emerged through this process of textual/visual analysis. Following 

this, we share representative moments of the themes. Representative moments are ones that 

drawn from multiple data sources (photographs, videos, field notes, debriefs, and reflective 

journals). Figure 1 presents a quilted arrangement of these moments. Letters A through M 

have been used to label each photograph to provide clarification as we unpack the findings 

below.  

 

Table 1 

Examples of Joy Reflecting Themes in the Literature  

Themes Descriptions 

Wonder & 

Excitement 

Moments highlighting joyful inquiries in which children expressed 

wonder and curiosity, along with excitement for learning in both 

unexpected/ spontaneous and planned learning opportunities provoked 

by the environment and in response to materials (Davis et al., 2021; 

Kuby et al., 2015; Nordström et al., 2024; Sutten & Slaughter, 2021).  

Relational & 

Responsive 

Moments reflecting reciprocal relationships and responsive pedagogies 

 integrating childrenôs interests and is characterized by ñreciprocityò 

(Nordström et al., 2024, p. 6), and community building (Pickell, 2022) 

with gratitude also included. 

Playful & 

Multimodal 

Planning for multimodal, open-ended literacy learning that allows for 

choice, multiple entry points, with thought given to relevance and 

meaning-making opportunities across space and materials 

(Cunningham, 2019; Davis et al., 2021; Muhammad, 2022 & 2023; 

Neville, 2023; Nordström et al., 2019 & 2024; Pickell, 2022; Scullen, 

2019; Slay et al., 2023). 

Pleasures of 

Reading 

Moments reflecting joyful responses to read alouds, reading together 

and joy-filled experiences that reflect the pleasure of reading (Heydon 

et al., 2022; Horst et al., 2019). 
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Figure 1. Quilted Moments of Joyful Literacy Learning 
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Wonder & Excitement 

Many moments throughout the years of the literacy camp highlighted learnersô 

wonderment and curiosity, whether about nature, a concept, or a technology. Introducing a 

special issue on Embracing Joyful Learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, Sutten and 

Slaughter (2021) offered: ñLiteracy is wondering. With wondering comes feelings of great 

pleasure and happiness along with anticipation of discovery" (p. 3). We, too, saw that along 

with wondering was an excitement for learning and at times, a sense of anticipation. Some 

moments were planned, while others were in response to individual and group curiosities.  

 

Learning About Palindromes  

A curiosity around palindromes was sparked one day when a leader casually 

pointed to the word ñracecarò on the word wall and said, ñOh, look at this word racecar. 

You can read it forwards and backwards.ò (Final Debrief, Year 5). This prompted a camper 

to begin to list other words that did the same. This moment is depicted in Figure 1, Image 

A. Tara-Lynn observed this moment of curious learning and intentionally placed the book 

Mom and Dad are Palindromes by Mark Shulman in the room. The LCL recalled how the 

next morning, the camper asked, ñDo you remember that list we made? Letôs add more 

words to itò (Final Debrief, Year 5). She directed the camper to the palindrome book, and 

they added more words: ñé we found that booké and he was looking through that and he 

kept finding more and he got so excited. Especially with the word óbobô. He was telling his 

mom we put óbobô on thereò (Week 2 Debrief, Year 5). A fellow LCL was struck by this 

moment noting, ñI didnôt think there would be a book on palindromesò (Week 2 Debrief, 

Year 5), a point of discussion that continued in the final debrief around the intentional 

placement of resources to support developing inquiries.  

 

In this example, a LCL leaned into a learnerôs unexpected curiosity toward 

palindromes and intentionally catered a joyful experience that evoked the learnerôs wonder 

and excitement in literacy learning (Pickell, 2022; Springer et al., 2017). This moment led 

the LCL to recognize the learnerôs capabilities: ñé it just seemed so beyond a 5-year-old. 

But he was so into ité his chart paper was put up on our wall for the whole week. I think 

that was a really big deal for him tooò (Final Debrief, Year 5). LCLs recognized other 

similar moments across the camp such as an interest in dinosaurs that led to setting up a 

provocation with books, and a collaborative slime recipe book that arose from a childôs 

interest in slime recipes that led to making slime together. 

 

Nature Walks 

In the third year of the camp, the LCLs planned a ñPond Discoveryò mid-way 

through the summer as they reflected on changes they wanted to make after their first two 

weeks of implementing their plans. Campers were invited to put on their rubber boots and 

use nets to catch, observe, and release. Observing the campersô excitement prompted the 

LCLs to recommend to future LCLs to ñtake them outside moreò (Final Debrief, Year 3).  

 

A Nature Walk in the fourth year of the camp (Figure 1, Image B). was similarly 

identified as one of the most effective and engaging activities planned in the entire camp 

(Final Debrief, Year 5. One LCL recalled, ñCampers were so engaged writing/drawing 
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down their activities on the clipboards outside. Every camperôs page was full and we had 

to pause multiple times just so they had time to writeò (Reflective Journal, Year 5). LCLs 

noticed that nature walks contributed to a better pace of day and learner engagement. Books 

like If You Find a Rock by Peggy Christian set the stage for close observation of rocks 

while Lost in the Woods by Carl R. Sams and Jean Stoick prompted observing with their 

senses. LCLs saw the joy of wonder as campers were excited to see a ground hog or frog 

or identify a specific type of rock. Nature items collected became part of open-ended, art-

related responses to books like Not A Stick by Antoinette Portis. Other times, the different 

sounds heard contributed to expanding vocabulary and writing sensory poems enjoyed by 

all (Daily Reflective Notes, Year 5). 

 

Green Screen Fun 

The fifth and sixth years of the literacy camp brought a partnership with a local 

college program to arrange a Green Screen demonstration (Figure 1, Image C). The LCLs 

highlighted the excitement of this experience, akin to a field trip that brought everyone to 

a new area on campus. As campers interacted with the green screen, the air was ñfilled with 

laughter, questions, amazement!ò (Summer Camp Report, Year 5). Campers were ñcurious 

to how the green screen in real life was plain and greené [but then became] changeable 

backgroundsò (Highlights 1-5, Year 6). The photographs collected, while not shared for 

confidentiality reasons, exude joy and anticipation as campers delight in the technology, 

role-play characters, and ask questions of the technician. They make us smile each time we 

look at them. One camper summed up, ñI enjoyed camp a lot, I learned new things, I always 

wanted to use the green screen, and I was meeting new people and making new friends 

even if it was only for one weekò (Field Notes, Year 6). This reflection highlights how a 

learning activity integrated a camperôs learning desires to boost excitement, anticipation, 

and engagement with a topic about which they had been curious.  

 

Other moments characterized by ñtechnology-mediated literacyò learning 

(Wohlwend, 2019, p. 316), showcased similar feelings of wonder and excitement, from 

creating Stop Motion videos, visiting the Montreal Biodome with Google Cardboard, and 

observing a 3D printer in action. We noticed these moments integrating digital literacies 

valued collaboration and sharing expertise (Wertz, 2014; Wohlwend, 2019) as well as 

engaging with ñchallenges that filmmakers and app designers face as they anticipate the 

moves and intentions of viewers/players/usersò (Wohlwend, 2019, p. 319). 

 

Campers who expressed frustration for activities focused on reading and writing 

ñwere given a space in which to share their expertise and play with literacyò (Wertz, 2014, 

p. 31). These experiences also allowed for choice (Cunningham, 2019; Pickell, 2022) but 

also interest in learning about one anotherôs ideas. For example, one camper created a 3-

second stop-motion video where a figure falls and says, ñOh, OW!ò The campers giggled 

and praised their fellow camper. The next theme expands upon additional examples of 

playful and multimodal literacy moments. 
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Playful & Multimodal 

Several moments that rose to the forefront of our joyful learning analysis connected 

playful learning with multimodal literacy opportunities. For pre-service teachers, 

multimodal literacy is often a new concept that expands previous views of literacy as 

centred on reading and writing. The LCLs, with Tara-Lynnôs guidance, engaged in 

curriculum making (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) to create learning opportunities that drew 

on multiple modes while also designing the learning environment to include areas for open-

ended play (e.g., Puppet Theatre, Blocks, Craft Materials, and more).  

 

Restaurant Play 

After seeing the childrenôs creations from the multimodal learning opportunities, 

the pre-service teachers began to recognize the literacy learning that was taking place 

during what seemed at first glance to be ñfreeò or ñplayò time. For example, after 

recognizing several instances of restaurant play developing in the first two weeks of the 

third year of camp, the LCLs revised their plans for a subsequent week to pick up on this 

interest. They shared observations of the children purposefully making signs and menus in 

collaboration with each other (Figure 1, Image D). The campers participated in the 

restaurant play without hesitancies about writing that were overheard previously (e.g., I 

donôt like writing. I canôt write. Why do we always get the writing part?). One LCL 

reflected, ñIt was a great activity to get every camper involved and feel like they each had 

a contributing factor to the groupsô restaurantò (Final Reflection, Year 3). The artifacts led 

the LCLs to reconsider play as learning. This example was passed forward to each new 

group of LCLs and contributed to additional open-ended, multimodal play scenarios that 

highlighted moments of joy. 

 

Candyland Village 

An unplanned Candyland Village was initiated by one camper making a candy store 

during Station Nation (Figure 1, Image F). Other campers indicated interest in making 

something similar, and the LCLs proposed, ñWhy donôt we make a whole village?ò (Week 

3 Debrief, Year 5). The leaders modelled writing as they wrote down campersô ideas for the 

village, which included a makeup store, hair salon, donut shop, and chocolate factory. 

Campers set about creating their stores, making signs and price lists. They engaged in role-

play as customers visited the store, made orders, and exchanged pretend money. In 

authentic and wonder-filled play experiences such as this example, learners are engaged in 

ña creative, imaginative process as a means of meaning-making and self-expressionò 

(Cameron & Bezaire, 2007, p. 135). Invitations to roleplay, pretend, and imagine illuminate 

possibilities, enhance problem-solving, and present ñendless potential for learningò 

(Cameron & Bezaire, 2007, p. 131).  

 

As this moment unfolded, the LCLs observed the campers ñbringing together 

creativity, art, and language to make this pretend play areaò (Reflective Journal, Year 5). 

The village stood out to the LCLs as ña great chance for authentic literacyò (Observation 

Notes, Year 5) as well as for ñcollaboration and creativity, and even curiosityé[it was a] 

great collaborative moment that came out of a few prompting ideas and it proved to be a 

great learning experience for me moving forwardò (Reflective Journal, Year 5). This 
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learning moment reflects Wohlwendôs (2019) description of ñplay as literacyò in which 

ñchildren produce action-based stories and imaginary scenarios by enacting pretend 

identities with bodies or by animating toys, props, and other materials that enable players 

to virtually inhabit a shared pretend contextò (p. 301). Additionally, similar to Davis et al.ôs 

(2021) Literacy Playshop example, the LCLs encouraged the learners to draw on expertise 

while recognizing the literacy campers were demonstrating learning ñthrough creating, 

negotiating, collaborating, and playingò with one another (p. 18). This similar sense of 

expertise was noted earlier in relation to wonder and anticipation with exploring digital 

technologies. 

 

What Can You Do with a Box? 

Boxes have been featured in almost every year of camp ï from being used as snow 

forts for a mock snowball fight (Year 1) to designing with a refrigerator box (Years 5 and 

6). For example, when reading Not a Box by Antoinette Portis to the aged 4 to 6 campers, 

campers were given an open-ended template of a box where they could reimagine what it 

might become. The campers suggested a rethinking of this plan: 

 

We ñdidnôt start out, óoh youôre going to build with boxes.ô It started as óoh, weôre 

going to draw a picture with a boxô and then they were like óoh, but couldnôt we 

make that into something?ô And then we brought the boxes iné (Reflective Journal, 

Year 5) 

 

Figure 1, Image H shows what happened with these boxes! The next year, when 

repeating a similar camp theme with a different group of campers, the LCLs automatically 

planned to bring in boxes, applying what they had learned from the previous year. These 

playful moments highlighted learnersô imagination but also LCLs shifting practices: ñThey 

had a whole list of ideas! It was amazing. The imagination of a child never ceases to amaze 

me (Reflective Journal, Year 6). Co-construction led to shared ideas, problem-solving, and 

role-playing. Joy in the form of collaboration became a favourite moment for one of the 

LCLs when a child was behind in finishing his box creation for the Gallery event and four 

campers jumped in to help: ñé he was so happy! It was a great experience for me to watch 

the campers helping one another finish something, like they knew how important it was to 

him!ò (Reflective Journal, Year 6). 

 

When using boxes and other recycled materials to create inventions, LCLs noted 

excitement but also ways they could support writing as campers designed, developed plans, 

added signs, etc. One LCL summed up the different entry points to writing:  

¶ some preferred to build and then write; 

¶ some would plan first; 

¶ some would plan, then build and come up with new ideas, then alter the plan. 
(Reflective Journal, Year 5) 

Recognizing their plans could hold flexibility to allow for these different choices was 

something that the camp context offered for these emerging teachers. 
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Within these creative box activities, the LCLs let go of their authoritative stance 

(Pickell, 2022) as camp leaders, and surrendered to ñunpredictable and jointly constructed 

joyò (Karjalainen et al., 2019, p. 141) as they offered the children the materials to imagine 

what could be. The playful and multimodal nature of these activities, as Nordstrºm et al. 

(2019, 2024) suggests, fostered joyful learning by providing choices influenced by a 

storybook, empowering learners to freely explore and engage with materials and the 

environment according to learnersô strengths and interests. Across the camp years, 

templates became more open-ended as LCLs recognized the ways that drawing supported 

writing (Baghban, 2007). One LCL pointed to an activity to ñdesign your superhero alter-

egoò noting, ñI loved this activity and so did the campers, as evident by the different 

creative ideas! é It was a great example of what can happen when you allow the 

assignment/activity to be open-ended and allow the campers to interpret it how they see 

fitò (Reflective Journal, Year 6). 

 

Relational & Responsive 

Many examples signifying joy came from building responsive and reciprocal 

relationships, whether between LCLs/campers, camper/camper, LCL/families, or 

campers/university community. Beginning in the fourth year of the camp, pedagogical 

documentation was used to share literacy learning moments with families via apps like 

Remind and SeeSaw. A parent pointed to relational and reciprocal nature of this 

communication: 

 

Each day my child would come home from camp and tell the stories associated with 

the adventures that took place that day. The artwork, the photos on the app, and the 

stories were proof that my child was learning and enjoyed doing it. (Parent Survey, 

Year 5) 

 

This documentation was initially completed by Tara-Lynn as she modelled sharing 

literacy learning with families. LCLs then took over this experience as they learned to 

communicate with families. The examples below showcase collaborative art, letter-writing, 

and relationship-building within the camp that featured in the pedagogical documentation. 

 

Collaborative Art 

In the first year of the camp, campers each contributed a square towards a camp 

quilt. The LCLs sewed it together, added a dowel, and hung it in the programôs workspace. 

In each year to follow, a different collaborative art piece was created with examples 

including a fingerprint tree, a world made of hands, and an owl (Figure 1, Image G). 

Weekly communication with parents featured the ongoing cumulative nature of these 

collaborative art pieces as a way to share these works in progress. Reflecting on the owl 

(an image featured in the logo for the program), a LCL summarized: ñAs a leader, I loved 

seeing how the piece came together over the weeks, and I think the campers did too. . . Plus 

it gives us a beautiful art piece to hang in the office. . .! (Reflective Journal, Year 6). The 

workspace housed these collaborative pieces that served as an ongoing reminder ñto 

remember that yearôs campers byò as LCLs planned for upcoming years.  
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Thank-you Cards & Instructional Recipes 

A foundational goal of the literacy camp was to create authentic literacy 

experiences. Instructional recipes, for example, were featured throughout the camp (e.g., 

making playdough and ice chalk) as well as a daily snack where campers worked together 

to read the recipe and prepare the snack. Across the years, other opportunities included 

writing invitations, designing thank-you cards, and making signs. Some of these moments 

were planned and others were impromptu, such as a last-minute welcome sign for an 

Inventorôs Gallery (top portion shown in Figure 1, Image E). During a celebration-themed 

week in Year 4, campers made thank-you cards (Figure 1, Image J) and followed an 

instructional recipe to bake cupcakes for faculty/staff who had played a role in supporting 

the implementation of the camp (e.g., Dean of Education, facilities manager, custodians, 

etc.). A LCL highlighted this ñvery rewarding experienceé they enjoyed exploring the 

school and handing the cards outò (Reflective Journal, Year 4). Our Year 4 debrief noted 

campersô gratitude and appreciation that ñbrought smilesò all around as LCLs reflected on 

the real-world application of literacy through baking (reading recipes), designing and 

delivering the cards. These joyful moments embedded explicit skill-focused teaching. For 

example, noticing an incorrect formation of the letter /e/ led to an explicit modelling using 

the whiteboard (Field Notes, Year 4). Another example took place when campers wrote 

thank-you letters to the firefighters during a visit. A LCL noticed one camperôs letters were 

mostly backwards. She got out the whiteboard and modelled the letters and corresponding 

sounds as they worked to practice the letters together (Reflective Journal, Year 6).  

 

A Lost Tooth and A Broken Leg 

For several LCLs, favourite moments during camp involved unplanned letter-

writing that highlighted joy in learning as well as responsiveness to the needs/interests of 

campers. The first example involved a lost tooth in the university gym. A LCL recalled the 

initial devastation and how ñall the other campers were so great to help try to find the 

tooth.ò The LCL suggested the camper ñcould make a poster for his missing tooth and hang 

it up in the gyméò (Reflective Journal, Year 5). Though sad about the tooth, the camper 

proudly displayed the letter, a fitting example of authentic literacy at work (Figure 1, Image 

I). 

 

The second example took place when a LCL missed days due to a broken leg. One 

of the campers decided to write a get-well card, asking how to spell the word ófeelingô. 

Another LCL drew on the word wall as a supporting tool and worked with the camper to 

determine the root word /feel/ and suffix /ing/. This moment ñprompted a lot of words for 

our word wall as well as writing letters to make sure [name of leader] gets better soon! 

Who would have thought that an injury would result in so much literacy!ò (Reflective 

Journal, Year 6). The LCL with the broken leg also invited ñcampers to decorate [the cast] 

with their names and they had an absolute blast writing on her cast!ò (Reflective Journal, 

Year 6). 

 

While losing a tooth and breaking a leg normally would appear as mundane 

concerns, these examples highlight joyôs unpredictable and unfolding nature that unites 

learners, ñraising them above everyday concernsò (Karjalainen et al., 2019, p. 131) to 
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become impactful literacy learning moments. These experiences, along with the others, 

contributed to a ñtight-knit community with the adult participantsò (Hamel et al., 2019, p. 

26).  

 

Pleasures of Reading 

Joy in connection with books abounded in the literacy camp. It was a key driving 

goal to spark joy-filled experiences with books. Tara-Lynn emphasized setting positive 

expectations (Cambourne, 1988) so that campers would see themselves as readers and 

writers. University rooms were redesigned each summer to create inviting spaces, 

including a book nook area (Figure 1, Image K). Daily read alouds were incorporated into 

the camp plans. The benefits of read alouds are well established to build skills and 

community and ñmost importantly, they model reading as a joyous activity in which to 

partakeò (Miller & Kelley, 2014, p. 49-50). LCLs incorporated time for reading together 

into the daily schedule. Reading for pleasure took place both indoors and outdoors. 

Sometimes this took the form of Reading Buddies, pairing up campers from the 7 to 12 

group with the 4 to 6. Other times, campers read individually or paired up in small groups 

with a LCL to read together. Texts of all kinds contributed to reading for pleasure, from 

picturebooks to environmental print. Campers were provided with opportunities to author 

books. A graffiti wall created a space for campers to write messages back and forth to one 

another. The mailbox mentioned earlier also served to produce texts that campers enjoyed 

reading.  

 

Therapy Dogs 

During multiple years of the camp, campers took turns reading to St. John 

Ambulance therapy dogs. This moment often stood out in the LCLôs reflective journals as 

they observed how ñthe children enjoyed reading with the dogsò (Year 1) and ñthe campers 

loved, loved, loved the therapy dog visité many of them continued talking about it for the 

remainder of the weekò (Year 6). In the sixth year, LCLs read How to Read a Story by Kate 

Messner to prepare for the visit. This book helped campers to put aside hesitations of 

whether they were good readers to consider ways to interact with the story and their reading 

buddy dog. Not all campers read aloud due to the number of available dogs, but all 

participated in the shared experiences of reading with the dogs. Dogs as reading partners 

have been found to amplify literacy learning (Nichols, 2024) with potential for inspiring 

literacy engagement in ways that are non-judgmental (Friesen, 2009; Jalongo et al., 2004). 

 

Favourite Books 

Artifacts were filled with joyful expressions and responses as campers engaged 

with new/familiar books and authors. One camper was drawn to The Sea Mammal Alphabet 

Book by Jerry Pallotta. He returned to this book each day, told his mom about it during 

pick-up time, and was delighted when the LCLs said he could bring it home for the night. 

LCLs observed the camper drawing on existing prior knowledge of sea mammals but also 

moments that prompted letter-sound associations. For example, another camper came over 

and ñthe two began challenging themselves to think of a different animal for each of the 

letters. It was awesome to witness!ò (Leader Reflection, year 6). In Garst and Ozierôs 

(2015) study, a director similarly found that during a camp-based reading program, 
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ñChildren were more likely to read when they saw their peers reading. They also enjoyed 

the chance to read books together as partners and share the bookò (p. 10). We saw many of 

these joyful moments in the camp. Campers were invited to bring in books from home and 

at times, even dress up as favourite book characters. A camper brought in DIY Slime by 

Karina Garcia that sparked the collaborative slime recipe book mentioned earlier (Year 5). 

Another camper brought in a Piggie and Elephant volume by Mo Willems that ñsparked 

all kinds of enjoyment around reading that bookò (Reflective Journal, Year 5) and led to 

these characters being featured in the next yearôs camp. 

 

Word Walks 

The idea that learners could take pleasure in reading environmental print stood out 

to the LCLs. They had learned about this concept in coursework but seeing it in action 

brought a different layer of understanding. This insight arose as the team discussed turning 

regular walks into Word Walks during transitions to other spaces within the university 

campus. A LCL from the aged 4 to 6 group recalled how ñthe campers loved finding words 

and writing them down on their clipboards. It was a great way to bring literacy into the day 

and still have fun. . .ò Another LCL reflected: 

 

Our campers were fascinated with finding the Exit signs and pointed them out 

whenever they saw one! . . . It was such a simple way to incorporate literacy . . . I 

have never thought of doing this before, but I can see how I could use this with my 

own class . . . literacy is all around us . . . (Reflective Journal, Year 6) 

 

A related moment took place during a visit from firefighters. One LCL pointed to 

the word ñredò on the truck recognizing an opportunity to look at this environmental print 

(Figure 1, Image L): ñ. . . We went through the three letters together, r - e - d, and then put 

them together to spell red. [Name of camper] pointed out that it said red because the fire 

truck was red! (Reflective Journal, Year 6).ò Later this same day, when a picture was being 

taken, the firefighters joined the campers to point to the words written. ñItôs something I 

will always remember!ò, the same LCL reflected. 

 

Other examples of reading for pleasure included visiting the university library 

which housed a large collection of books and literacy-related games to explore. Joyful 

experiences were supported by manipulatives, such as reading with flashlights in 

connection with Flashlight by Liz Boyd (Figure 1, Image M). The (re)storying of fairytales 

was prompted by using three large dice (one for characters, a second for place, and a third 

for problems) and led to telling ñsilly storiesò where ñthe room was filled with laughter and 

the swapping of stories!ò (Reflective Journal, Year 6). Each week, campers also took home 

a book from a different initiative led by Tara-Lynn. This opportunity was mentioned 

throughout the LCLôs reflective journals, parent surveys, and pedagogical documentation. 

It encouraged an excitement for reading and provided access to books to read at home 

(Petty et al., 2017).  
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Interwoven Threads   

The images in Figure 1 do not stand alone. This is the beauty of a quilt. Each joy-

filled moment is supported by the stitches of thread that connects them. Interwoven are the 

above themes that this study and the research literature identify as contributing to joyful 

literacy learning. These themes are found on the outer edges of the quilt and offer a textual 

reminder that the images are ones that signify how joyful moments are multimodal and 

playful, hold the potential for wonder and anticipation, are built upon relational and 

responsive interactions, and in the case of reading, stem from experiences grounded in the 

pleasures of reading. Writing about another literacy camp, Hamel et al. (2019) ñposit[ed] 

that relationships developed among campers, peer mentors, teachers, and researchers 

contributed to the strong sense of community that was cultivated in the short time that the 

camp participants spent togetherò (p. 25). Our quilt expands this sense of community across 

time and space. Running lengthwise across the quilt are two overarching threads ï joyful 

literacy learning and literacy engagement. We did not separate engagement as an individual 

theme as we found it crossed the other themes.  

 

Professional learning is an invisible thread that cannot be separated from the 

moments included in the quilt. Ongoing dialogue, or ñcurriculum as conversationò 

(Routman, 2024, p. 51) provided spaces for pre-service teachers to select, reflect and re-

consider pedagogies. Tara-Lynn modelled Cambourneôs (1988) conditions towards literacy 

engagement as LCLs took up these conditions in the camp. Together, they continually 

sought to immerse learners in texts, model explicit literacy behaviours, set positive 

expectations about being a reader and writer, turn responsibility to the campers, provide 

time to read, write, and create, and value campersô approximations while looking to set 

next step goals. Conversations shifted pre-service teachersô gaze from skill development to 

learners as the preservice teachers learned from one anotherôs observations and questions. 

 

In Summary 

Campers saw so many wonderful things about themselves. They saw joy, 

happiness, laughter, and kindness. They also saw campers who were 

smart, happy, funny, and cool!  (Highlights, Year 4). 

 

The quote above speaks to the insights of the campers when sharing what they 

saw in their imagined reflections (Figure 2). These words resonated with us in the writing 

of this paper as we ponder why joy is important.   

 

The current context of teaching reading, in Canadian provinces and worldwide, is 

a turbulent one (McKee & Scheffel, 2024). As pre-service teachers enter classroom 

settings, they are noticing an all-encompassing emphasis on skill-based programs at times. 

They are observing fewer spaces that evoke the pleasures of reading, at times never seeing 

a read aloud during a full practicum block. As noted by Friesen (2009), ñójoyful teaching 

momentsô can be lost in the institutionalization of the teaching of reading . . ." (Harwayne, 

2000, p. 200). While the literacy camp was not solely focused on reading, but literacy more 

broadly, the examples in this paper raise questions about what joyful literacy learning looks 

like and how it can foster a love for reading. 
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First, understandings of young children as capable literacy learners were 

instrumental in creating joyful literacy learning experiences during the literacy camp. 

Examples like learning about palindromes and nature walks demonstrated both group and 

individual spaces for inquiry-based learning as ways to restore joy (Slay et al., 2023). 

Books often played a key role in sparking multimodal responses and joy-filled curiosities. 

Parents and LCLs recognized campersô positive associations with literacy learning, their 

growing confidence and engagement (Cambourne, 1988). These moments often spoke to 

the emotions evoked within multimodal, playful learning opportunities (Nordstrºm et al., 

2019) with intentional planning and open-ended choice in mind (Slay et al., 2023) that 

valued collaborative making experiences (Figure 1). By planning ñwith curiosity, choice, 

play and creativity in mind,ò (Slay et al., 2023) LCLs demonstrated Slay and colleagues 

(2023) call for educators to plan for joy.  

 

Second, joyful literacy learning was not separate from relationships (Hibbert et al., 

2018) and the opportunity for engagement, wonder, and curiosity benefited the learning of 

both campers and LCLs (Udvari-Solner, 2012; as cited in Slay et al., 2023). These 

relational moments of joy are ones that lingered for LCLs, campers, and parents and 

contributed to comments about wanting to return. These key themes reinforce the 

importance of Dr. Seppalaôs insightful claim that the educational system cannot continue 

successfully in the absence of joy as ñit forms the very foundation of deep, meaningful 

learningò (Lahey, 2016, para. 3). 

 

The literacy camp was not all joyful experiences. LCLôs experienced tensions and 

dealt with hard days. They continually sought to learn more about each camper and 

differentiate learning for them within the short spaces of one-week camps. Engaging in 

professional learning with one another was not always easy (Dillard, 2016) but also 

provided opportunities to improve teaching by engaging as critical friends (Heydon et al., 

2022). Implications and recommendations for how to run a literacy camp are beyond the 

scope of this paper, but we conclude with thinking about how the professional learning 

experiences embedded within the camp contributed to this discussion of joyful literacy 

learning. 

 

For these pre-service teachers, the literacy camp offered a space to approximate 

learning (Cambourne, 1988) and take risks within a supported and scaffolded environment 

that was similar to but not the same as a school environment. They took responsibility for 

co-planning and adjusted plans to be responsive to learners. The literacy camp context 

allowed for their curriculum-making to be permeable (Dyson, 2016/1993). Explained by 

Wohlwend (2017), a ñpermeable curriculum (Dyson, 1993) describes pedagogy that is open 

to childrenôs cultures, interests and desires, where curriculum is negotiated with children, 

rather than done to themò (p. 67). Many of the examples of joyful literacy learning in our 

study demonstrated this teacher negotiation or responsiveness. The negotiation of 

curriculum as conversation/professional learning as dialogue in this case of a literacy camp 

may have been possible in part due to the removal of the pressure to assess grade level 

curriculum standards.  
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Returning to the opening question, one of the ways a university-based literacy camp 

prompted pre-service teacherôs growth as emerging teachers and curriculum makers was 

through opportunities to experience the ways that professional discernment guides 

decision-making (Heydon et al., 2022). As new teachers, their decision-making included 

both intentional and unintentional moments of joy as they planned moments filled with 

wonder and excitement, characterized as playful and multimodal, all of which were framed 

relationally and responsively, and strove to enhance the pleasures of reading and build 

literacy engagement. While a school classroom is not the same as a literacy camp 

environment, we hope these examples of joyful literacy learning inspire other educators, 

whether they are new to teaching, or simply wondering how to bring joy back to their 

classroom. 

 

 
Figure 2. When I see myself, I see... 
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Abstract 

In this study, Ontario kindergarten educators (n=10) describe their tensions related 

to approaches for early literacy learning and how enhanced self-efficacy supported their 

navigation for blending direct and play-based instructional approaches for early literacy 

instruction. Following design-based research methodology, educators participated in 

interviews and professional learning conversations to identify their needs for teaching 

beginning reading. Findings include: 1) collaborating with educators and the 

researcher/facilitator brought participants joy, 2) changing messages from education 

leaders created challenges, 3) self-efficacy beliefs increased, 4) educators noticed a change 

in the types of play opportunities that supported literacy learning. Implications and 

recommendations are discussed for researchers, educators, and school board leaders. 

Keywords: play-based learning, beginning reading instruction, kindergarten, educator 

self-efficacy, design-based research  

 

Introduction 

Ontario kindergarten educators are experiencing tensions with enacting 

pedagogical approaches for early literacy learning (e.g., Forgie et al., 2022; Gananathan, 

2011; Pyle et al., 2018; Pyle et al., 2024). For example, they feel pressure to abandon play-

based learning approaches in favour of direct instruction for early literacy learning due to 

changes in Provincial curriculum and school board policies that require new approaches to 

reading instruction (OHRC, 2022; Pyle et al., 2018). The perceived conundrum that 

kindergarten educators are steering through is how to integrate distinctly different 

pedagogical approaches: direct, systematic instruction in foundations of reading and 

existing play-based learning. The duration of this study, from July 2023 to March 2024 was 

timely to capture how kindergarten educators were seeking to reconcile differences in these 

pedagogical approaches. The purpose of the study was to provide a professional learning 

space for kindergarten educators to describe the tensions and importantly enhance teacher 

self-efficacy for blending direct and play-based approaches to early literacy instruction. 

This study provided ten Ontario kindergarten educators with opportunities to express their 

perspectives on the current context of literacy education during semi-structured interviews 

and professional learning conversations. The interviews explored participantsô experiences 
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of teaching reading in play-based kindergarten classrooms. Professional learning 

conversations addressed educatorsô learning goals, built their pedagogical and content 

knowledge for teaching reading and explored ways to embed opportunities for students to 

use the literacy skills educators were building through explicit instruction during their play. 

These conversations among teaching professionals can serve an agentive purpose to 

provide affirmation in a time of uncertainty (Benson et al., 2024; Carmacho et al., 2021). 

 

Background Literature 

Exploring kindergarten educator perspectives and their experience with literacy 

instruction in play-based programs requires an understanding from a variety of disciplines 

and foci. Below is a brief summary of the background literature on the current educational 

context in the Province of Ontario and the ensuing tensions experienced by educators 

related to facilitating play and literacy learning in kindergarten classrooms. This is 

followed by literature on teacher self-efficacy in literacy instruction, which served as a key 

foundation for designing collaborative work with educators as a form of responsive 

professional learning.  

 

The Current Educational Context 

In Ontario, the OHRC Right to Read Inquiry report recommendations (OHRC, 

2022) have caused a degree of uncertainty for early literacy educators with respect to how 

to deliver effective early literacy programs. Ontarioôs Ministry of Education has changed 

the way reading is expected to be taught in kindergarten to grade 2 with its release of the 

Effective Early Reading Instruction: A Guide for Teachers (OME, 2022b). Revisions to the 

elementary Language curriculum (OME, 2023) and promised revisions to the Kindergarten 

Program (OME, 2016), will include ñscientific, evidence-based approaches that emphasize 

direct, explicit and systematic instructionò (OME, 2024, p. 2). School boards across the 

province are responding in a variety of ways, including writing their own resources to 

support educators, purchasing new programs, and providing professional development. 

These changes are not only being felt in Ontario, there are similar shifts occurring in other 

provinces, such as Saskatchewan (McKee & Scheffel, 2025), Alberta and New Brunswick 

(Metsala, 2024).  

Changes to the expectations for instructional practices are challenging for educators 

to navigate. Guskey (2002) noted that it is imperative to understand that change is gradual 

and a difficult process for teachers and that teachers need regular feedback, continued 

support and reassurance to cope with change. Guskey and Yoon (2009) recommend ñjust-

in-time, job-embedded assistance as they struggle to adapt to new curricula and new 

instructional practicesò (p. 497). Collaborative and ongoing professional development is 

also encouraged by Poulton and Woods (2020), as it has the potential to build self-efficacy 

and instructional practices in a ñliteracy reform contextò (p. 250).  

In response to the Right to Read Inquiry (OHRC, 2022) report recommendations, 

Western Education (2022) recommended that school boards invest in ñcomprehensive and 

responsive ongoing professional development that supports teachersô goalsò and advocated 

for opportunities where ñresearchers and practitioners can be brought togetherò (p.1). 

Providing educators with this type of collaborative and job-embedded professional learning 
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has the potential to build their self-efficacy, their pedagogical content knowledge 

(Shulman, 1987), and can result in improvement at the school level and beyond (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2017).  

 

Play and Literacy Learning 

Research that focuses on teacher instructional practices and literacy learning in 

kindergarten classrooms in Ontario (e.g., Pyle et al., 2018, 2024) has sought to explore the 

tension educators feel between developmentally appropriate approaches and the perceived 

academic demands being placed on them. At present, Ontario kindergarten teachers are 

struggling with how to embed literacy learning into play (Forgie et al., 2022; Pyle et al., 

2018). The value of play in learning for young children has been recognized for many years  

(e.g., Clinton, 2013; Peterson & Friedrich, 2022; Roskos & Christie, 2007; Skene et al., 

2022; Vygotsky, 1978).  It is through play that children make sense of their world, and play 

and academic learning are linked (Clinton, 2013).   

Wohlwend (2011, 2022) and Roskos and Christie (2007) have elucidated the 

benefits and importance of play for literacy development. Play in all its forms encourages 

oral language use, builds vocabulary, promotes early reading and writing behaviours and 

introduces text and other literacy-related resources into the classroom environment (e.g., 

Peterson, 2016; Peterson & Friedrich, 2022; Pyle et al., 2024). Guided play encourages 

educators to take an active role in guiding, coaching, and teaching children various literacy 

skills and behaviours without interrupting the play event (Pyle et al., 2024; Pyle & 

Danniels, 2016; Rand & Morrow, 2021; Skene et al., 2022). Guided play seems to provide 

optimal opportunities for the building of academic skills through play due to the amount 

of adult scaffolding present (Rand & Morrow, 2021). 

Rowe and colleagues (Rowe et al., 2024) note that providing opportunities for 

children to compose and write their own messages with adult scaffolding is an important 

context for building literacy skills such as the alphabetic principle. When children are 

allowed to participate in a variety of writing opportunities, it not only builds their literacy 

skills but also their agency (Dyson, 2020). Klein et al. (2023), describe the affordances 

offered when oral language, writing, and reading are connected, not only for children who 

struggle with reading and writing, but for all young learners. Portier et al. (2019), in their 

study outlining play-literacy connections, call for research that examines ways that 

educators can ñemphasize academics while maximizing playò (p.18). Instructional 

approaches that centre meaning and authentic texts, integrate modalities of reading and 

writing (Wyse & Hacking, 2024), advocate for expert decision-making and precise 

language on the part of educators in small group instruction (Fountas and Pinnell, 2017) 

align well with literacy learning through play.  

The current study incorporated the research literature related to play-based learning 

and early literacy. It focused on building educator self-efficacy and offered an environment 

where educators collaborated and explored professional learning, together with an 

experienced researcher/educator.  
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Teacher Self-Efficacy for Literacy Instruction 

Teacher self-efficacy is defined as the belief in oneôs ability to guide students to 

success (Bandura, 1978). Teachers with high self-efficacy tend to believe that they can do 

what is needed to improve student achievement, while those with low self-efficacy believe 

that other factors are more impactful on student achievement than the actions of the 

educator (Hattie, 2012). Teacher self-efficacy has been shown to be an important 

component for improving student learning (Bandura, 1997; Donohoo, 2017; Hattie, 2012; 

Zee & Kooman, 2016). In a synthesis of research on self-efficacy, Zee and Kooman (2016) 

noted evidence of positive links among student academic achievement, teacher quality, and 

teacher well-being.  

Tschannen-Moran and Johnson studied the relationship of self-efficacy beliefs to 

literacy teaching (Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2010). They noted that teachersô mastery 

experiences (Bandura, 1997) and learning alongside a mentor contributed to significant 

gains in a teacherôs degree of self-efficacy for literacy instruction (Gallagher & Ciampa, 

2020). Learning from other teacher colleagues also contributes to build self-efficacy (Yoon 

et al., 2007) and to the building of pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1987; 

Washburn & Mulcahy, 2020). This study incorporated opportunities for educator teams to 

discuss and reflect on their instructional practices within complex classroom environments 

and provided a place to consider educator self-efficacy and its influence on wellbeing and 

effective instructional practices. 

 

Professional Learning 

Professional learning is how educators grow their knowledge, build their self-

efficacy, and keep current with their instructional practices. There are many different types 

of professional learning models from school board mandated single time workshops to self-

directed collaborative teacher inquiries. Professional learning, especially if self-directed, 

offers educators opportunities to build their self-efficacy in a variety of ways. Bandura 

(1986) suggested that there are four major influences on self-efficacy beliefs, all of which 

build a teacherôs mastery and effectiveness through collaborative professional learning. 

These sources are identified as: mastery experiences (having the opportunity to experience 

and observe mastery and success in themselves); vicarious experiences (observing others 

dealing with similar challenges and demonstrating success); social/verbal persuasion 

(listening to a trusted voice of encouragement from a mentor or peer); affective states 

(positive feelings and mood that influence our perception). Professional learning that 

includes opportunities for educators to try new practices, and be mentored by someone they 

trust, such as was present in this study, would seem to be beneficial (e.g., Gallagher & 

Ciampa, 2020; Yoon et al., 2007). 

Guskey (2002) indicated that teachers desire professional learning opportunities 

that are practical, specific, and concrete as they need to be able to put their learning into 

practice in the classroom immediately. Effective professional learning, according to 

Darling-Hammond et al. (2017), demonstrates a positive link between professional 

learning, teaching practices, and student outcomes, and is content focused, incorporates 

active learning, supports collaboration and is job-embedded. Darling-Hammond et al. 

(2017) also note that effective professional learning models effect practice, provide 

coaching and expert support, offer feedback and reflection, and provide adequate time for 
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educators to learn, practice, implement and reflect. Park et al. (2020) also found that time 

to collaborate with others was instrumental in building teachersô self- and collective 

efficacy. As well, Yoon et al., (2007) found that when educators engaged with outside 

experts in professional development that continued over time, student learning improved. 

The importance of collaboration, expert support, opportunities to actively put practical and 

specific practices into action, and be provided with feedback within the school day, would 

also seem to be beneficial for the educators who participate in this type of professional 

learning. 

 

Theoretical Positioning 

This project was premised on social constructivism, with an understanding that 

children learn through their social interactions with others (Vygotsky, 1978). Two key 

Vygotskian principles that impact the way that educators think about teaching children to 

read and write include the zone of proximal development and scaffolding.  

The zone of proximal development describes the distance between what a learner 

can do independently (zone of actual development) and what they can do with support 

(Lake, 2012). When teaching children to read and write, educators observe what a child is 

able to do independently while reading or writing, and then coach, prompt, or scaffold that 

which is just out of the childôs control. The goal is to bring what is in the zone of proximal 

development, over time, with adult mediation and facilitated talk, into the zone of actual 

development.  

A second principle is that of scaffolding. Scaffolding is the support or assistance 

someone gives a learner to move them forward in their learning (Lake, 2012). This type of 

support can be in the form of coaching, encouragement, reminders, or breaking down a 

larger task into smaller pieces. When applied to the context of learning to read and write, 

educators and sometimes more proficient peers, prompt, encourage, and provide specific 

language to help a reader who is stuck. The language, or prompt, used by the teacher 

becomes the childôs internal speech, allowing the new to become known.  

Concurrently, social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) informed the researchersô 

approach to collaborative professional learning where kindergarten educators' agency was 

honored. The construct of self-efficacy, or ñthe belief in oneôs capabilites to organize and 

execute the sources of action required to manage prospective situationsò (Bandura, 1986, 

p. 21), is one way to understanding motivation and accomplishment (Bandura, 1997). 

When applied to educational contexts, self-efficacy can provide us with a lens through 

which to understand educator behaviours and beliefs.  

Taken together, the theoretical positioning articulates the stance of the two authors 

with respect to the studyôs framing, design, execution and interpreation of the findings. The 

authors share the stance that play-based approaches in kindergarten classrooms engender 

rich early literacy and language learning opportunities for students, but teachers need 

collaborative, ongoing support on how to harmonize them with systematic instruction. The 

first author brings experience as a kindergarten (OCT) teacher to this project, as well as 

experience coaching new and experienced educators in both public school and university 

settings. The second author is known for work related to instructional coaching and self-

efficacy beliefs of educators. They brought their prior experience and background 

knowledge to this study.  
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Methodology 

This research study utilized design-based research (DBR) (Anderson & Shattuck, 

2012; Barab & Squire, 2004; Sandoval & Bell, 2004), which provides a framework to 

engage in translation science (Ivey, 2020). The goal of DBR is to provide a way to develop 

effective learning environments and use these environments to study teaching and learning 

(Sandoval & Bell, 2004). DBR shifts the conversation from educational research being 

merely a move from theory to practice, to a model that ñemphasizes the interconnections 

between research and practice rather than the gap between themò (Snow, 2015, p. 460). 

DBR positions participants as collaborators with the researcher (Jacobsen, 2014) and is 

situated within complex and authentic learning environments such as classrooms. 

Accordingly, DBR was chosen for its practitioner-oriented focus that positioned the 

educator participants as actively working toward enhanced teacher professional learning in 

a community (Hall, 2020).  

 

Participants 

Kindergarten educators from two schools within a large, suburban public Ontario 

school board participated in the project. Ethics clearance was granted by the school board 

and university associated with this study. School 1 had six participants: three Ontario 

certified teachers [OCT n=3; Alyssa, Brianna, Eleni (all names are pseudonyms)] and three 

designated early childhood educators [DECE N=3; Danielle, Navya, Rishka]. School 2 had 

four OCT participants (Marie, Parker, Wanda, Velia). Three of the OCT participants 

worked with a DECE partner who did not participate. One of the OCT participants taught 

without a DECE, in accordance with Provincial policy (OME, 2024), as there are fewer 

than 16 students in the class. All the participants were female; two were racialized; one had 

a visible disability. They ranged in experience from 1 to 20 years and were aged 25 to 45. 

Most of the participants had between two- and five-yearsô experience and were currently 

teaching in kindergarten classrooms. Two of the educators were temporary long term 

occasional teachers.  

 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews (van den Hoonaard, 2019) took place at the beginning 

(October; T1) and end (March; T2) of the project with the first author. Interviews explored 

participant perceptions and experiences of teaching reading in play-based kindergarten 

classrooms. T1 questions focused on instructional approaches for teaching reading, role of 

the educator in play, role of play for literacy learning, challenges faced by educators, and 

self-identified areas for professional learning. T2 questions focused on participant 

perceptions of the project, impact of PLC discussions and classroom coaching visits, and 

changes to instructional practices and self-efficacy beliefs. Interviews were about 30 

minutes in length, took place virtually, were audio recorded, transcribed and member 

checked by the participants.  

PLCs (45-minute discussions) took place monthly over the course of six months 

(from October to March). During the PLC discussions, the first author used two tools with 

the participants. The Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation [ELLCO] tool 

(Smith et al., 2008) was developed for those assessing and evaluating Pre-K and K-3 

classroom programs and learning environments through observation of items related to 
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early literacy learning. The Continuum of Play-based Learning (Pyle & Danniels, 2016) 

was created to consider the role of the teacher in play in a qualitative research study. These 

tools were repurposed for use as self-reflection tools.  

When requested, the first author arranged 30-minute classroom coaching visits. 

During these coaching visits, educators asked the researcher/facilitator (Author 1) to 

observe and engage with students and to demonstrate various teaching moves such as using 

Elkonin boxes for segmenting and blending (Mesmer, 2019), continuous blending (Burkins 

& Yates, 2021), and interactive writing (McCarrier et al., 2018) in small group or individual 

instruction.  

Field notes documented observations during both PLC discussions and classroom 

coaching visits. Observations focused on instructional practices and student activities, and 

recorded how literacy learning opportunities were present at learning centres, teaching 

time, and in the learning environment.  

 

Data Analysis 

In keeping with DBR, trends from T1 interviews and the learning goals of 

participants were used to determine foci for a series of professional learning conversations 

(PLC). During the initial PLC discussion, the first author/facilitator shared the topical 

trends and the participants decided by consensus what they wanted their PLC focus to be. 

School 1 decided to focus on how to use explicit and systematic instruction of foundational 

literacy skills during intentional small group teaching time. School 2 focused on how to 

enrich the play opportunities they offered children so they could apply the foundational 

literacy skills they were learning throughout the day. Subsequent sessions were designed 

by the facilitator to build knowledge and skills as requested by the participants. 

Initial interviews were analyzed by both authors prior to the PLCs and used to 

determine the foci for the sessions. The second interviews were analyzed at the end of the 

data collection portion of the project to determine changes in the self-efficacy beliefs of 

the participants, explore their perspectives on play and its connection to literacy learning, 

and document changes to instructional practices. Comments related to participantsô 

experiences throughout the project were also field noted during the PLC discussions and 

classroom coaching visits. These open-ended field notes were analyzed to triangulate the 

data.  

Interview transcripts and field notes were analyzed both deductively (Sald«na, 

2021) and inductively (van den Hoonaard, 2019) by both authors. For all of the interview 

transcripts from T1 and T2 and the field notes a first cycle of line-by-line provisional 

coding (Sald«na, 2021) was done by the first author using a list of predetermined codes 

developed from anticipated categories. Six categories, with 35 codes, were connected to 

relevant literature, the studyôs research questions, and the conceptual framework (Sald«na, 

2021). These predetermined codes were related to established criteria connected to the 

literature related to self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1997), instructional approaches (Fountas 

& Pinnell, 2017; OME, 2022b; Vygotsky, 2012; Wyse & Hacking, 2024), the research 

questions and researchersô experiential data.  



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  49 

Codes for the six categories related to self-efficacy included comments that could 

be attributed to mastery experiences (Guskey, 2021), vicarious experiences (Guskey, 

2021), social persuasion (Bandura, 1997; Guskey & Yoon, 2009) or emotional state 

(Bandura, 1997; Guskey & Yoon, 2009), as well as a notation of positive or negative self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Codes related to professional learning needs included concepts 

related to content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1987) and 

resources (Fountas & Pinnell, 2017; Wyse & Hacking, 2024).  

Items and responses that did not fit within the predetermined list of codes were 

inductively coded so as not to overlook any dominant themes that may have surfaced. 

These data provided context and elaboration of the self-efficacy beliefs for participants and 

documented any changes that occurred in participantsô perceptions during the project. The 

data from both forms of analysis, deductive and inductive, were then integrated so as to 

provide a fuller interpretation of educatorsô experiences and to achieve trustworthiness of 

data. Trustworthiness was achieved, as recommended (Ryu, 2020) through the gathering 

and comparing of the participantsô perspectives. To a certain extent, trustworthiness 

(Anney, 2015) was also achieved by having two different research sites, as this offered the 

opportunity to consider differences and similarities between the school sites. All transcripts 

were also member checked by participants. The researchers spent extended time in the field 

of study which also enhanced the credibility of our interpretations. The themes that were 

identified were checked for consistency by the second author. Four themes were identified 

from the data that will be described in more detail in the next section. 

Findings 

The following themes were apparent from the emergent approach adopted to data 

collection and analyses of the interviews and professional learning conversations: 1) 

Educators found joy and support from meeting together to discuss and reflect on their 

practice; 2) Educators expressed their challenges coping with the changing messages from 

school board and Ontario Ministry of Education leaders related to early literacy 

instructional approaches in kindergarten; 3) Educators noted that the types of play 

opportunities offered to students changed to incorporate more play that supported literacy 

learning and application of learned skills and understandings, and; 4) Educators noticed a 

positive change in their own confidence, their self-efficacy beliefs, and their well-being at 

the end of the study, which they attributed to their participation in the project. 

 

Joyful Learning Opportunities for Educators 

Educators expressed that having opportunities to meet on a regular basis brought 

them together as a team, inspired them to try new things, and offered opportunities to reflect 

in meaningful ways. The benefit of being together as a team was noted by Eleni, who 

commented that ñIt was nice to be in a group setting and to have other educators to bounce 

ideas offò (March 2024) and Danielle, who said, ñI do think it brought us together as a 

teamò (March 2024). Marie found that the time to self-reflect and, ñbeing able to 

collaborate with our colleagues in a small roundtable fashion and getting to reflect on those 

thingsò (March 2024) had been the most beneficial aspect of the project for her. They 

shared how the PLCs had improved their feelings of satisfaction, something they noted had 

been missing since the pandemic. They attributed these changes to the collegiality and 
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collaboration they felt as they shared successes with each other (T2 Interviews, March 

2024). 

Participants commented on how the PLC discussions and coaching visits had 

inspired them to try new things. The facilitator introduced and demonstrated for the 

participants instructional routines or strategies (e.g., using Elkonin boxes to support 

segmenting of sounds while writing new words, documenting childrenôs play through 

photos as a way to elicit discussion and authentic writing, etc.). A variety of these 

instructional practices were observed during classroom coaching visits and were shared by 

participants during the PLC discussions. When a participant shared their experience of 

trying something new with the others, at least one other participant indicated they liked this 

idea and would give it a try. Parker summed up her perspective as she said, ñI was inspired 

by what other educators were doing in their classrooms.ò Velia added, ñI took so much 

from our discussions and was able to use it the very next day.ò The educators, as they 

shared, were energized and positive, indicating their pleasure in how the PLC experiences 

had supported them.  

During PLC discussions, participants were encouraged to assess their own 

instructional practices and program environment in relation to the two self-reflection tools 

(ELLCO; Smith et al., 2008; Continuum of Play-based Learning; Pyle & Danniels, 2016). 

Many participants commented how one, or both, of these tools helped to confirm that they 

were on the right track with their programs. They also noted that they learned about new 

elements to consider, which they then tried to implement in their classrooms. Alyssa found 

Item 10: Efforts to Build Vocabulary (Smith et al., 2008) helpful, and had begun to keep 

track of the words she and her teaching partner were using with students. This allowed 

them to consider ways to expand the vocabulary of their students. Marie, on the other hand, 

used the Continuum of Play-Based Learning (Pyle & Danniels, 2017) as she planned for 

her program. She had noticed that some types of play (e.g., Playful Learning) were rarely 

evident and she was using the continuum to help her consider which types of play might 

encourage different types of literacy learning. While these tools offered participants ways 

to self-reflect in meaningful ways, they also found them time consuming to use. Most 

participants noted that the most beneficial use of these two tools was during the PLC 

discussions as they were able to share their thinking with their colleagues and learn from 

each other. Again, the opportunity to collaborate, share, and learn together appeared to 

support educator well-being and satisfaction. 

During the PLC discussions and through the T2 interviews, the participants 

commented on how participating in the research project was different to other professional 

learning opportunities they were being offered. They noted that they felt their perspectives 

were valued. It seemed that their agency was strengthened through the experience. The 

educators from both school sites found the time together so valuable that, at the conclusion 

of the project, they advocated with administrators to change their planning time and yard 

duty schedules to allow for a consistent time each week to continue to meet. They noted 

they were feeling positive and energized about their programs. Wanda, who shifted her 

focus in her program to capitalize on her studentôs play experiences, noted, ñIôm happy 

with how Iôve made my job a little bit easier just by picking up a photo and doing some 

interactive writingò (March 2024). Having the chance to learn alongside their colleagues, 
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and share the successes they were having, ñmakes you feel more confident and happier and 

more excited about your programò (Brianna, March 2024). The type of professional 

learning offered in this research project seemed to encourage joyful learning amongst the 

participants.  

Challenges with Shifting Messages 

The joy, satisfaction, and energy felt by the participants was somewhat surprising, 

given the current educational context in the Province, and the tensions educators had been 

feeling about changes in instructional approaches for early literacy. During the research 

project, educators expressed some frustrations related to their literacy instructional 

practices due to changing messages from school board and Ontario Ministry of Education 

leaders. Brianna perceived that the pendulum was now swinging back from play-based 

learning to more of a push towards small group instruction (March 2024). When the initial 

interviews (T1) were conducted in September 2023, educators were being encouraged to 

use a variety of new resources (e.g., Mesmer, 2019) to respond to the OHRC Right to Read 

Report (2022) recommendations. When the final interviews (T2) were conducted, the 

Ontario Ministry of Education had announced mandatory early reading screening 

(Government of Ontario, 2023) and upcoming revisions to the Kindergarten Program 

(Government of Ontario, 2024). The school board had changed direction from their 

approach encouraging educators to use their professional judgement, and was now 

mandating the use of a highly scripted phonics program. Participants shared that they had 

either been given no training on how to utilize the scripted program or that the training had 

not been helpful, and that they were unsure whether the program itself was 

developmentally appropriate for their learners. They were all trying to use parts of the 

program in their classrooms but felt ill-equipped to do so well. One participant shared, ñI 

just donôt feel I know what Iôm doing anymore. Youôd think that the more experience you 

have the easier it gets. I did feel like I knew what I was doing but now I donôt trust myselfò 

(Parker, November 2023).  

Participants also described how, depending on which school board training session 

they attended and who was leading the training, the messages they received were different. 

Some perceived they were being told to implement the scripted program as 45-minute, 

whole group lessons. Those who had attended a different session were encouraged to use 

the program with small groups, and to adapt it to their studentsô needs. During this 

discussion, one participant commented, ñI donôt think the [school] board knowséno one 

seems to knowò (Wanda, March 2024).  

The changing messages experienced by the participants seem to mirror the shifting 

landscape being felt across the country (Messenger, 2024), as educators and researchers try 

to respond to policy and curricular changes that may, or may not, be helpful for learning. 

 

New Literacy Learning Experiences for Students 

In the midst of uncertainty related to the mandated, scripted phonics program, 

educators continued to be open to refining their instructional practices and to work to 

enhance the literacy learning experiences for their students. During PLC discussions and 

classroom coaching visits, and in response to educatorsô requests for support, the facilitator 
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demonstrated and modelled research-backed instructional routines and strategies. 

Participants asked for support while working with small groups of students who were not 

blending sounds together when faced with an unknown word. In response, the facilitator 

demonstrated how continuous blending could help these students (Burkins & Yates, 2021). 

Others were struggling with how to help children to segment sounds while writing new 

words. For this, the facilitator showed how to use Elkonin boxes to hear and record the 

sounds in words (Mesmer, 2019). During one PLC discussion, participants discussed the 

importance of building oral language and developing vocabulary through the types of 

questions and interactions educators have during play. Ideas were shared for ways to extend 

the discussions with students (OASLT, 2014).  

The participants were conducting lessons each day focused on building 

foundational skills (e.g., phonemic awareness, phonics). They were encouraged, by the 

facilitator, to consider how they might encourage their students to apply what they were 

learning in these lessons throughout the remainder of their day in responsive ways that 

supported literacy learning through play (Wohlwend, 2022). Participants were reminded of 

how they could intentionally introduce writing tools and a variety of texts into play contexts 

as a way to enrich the literacy learning environment (OME, 2016). The facilitator suggested 

they might consider documenting students at play with photos, then revisit the play in 

discussions that led to authentic writing experiences (Rowe et al., 2024). One of the 

educators (Wanda) began using the question, ñWhat happened during our play this 

morning?ò (Wanda, February 2024), each day when the students were brought together for 

a class meeting. A photo, or photos, of the children were posted on the classroom 

whiteboard. Together, the educators and children added labels to the photo and co-

constructed a message using interactive writing (McCarrier et al., 2018). The educators 

scaffolded the writing of each word and letter in a responsive manner, expertly making 

decisions to support the development of literacy practices in the students (Fountas and 

Pinnell, 2017), including the alphabetic principle (Rowe et al., 2024). At times, this type 

of routine also occurred in small groups or with individual students.  

Considering enhancing how to embed literacy learning opportunities in play also 

led participants to encourage students to tell stories in different ways. Two educators 

(Parker, Marie; January 2024) shared how they had taken photos of each student in the 

class and placed one photo on a small rectangular block. These blocks were then placed in 

different learning centres in the classroom, along with the regular blocks and loose parts, 

to inspire the children to tell stories about themselves or their friends. The storytelling 

blocks supported the oral language development (OASLT, 2014) and narrative storytelling 

(McCarrier et al., 2018).  

During the final classroom visits, and in the T2 interviews, participants articulated 

which new literacy learning opportunities they had introduced into their programs. The 

following instructional practices were implemented by participants: 

¶ Continuous blending during small group and individual instruction (Rishka) 

¶ Using Elkonin boxes to support segmenting and blending of sounds in 
words (Eleni) 
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¶ Extending oral language vocabulary through discussion, scaffolding and 
questioning to extend oral language during play (Marie, Navya) 

¶ Enriching the learning environment through the introduction of writing 
tools, paper, blueprints, books into centres (Danielle) 

¶ Interactive writing (Wanda) 

¶ Re-reading and revisiting texts (Velia) 

¶ Inviting students to write about their experiences in authentic ways (Wanda, 
Marie, Velia) 

Participants seemed to demonstrate that they were aligning their daily programs to include 

more research-backed practices. They were also seeing growth in their studentsô literacy 

skills, which in turn built their own self-confidence. For example, Parker shared, ñIôve seen 

the change in the studentsò (March 2024), when describing how students were more 

engaged in reading and writing activities and were more able to do so independently. 

Changes in Self-Efficacy Beliefs 

 During T2 interviews, participants were asked if their self-confidence had changed 

since the beginning of the project, and if so, to what they attributed this change. Most 

participants (n=9) indicated that both their self-confidence and their satisfaction about their 

work had increased. This self-reporting of a positive change in self-efficacy beliefs and 

well-being was attributed by the participants to their success in putting new routines into 

practice ï the participants felt they were more knowledgeable about how to support and 

scaffold literacy learning during play opportunities. Eleni observed, ñI think since meeting 

thereôs been an increase in my confidenceò (March 2024) and Alyssa said, ñIôve taken in a 

lot of knowledgeò (March 2024) and Navya noted that ñsome of the suggestions youôve 

made, Iôve put inputtedò (March 2024). Participants felt that intentional planning for small 

group instruction was better matched to their studentsô needs and that they were able to 

respond with new instructional routines.  

Participants also noted positive changes in the ways that their students were 

demonstrating literacy behaviours. Marie commented that two students in her class, who 

had always been very resistant to literacy related activities, had started sitting together and 

drawing pictures. They had talked with each other about their drawings and then added 

labels when prompted by Marie. This was a huge move forward in her mind for these 

students with respect to their representation skills. It appears that having opportunities to 

learn together, to try out new instructional practices, and have time to reflect and revisit 

how things were going served to build the self-confidence, and the self-efficacy beliefs of 

these educators.  

Discussion 

The thematic findings of this study suggest that the kindergarten educator 

participants appreciated the opportunities to gather, collaborate, and communicate as 

professionals guided by the researcher/facilitator. Indeed, the first finding describes the 

positive outcomes expressed by the educators derived from the support from meeting 

together to discuss and reflect on their practice. Dedicated time to communicate during 

professional learning provided opportunities for them to provide feedback and support to 

one another and to reflect on their instructional decisions, something recommended in 

previous literature (Darling-Hammond, 2017; Park et al., 2020). The positive outcomes 
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also corroborate findings from Nwoko and colleagues (2023) who highlight that educator 

well-being, job satisfaction and self-efficacy are impacted positively by the social support 

and collegiality found in professional colleagues and in relevant professional learning 

(Nwoko et al., 2024). One interpretation of these positive outcomes, including the increase 

in self-efficacy and well-being, is that participants expressed that they were experiencing 

joy. Joy is defined as an, ñemotion evoked by well-being, successò (Merriam-Webster, n.d.) 

and encompasses some of the emotions and positive outcomes shared by participants in 

this study. 

Given the present shifts in recommended practices in early literacy instruction in 

the Province of Ontario, these educators were frustrated by directives that seemed to differ 

between their school board and Ontario Ministry of Education leaders. It has long been 

espoused (Fullen et al., 2006; Youngs, 2001) that key messages related to instructional 

practices should be aligned among school districts and policy makers. Ongoing and 

collaborative professional learning supports educators to mandates (Braden et al., 2025), 

building self-efficacy in times of change (Poulton & Woods, 2020). Having strong 

connections amongst district expectations and the guidelines and resources from bodies 

such at the Ontario Ministry of Education are in keeping with teacher development 

effective practices (Guskey, 2003). 

The findings also suggest that the educators concurred that they professionally 

benefitted from examples of the types of play opportunities offered to students and how to 

incorporate more play to enhance their literacy learning. Several researchers (e.g., Portier 

et al., 2019; Pyle et al., 2024; Rand & Morrow, 2021) have described how adult scaffolding 

during play can support the building of academic skills and that play promotes literacy 

development. The final thematic finding illustrated the self-evaluated positive outcomes 

that the kindergarten educators reported in their own confidence and self-efficacy beliefs 

as a function of participation in the project. Literacy teacher self-efficacy is enhanced by 

successful, or mastery, experiences (Bandura, 1997) such as those reported in this study 

and in alignment with previous literature (Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2010). 

The Right to Read Report in Ontario (OHRC, 2022) is impacting early literacy 

instruction policies in provinces and territories across Canada (Blanch, 2023; Roessingh, 

2021). Several regions seem to be narrowing the definition of reading and challenging 

teacher agency (Hanford, 2019; Hudson et al., 2021; Moats, 2020). Tensions expressed by 

the educators in this project align with findings previously elucidated in literature about 

the challenges of teaching reading through play (e.g., Pyle et al., 2018), the benefits of play 

for language and literacy learning (e.g., Peterson & Friedrich, 2022; Rand & Morrow, 

2021; Wood, 2017; Wohlend, 2022), and the need for explicit literacy instruction for early 

literacy learners (e.g., Duke, 2020; Ehri, 2020; Gehsmann & Mesmer, 2023; OHRC, 2022).  

In our current climate in early literacy education, there appears to be a binary between play-

based learning approaches and direct instruction (Pyle & Danniels, 2016). As articulated 

by the educators in this project, this divide had left them feeling uncertain of how best to 

proceed. At the end of the project, however, most felt more confident in their understanding 

that direct instruction and play-based learning approaches were more complimentary and 

could support each other. 
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In a time where public school kindergarten classrooms are welcoming children born 

during the pandemic, it is essential that pedagogical practices draw on a broad 

understanding of literacy that incorporates, ñthe multiple ways in which people make 

meaning and use language for a range of purposesò (LLRC, 2023). Design-based research 

which positions participants as collaborators with the researcher (Jacobsen, 2014) might 

be used to illuminate the authenticity of childrenôs literacy learning in a play-based 

kindergarten classroom ï this is an implication for researchers who might be striving to 

capture the present literacy education milieu and multiple representations of learning. 

There is scope for future research that explores in more detail how childrenôs literacy 

learning, direct instruction, play, and academic skill development can be leveraged to 

support the goals of each. 

The professional learning conversations and interviews in this project provided 

researchers and educators with suggestions of ways kindergarten educators can build their 

agency through collaborative discussions that can enhance both their knowledge and 

practice. These partnerships also sparked educators to find joy in their daily instructional 

practices, something they noted had been lacking. Professional learning conversations 

focused on clarifying knowledge and instructional routines for teaching phonological 

awareness, phonemic awareness, concepts of print, and beginning reading and writing 

skills. They also addressed ways to embed playful learning opportunities, such as through 

language experience (Allen, 1964), interactive writing (McCarrier et al., 2018), and shared 

reading (Slaughter, 1993), which were found by educators to bring a coherence and joy 

into their programs. 
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Abstract 

Family engagement is a strong predictor of childrenôs academic success and 

communication is a key component of engagement (McWayne et al., 2016). Yet, little 

research has focused on familiesô and schoolsô communication practices. Using a lens of 

literacy as a social practice, communication is described as social and cultural and not a 

universal skill-set. That at a basic level, literacy is effective communication. This inquiry 

focused on the three K-12 teachers and considers the joyful opportunities afforded in their 

home-school communication. By engaging in Narrative Inquiry, we unravel the participant 

teachersô experiences and preferences in communicating with families through a lens of 

joy and consider the barriers faced when maintaining joy. Key moments of joy were 

sparked when providing positive communication, developing systems/strategies for 

continual communication, and in building relationships. 

 

Keywords: joy in teaching; two- way communication; home-school partnerships; teachers 

communication preferences 

 

Scholarship on home-school partnerships is robust with scholars documenting 

effective ways to engage families in partnership with schools. This work has shown that 

family1 engagement is a strong predictor of childrenôs academic success (McWayne et al., 

2016). It has led to federal and state-level policies and recommendations aimed to increase 

family engagement within the school community. For example, The U.S. Department of 

Education (2005) created a parental involvement section within the Title I legislation which 

stipulated schools had to meet parent involvement requirements in order to receive and 

keep funding. In Michigan, the Michigan Family Engagement Framework (2020), is a 

resource intended to integrate family engagement into school and program improvement.  

Informing these policies is the notion that home-school relationships are 

reciprocalðschools learn from families about learning practices in the home and families 

learn how to increase their repertoire of learning activities in their homes. Communication 

is consistently identified as a key component for creating successful family engagement 

(Avari et al., 2022; Higgins & Cherrington, 2017). Yet, literacy is a social and cultural 

practice and not a universal skill-set for all families and communities (Rogoff, 2003). 

Literacy is language and how individuals ñconvey ideas with purpose and nuanceò 

 
1 óFamilyô within this field may include parents, extended family, caregivers and other support networks 

caring for the child (Edwards et al., 2019). 
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(Qarooni, 2024, p.10). Literacy is how people reach a common understanding together and, 

at its most basic, is effective communication (Qarooni, 2024). But literacy, as social 

practice, is embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles that guide the 

ways in which people address speaking, listening, reading, and writing (Street, 1984, 

1995). Adams and Christensen (2000) noted at both elementary and secondary levels of 

education, communication was vital to developing and maintaining trust between schools 

and families. Bi-directional communicationðor two-way communicationðinvolves both 

participants feeling empowered to initiate and/or respond within communicative acts. This 

means that both teachers and families feel empowered to begin conversations or honestly 

answer questions. Yet, individuals from different social contexts are socialized differently 

and this socialization in children develops a ñsense of what is comfortable or naturalò 

(Lareau, 2015, p. 3)ðincluding communication. Regardless, two-way communication is 

central to building relationships since effective dialogue develops from trust, mutual 

concern, and an appreciation for contrasting perspectives (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2004). 

When two-way communication is open, clear, and values all participants involved, stronger 

teacher-family relationships are formed, which also leads to improved family engagement 

and child outcomes (Marvin et al., 2020).  

 At its core, teaching is a profession built on relationships (Danielson, 2007; Johnson 

et al., 2015). Much attention is paid to building relationships within the classroom (e.g., 

MAISA, 2016) and there is a healthy body of literature focused on home-school 

partnerships (e.g., Caspe & Hernandez, 2023; Edwards et al., 2019; Epstein et al., 2009). 

Less attention is paid to communication preferences and expectations between teachers and 

families. Communication, particularly in service of relationship building, is a good place 

to consider joyful possibilities as teachers and families work together to develop the whole 

child. In keeping with this special issue, this paper considers opportunities for joy in home-

school communication. In presenting three focal teachersô communication practices, 

spaces of joy are identified and expanded upon in nuanced ways to consider how home-

school communication can be a happy occasion.  

 

 

 

Background 

On Joy 

 

ñHow do we cultivate not only the genius of students and educators, but also their joyò  

ï Gholdy Muhammad, 2023, p. 19 

 

Merriam-Webster defines joy as ñthe emotion evoked by well-being, success, or 

good fortune or by the prospect of possessing what one desires.ò Yet, the official definition 

does not feel sufficient in capturing the essence of joy. Gholdy Muhammad (2023) 

expanded on this and described joy as ñsocial-emotional intelligence and knowing how to 

make ourselves smile. Joy is the embodiment of sustained happiness and having knowledge 

of the worldðcentering wellness and the gifts that may or may not be captured in 

traditional school assessmentsò (p. 14). Ultimately, Muhammad explains, joy is ñthe 

embodiment of, learning of, and practice of love of self and humanity, and care for a help 
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for humanity and the earthò (p. 70). In step with Muhammad, Hibbert et al. (2018) 

conceptualized joy as ñthat that feeling of great pleasure and happiness - as a means to 

build resilience, reduce anxiety and strengthen relationships; as a means to change the way 

we interact with one another, care for one another, and engage in community; and as a way 

to ensure schools are places that we want to be spending time together, learning, and 

laughingò (p. 3). More succinctly, Meidl et al. (2018) proclaimed, ñJoy is happiness. Joy 

is satisfaction. Joy is contentment. Joy is fulfillment. Joy is measurableò (p. x). Taking 

these lenses, this paper views joy as happiness, fulfillment, pleasure, knowledge, and the 

grounding for relationshipsðthe care for ñhumanity and the earthò (Muhammad, 2023, p. 

70) as a means to strengthen relationships.  

 

On Home-School Communication 

 

ñTeaching is a human endeavor, built on innate curiosity, creation, and collaborative 

spiritò 

ðMeidl et al., 2019, p. xviii 

 

While teaching is human, schools alone cannot meet the needs of all students 

(Caspe & Hernandez, 2023; Weiss et al., 2018; Zeichner, 2023). Schools must consistently 

work with families and communities ñacross contexts [to share] responsibility for student 

outcomes and well-being, with educators who are well-prepared to co-create and uphold 

these trusting bondò (Caspe & Hernandez, 2023, p. 369). The fundamental reason home-

school partnerships have been legislated stems from literature documenting how strong 

family involvement increases studentsô academic achievement (Sheldon, 2005, 2007). 

Fields of scholarly work have been dedicated to understanding how families support their 

childrenôs learning in homes prior to school entry. The field of Family Literacy, for 

example, focuses on how children are acculturated into literacy as parents and other family 

members engage in various literacy activities and events as part of daily life (Anderson et 

al., 2023; Heath, 1983, Taylor, 1983). Literacy use vary across different racial, cultural, 

and linguistic factors in that not all families draw from the same literacy practices to 

support childrenôs language and literacy development (Rogoff, 2003). Mathematics has 

also been examined, albeit to a lesser degree than literacy. Researchers in this field have 

documented the role families have in childrenôs self-perceptions of ability and achievement 

in math (Frome & Eccles, 1998; Parsons et al., 1982). Others have shown that family 

involvement strongly influences math achievement, with positive involvement leading to 

higher achievement (Desimone, 1999; Ma, 1999; Valdez, 2002). Legislation draws from 

these fields in an attempt to level academic opportunity and encourage families to actively 

engage with their children in school-like learning (Anderson et al., 2023). Critics of this 

perspective are aplenty (see Auerbach, 1989; Reyes & Torres, 2007), but academic success 

for all students is often the rationale provided for this type of legislation. Research on 

home-school partnerships has documented how partnerships decline across grade levels, 

that affluent communities tend to have more positive involvement, and that schools in more 

economically depressed communities tend to make more contact about difficulties and 

problems (Connors & Epstein, 1994; Epstein & Sanders, 2000; Epstein et al., 2009, 

Sheldon, 2005, 2007; Van Voorhis, 2003).   



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  65 

Communication is often characterized as the most effective type of family 

involvement activity (Herrell, 2011; VanValkenburgh et al., 2021), which has led to work 

focused on removing barriers to communication, such as minimizing language barriers 

with translation or by employing cultural support works in schools (Schneider & Arnot, 

2018, p.45). However, research has shown teachers and families reach out to communicate 

for different reasons. Studies showed teachers tended to contact families when there were 

concerns, issues or problems; however, families contacted teachers when things were going 

well (Epstein, 1996; Herell, 2011; Minke et al., 2014). Smith (2017) found familiesô 

perceptions of parent involvement was connected to how the school communicated with 

families. For example, participants in Smithôs study did not initiate conversations about 

their concerns with teachers, instead they waited for the school (teacher or administrator) 

to contact them. This leads to questions about how schools evaluate their communication 

practices and design communication channels based on familiesô wants and/or needs. This 

discrepancy may have implications for students, as demonstrated by Smithôs work: 

although Smithôs participant parents may have been concerned about an issue, if teachers 

did not contact the parents first, the issue was not discussed. 

The rise of digital communication has led to scholarly work focused on modes of 

communication, such as how schools use websites, email newsletters, and digital 

communication applications (apps, e.g., Remind app) (Gu, 2017; Olmstead et al., 2013; 

Thompson et al., 2015). Studies investigating this phenomenon have found that digital 

communication is now the most frequently used mode of communication between home 

and school (Thompson et al., 2015; VanValkenburgh et al., 2021). Despite the availability 

and ease of use of digital communication, it has not automatically led to two-way 

communication. VanValkenburgh et al. (2021) examined parentsô and teachersô 

perceptions of involvement of families with middle school students. They found 91% of 

participant teachers believed their use of digital communication created two-way 

communication between them and their studentsô families. However, only 79% of parents 

felt the communication was two-way. Stratigos and Fenechôs (2021) literature review has 

provided insight into how digital communication can increase communication between 

early childhood educators and the families of the children in their care; however, the 

authors acknowledged little research has highlighted how digital apps impact the work of 

educators, the lives of the young children documented, and the families who participate in 

the communication.  

More recent research has begun to explore teachersô preferences in communication 

or parentsô hopes for communication. Avari et al. (2022) examined early childhood 

educators (ECE) teachersô preferred communication strategies. The study occurred during 

the COVID-19 pandemic which allowed participating ECE teachers to reflect on their 

preferences and how they adapted during the pandemic. Ultimately, Avari et al. found 

teachers preferred in-person communication as some teachers felt it was difficult to 

develop reciprocal communication using digital apps.  

Researchers have routinely noted that home-school engagement requires respect and 

reciprocity, a removal of deficit thinking about families, and to truly value families as 

childrenôs first teacher (Geller & Perry, 2023; Ishimaru, 2019; Yosso, 2005). However, 

implicit biases held by schools and families about one another can negatively impact how 

successful these relationships can become (Pineau et al., 2019). Rather than framing 
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consistent home-school communication as yet another task for teachers, we present three 

stories that may help educators consider the joy that can emerge from communication with 

families.  

 

 

Methods 

This paper uses Narrative Inquiry methods to focus on three teachersô perspectives 

of home-school communication. Narrative Inquiry involves a shaping or ordering of 

experiences that gives participants and researchers a way to understand experiences by 

organizing them into a meaningful whole (Chase, 2008; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The 

inquiry is taken in four directions: inward (e.g., teachersô internal feelings, moral 

dispositions), outward (i.e., teachersô external conditions or contexts); backward and 

forward (i.e., past, present, and future); it opens room for questions and puzzles. Narrative 

inquiry involves a shaping or ordering of experiences that gives participants and 

researchers a way to understand experiences by organizing them into a meaningful whole 

(Chase, 2008; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The knowledge gained from this inquiry 

serves as a knowledge base for teachers and administrators to consider how joy might 

center home-school communication and how schools interact with families.  

 

Theoretical Lenses 

This study situates literacy as a social and cultural practice and not a universal skill-

set for all families and communities (Rogoff, 2003; Street, 2003). From this perspective 

literacy is embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles that guide the ways 

in which people address speaking, listening, reading, and writing (Street, 1984). 

Additionally, literacy is ñconnecting with people through art, body language, facial 

expression, and soundò (Qarooni, 2024, p. 10). To reiterate, literacy is effective 

communication (Qarooni, 2024) and communication is consistently identified as a key 

component for creating successful family engagement (Avari et al., 2022). Two-way 

communication involves both participants feeling empowered to initiate and/or respond 

within communicative acts. This means that both teachers and families feel empowered to 

begin conversations or honestly answer questions. Yet, individuals from different social 

contexts are socialized differently and this socialization in children develops their notion 

of comfortable (Lareau, 2015)ðincluding communication. This socialization will 

influence how people comprehend body language, tone and sound, and/or facial 

expressions. In school engagement, socialization influences how families reach out to 

schools (e.g., Lareau, 2003; Smith 2017) and whether individuals recognize how language 

use changes according to context (Bakhtin, 1986). 

 

Bronfenbrennerôs (2005) bio-ecological theory that posits that childrenôs 

development and learning are influenced by different systems or spheres and the bi-

directional nature of these spheres. The microsystem, consisting of family, neighbors and 

teachers, most directly influences development and learning. However, the macrosystem - 

the ñbelief systems, resources, hazards, lifestyles, opportunity structures, life course 

options and patterns of social changeéò (p. 149) of the larger society - also affects 

development and learning. Likewise, at the macro-level, the policies of governments and 
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educational authorities, institutions and organizations may influence home-school 

communication patterns through formal legislation, recommendations, or dominant 

ideologies about family engagement (held by the wider society) indirectly influence the 

childôs microsystem.  

 

Also relevant for this study is Epsteinôs (1992, 2009) spheres of overlapping influence. 

Three spheresðschool, family, and communityðare involved in complex interpersonal 

relationships with the student at the center. The theory operates from the perspective that 

most families want to obtain better information from schools and that teachers and 

administrators want to involve families. In order to successfully develop school, family, 

and community partnerships, Epsteinôs theory describes six types of involvement that are 

required for effective partnerships. Central to this study is ócommunicationô, defined as 

ñdesign effective forms of school-to home and home-to-school communications about 

school programs and their childrenôs progressò (Epstein, 2009, p. 16). 

 

Context of the Study 

 Data presented in this paper is part of a larger multi-case study (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). The purpose of the larger case study was to examine communication patterns and 

communication preferences of teachers and families. Embedded within preferences are the 

expectations teachers and families have with respect to communication. The following 

research questions guided data collection: 

 

1. How do teachers and parents/caregivers perceive ñtwo-way communicationò? 

What does this look like for each group of participants? 

2. What are teachersô expectations of home-school communication? How frequently 

do teachers expect to communicate directly with parents and caregivers? 

 

Teachers and families were invited to participate in the qualitative study by engaging in 

semi-structured interviews and by providing artifacts related to home-school 

communication (e.g., newsletters, anonymized Remind messages, anonymized emails, 

etc.). Six teachers participated in two semi-structured interview. The first interview was 

conducted at the start of the school year and the second was completed after the school 

year had ended. All teacher participants were employed in the K-12 public education 

system in a midwestern state in the U.S. None of the focal teachers worked for the same 

school district. In this paper, we center on focal participants Hannah, Sam, and Charlotte, 

whom we purposefully selected based on the distinct richness of their stories in relation to 

our conceptualizations of joy. 

 

Participants 

Hannah2 was an early career teacher. Hannah was 24 years old and identified as a 

Black woman. In the two years since she graduated with her Bachelorôs degree, Hannah 

 
2 To honor the privacy of my participants, I used pseudonyms for all individuals and schools referenced in 

this paper. 
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had taught second grade at an elementary magnet school3 in a small city school district. 

The school was diverse with 43% of students identifying as Black, 27% identifying as 

white, and 14% as Hispanic.  Sam was also an early career teacher. He was 26 years old 

and identified as a white man. He had been teaching middle school for three years. He was 

a Spanish language and drama content area teacher, predominantly teaching sixth grade 

students. Sam worked in a small suburban school district. His school was not diverse, with 

83% of students identifying as white. However, the school district was becoming more 

diverse as more multilingual immigrants settled into the community. This had led Sam to 

pursue his Masters in TESOL. Charlotte was a veteran teacher and identified as a white 

woman. Her 15 years of elementary classroom experience ranged from small rural school 

districts to large urban city centers and included multiple elementary grade levels. For the 

past eight years she had taught first grade in a diverse small suburban school located in a 

small city school district. She reported majority of her classroom was composed of working 

class families and multilingual learners. She had recently completed a Masterôs degree in 

literacy education and was part of her school districtôs literacy leadership team charged 

with selecting a new district-wide literacy curriculum.  

 

Data Sources and Analysis 

As two authors of this paper, we came to the narrative with our own experiences 

that coloured our lenses of interpretation of our participantsô narratives. 

Laura.  I was the primary investigator on the study. I was an Assistant Professor of 

Literacy Studies and my research background focused on early literacy and family literacy. 

In addition to research, I had previously worked in Canada at a private elementary school 

and as an early literacy specialist.  

Valerie. I was in my senior year of a Bachelor of Science in Psychology in the Lee 

Honors College. I had previously worked as a graduate assistant in the Psychology 

department and was writing my honors thesis which examined discrepancies between the 

communication skills emphasized in university education and the communication skills 

employers expect from recent graduates. 

Data sources were limited to Hannahôs, Samôs, and Charlotteôs two interview 

transcripts. Each teacher participated in two audio recorded semi-structured interviews. 

These interviews were then transcribed. Data analysis consisted of reading through the 

transcripts and creating margin notes to form initial codes. These codes were collapsed into 

categories and emerging themes. To aid with interpretation, inductive codes and deductive 

codes (i.e., based on research questions; epiphanies within stories) were used to capture the 

salient points in the data (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). During initial coding, we 

engaged in coding the data independently. We then engaged in discussions to reconcile our 

coding differences until we achieved 100% agreement. We followed the same process 

when forming categories and crafting the themes for each of our participants. Table 1 

provides an example of our coding. 

 

 
3 The term ñmagnetò refers to how these schools attract students across traditional school boundaries with 

innovative curricula to desegregate racially isolated schools or to reduce racial isolation in a district or 

consortia of districts (Walton et al., 2018). 
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Table 1  

Interview 2 Coding Examples 

 

 

 Finally, for the focus of this paper, the data was reviewed for notions of joy, with 

the guiding question, where are the joyful possibilities in this story? centering the data 

analysis. 

 

 

Participant Transcript Data Category Sub-Category Code(s) 

Hannah- 

Interview 

2 

Or when we talk about their kid, 

other than just being a student, 

when that family told me about 

their kids baseball game and 

when I could go and, you know, 

we're sharing pictures and stuff 

like that. 

Communication 

practices 

Communication 

preferences 

RP4- 

Connectedness 

with Family 

Sam- 

Interview 

2 

I very much value quality time 

and spending time with people, 

that's something I've kind of 

figured out a bit more explicitly 

about myself recently. I like 

spending time with people I like 

that is very much just like a 

really great part of the human 

experience for me is like that 

quality time piece. And so being 

able to spend time with students, 

being able to spend time with 

their families, and, you know, 

have a conversation about the 

great things that theyôre doing, 

and like how awesome their kid 

is. 

Communication 

Dynamics and 

Engagement 

Teacherôs 

Response to 

Communication 

TR1- Positive 

Response 

Charlotte- 

Interview 

2 

When people respond to my 

FlipGrids or they say, for 

example, that first Flipgrid that I 

did was really, really hard, and 

the parents came back with the 

acknowledgement of, óWow, that 

was hard to watch, but I 

appreciate you for it.ô It fills me 

with an understanding of: okay, 

I'm in the right place at the right 

time. 

Communication 

Dynamics and 

Engagement 

 

Communication 

Impact and 

Assessment 

Parental 

Response to 

Teacher 

Communication 

 

Evaluating 

Communication 

Effectiveness 

R1- Positive 

Response 

 

EC2- Direct 

Feedback 
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Findings 

In early analyses of the teachersô interviews two themes were identified: 

communication preferences and two-way communication. These two themes are briefly 

introduced in order to contextualize communication practices amongst teachers more 

broadly. 

 

Communication Preferences 

Communication, as a form of literacy, is not a universal skill-set across people. The 

data from participants in this study demonstrated that as there were no clear patterns 

amongst teachers with respect to preference. Multimodal tools were cited (e.g., Remind, 

Class Dojo) as well as preferences for in-person communication. Phone calls were 

polarizing. Some teachers preferred them while both Hannah and Sam abhorred them. 

Phone calls through personal mobile phones was also interesting as using personal mobile 

phones was the one practice school districts discouraged. Interestingly, none of the school 

districts participants worked in required specific communication practices beyond 

reporting grades. As Hannah explained it, ñHonestly, I don't think there's any requirements. 

I've never been told of any requirements.ò Despite this, all participants engaged in 

communication practices beyond grades, but also meant communication practices were 

grounded in teachersô social literacy preferences, or what they believed were typical ways 

to communicate, which did not always match other teachersô literacy practices or familiesô 

literacy practices. 

 

Two-Way Communication 

While all teachers described two-way communication using some version of óback-

and-forth interaction,ô there were stark differences in how communicative elementary, 

middle school, or secondary (HS) teachers were with families. Elementary teachers relied 

on multiple sources for communication while HS teachers only reached out for failing 

grades. Unsurprisingly, HS teachers reported communicating directly with students. 

Therefore, students acted as the conduits between home and school. However, this meant 

HS teachers had given home-school communication less thought. This also meant that 

literacy as effective communication was not met since important people needed for 

effective communication, namely caregivers, were not included in the messaging. Another 

key insight came from the tensions described by participant teachers whose communication 

practices were perceived as óabove and beyondô by their colleagues, particularly when 

administrations began suggesting the óextraô practices for all staff. A disappointing finding 

given that schools are social institutions and communication as literacy practice cannot be 

enacted if it is not initiated. 

 

In echoing Cissi et al. (2024), ñitôs nearly impossible to measure ójoyô empiricallyò 

(p. 259). Therefore, in the next section we present co-constructions of focal participantsô 

narratives in their experiences communicating with their studentsô families. We focus their 

stories of communication and identify practices that may be a source of, or cause of, 

delightðsomething that gives rise to joy. We tell their stories individually to highlight the 

differences in their journey and note practices that may bring joy. For each individual story, 



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  71 

we spotlighted actions from each participantôs lived experiences and included quotes to 

capture each participantôs voice in our narrative (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

 

Joyful Possibilities for Teacher Communication 

Hannahôs Account 

Aim for Joy from the start. Hannahôs elementary school hosted an ice cream social 

each summer as a way to usher in the new school year. This allowed Hannah to ñmeet them 

[families] in personò a week before school began. Hannah recounted that not all families 

were able to attend so she created, 

a ómeet the teacherô paper on the first day of school that I sent home. and 

they have like, yellow communicator folders. So, the left side is left at home, 

and then the right side is óbring right back to school.ô So, I put it in all of 

the kids folders for the first day of school. 

She also described how ñthe first week of school, I call every family just to 

introduce myself. And I also tell them there in case they didn't see the paper or 

anything like that.ò The goal was to establish a connection and let families know 

how to óget in touchô with Hannah.  

 Hannah also took a lot of care to develop informative newsletters each week 

for her studentsô families. These newsletters provided information but also 

expectations for families. 

She hoped, 

They [families] read them because on every one I put a snack calendar that's 

attached to a kid's name, so I need them to read it so they know when to 

bring snack for the class. I'm hoping for them to have their kid prepared for, 

whatever important dates I have on there, you know, picture day or 

Chromebook distributions. Just to keep up with any important dates or 

fundraisers for the school. And then also for them to, keep working with 

their kids academically-- I say what we're learning in each subject and I say, 

what sight words they should be working with their kids on per week. And 

what else do I talk about? And then I just do like important notes: I need 

your kids to bring water bottles, or I need you to pack extra clothes because 

they're getting wet in the snow or something like that.  

 

Possibilities for Joy. The first communication practice Hannah described 

that might be interpreted as joyful were ñyay notes.ò As she described it,  

I do something called yay notes. It's basically just a note home, but we just 

call it a yay note and that's what it would say at the top. I was teaching 

summer school and, because it was only six weeks, and there were not that 

many children, I would try to send home one, yay note per week, but then 

that just became really time consuming. So, but I still try to do that and keep 

a log. 

The purpose of the yay note was to provide the family with positive communication 

from the teacher. Hannah wanted to share in her studentsô accomplishments, and 

not just concerns. Hannah fondly reflected that some of ñthe kids will come back 

and say, my parents saw it, and you know, they're happy.ò 
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Another communication practice Hannah described was her weekly sight 

word test note. She explained, 

My kids take a weekly sight word test. And when so at the end of every 

sight word test, I will send a note home to parents with, like, how many they 

got right, prior or like last week, and then how many they got right this time, 

what words they're still working on. There's like a special note if they get 

100%. 

As with the yay notes, the sight word test notes were ñintended to be this positive 

communication between rather than, like, the negative behaviors, or we're concerned about 

this.ò Hannah also noted how she sent home certificates, such as Lexia certificates as 

students progressed through the early reading program, and provided families of students 

with IEP plans daily updates, ñI just emailed to update the family like, they had a good day, 

they had a bad day.ò 

 While these practices did not always elicit a response from families, for those 

families that did respond, it reaffirmed to Hannah that these things were an important use 

of her time. She explained,  

Families will just send positive emails, or, always respond to the newsletters, or 

whatever I send out just letting me know that they received it. Very prompt, they'll 

let me know if their child is absent, and send a doctor's note, so it can be excused 

stuff like that é There is a family who has really strong communication-- they'll 

even come up to the school and, walk their kid in and just talk to me face-to-face, 

which is nice. So, you know, we don't have to wait for responses. 

One example Hannah provided of strong communication focused on the back-and-

forth nature of her and the studentôs mother. Hannah described it this way, 

I would say, the child from last year who got the IEP, I think there was strong 

communication with his mom, because I would call quite often, but she would 

always answer. Sometimes she would even offer to come to the school without me 

even saying anything. She would always ask, like, what else can she be doing at 

home, and she would sometimes talk with him on the phone. 

 

Joy Stymied. Unfortunately, not all of Hannahôs families were this 

responsive and this supportive. In general, unresponsiveness was the greatest ójoy-

killerô for Hannah. She lamented,  

I don't really like to call home anytime that there's problems with behavior 

or you know, concerns of any reason. Because in my experience, most 

parents are not supportive. Most times they will take their child's side. 

Instead, Hannah scheduled in-person meetings to talk about inappropriate 

behaviour, but, as she put it,  

None of those have been pleasurable, they [parentôs] usually get mad and 

hostile with me. Or they'll tell their kid, óIt's okay, just come home, it'll be 

fine.ô It's usually not, óhey, you [student] need to change thisô or, you know, 

óthat's not what you do at school.ô 

Hannah referenced a number of small examples of unresponsiveness; however, one 

particular experience was the most deflating for her. She shared, 
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A girl cussed at her classmate and pushed them and I told the mom, and the 

momôs like, óoh, okay, I'm not sure what the problem is?ô Yeah, almost 

every parent, I've reached out to when there's been some type of problem, 

they are not very supportive. 

 

The Utopian Ideal. The desire for response featured most prominently for 

Hannah. When describing her ideal communication modes, she vehemently wished 

to exclude phone calls, as she found them  

Very frustrating, either taking my plan time, or my instructional time to talk 

with somebody when it's unplanned. It's just very time consuming. And a 

lot of times, it's not even productive.  

She said she would prefer to have more in-person meetings instead, which led to 

her description of her ideal communication system, 

In my utopian society, or my utopian world, the parents would come, instead of 

telling me and then I schedule time out of my day, and then they just don't show 

up. I would definitely still have what I want to say-- the emails, and I love that 

I have like a just a template that I follow every week, it helps with time. More 

responses from parents. And, I think, grace when I do reach out to parents, just 

trying to understand, I'm trying my best, but it's a lot of work.  

In her second interview, when asked directly how she found joy in communicating 

with families, Hannah said, ñItôs nice to realize you can relate with families.ò At the time 

of the study Hannah had only been teaching for two years and therefore had less experience 

interacting with families in the role of teacher. She explained that after multiple negative 

interactions, she was ñkind of scared to reach out to familiesò but that it was ñalways 

relieving to meet someone who, the parent is the same age as me, or we can just talk and 

be regular people.ò To not feel like, 

Iôm coming for you or Iôm making you feel badly about your kid, or 

whatever. That I really do like sharing their successes. Thatôs why I do the 

óbrag tagsô and when parents would respond and say óoh my gosh! Iôm so 

happy that my kid grew like thatô I really do enjoy those times. Or when we 

talk about their kid, other than just being a student, like when that family 

told me about their kids baseball game and when I could go and we're 

sharing pictures and stuff like that. Or some families even knew my family.  

At the end of the day, Hannah wanted to feel validated as a professional and stated, 

ñItôs always relieving when I feel supportedò because she did not always feel 

supported by families. 

 

Samôs Account 

 Building Relationships-Recognizing Transition. Sam taught middle school. Even 

though he was only three years into his career, he had noticed the challenges families 

experienced as their children moved to middle school. He reflected, 

Itôs interesting because one of the feedbacks that I've heard specifically 

from sixth grade parents, and some eighth grade parents (who by eighth 

grade, parents are a little bit more hands off with their child's education just 

due to age and kind of where things are at developmentally). But sixth 
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grader, sixth grade families are coming from elementary, this is a very 

strong transition for them almost more jarring than high school, in my 

opinion, because they're just kind of thrown into the wolves. And so, and 

one thing across the board that I have heard from families was, I really 

appreciate that you communicate this these things with us, because I do not 

feel nearly as involved with my child's education. And that bothers me. 

This challenge had led Sam to create and distribute weekly newsletters for his students and 

their families. He explained, 

I send them [students and families] a weekly newsletter to each one of each 

of my classes-- my two Spanish classes and my drama class. What I do is I 

will write every Friday. I send it out at 2:30pm. I will give a description of 

what happened what we did in class this week. What's coming up next week. 

Any other important information coming up, whether it's óI'm going to be 

gone on a day.ô I think we have a test or something coming up or a project, 

I will kind of put a little tidbit there. Then I'll give a list of any important 

upcoming dates that are coming up. That could be due dates for 

assignments, anything school wide, have an early release half day, or no 

school on Monday, all of that kind of stuff. I send that out too. I send that 

out every week for each of my classes. 

Sam also used the Remind app but avoided sending paper forms and newsletters because 

ñanytime I try to send something home on paper, it never comes back, or it never gets to 

where it needs to go.ò 

 

 Active Joy: Intentionality for Connection. Sam described himself as someone who 

ñVery much values quality time and spending time with peopleò and that it was ñsomething 

Iôve figured out a bit more explicitly about myself recently.ò When asked what brought 

him joy in interacting with families, Sam reflected, 

I like spending time with people, that it is very much just a really great part of the 

human experience for me-- that quality time piece. And so being able to spend time 

with students, being able to spend time with their families, and, you know, have a 

conversation about the great things that theyôre doing, and like how awesome their 

kid is. It's just, it brings a lot of positivity to the table. So being able to, sit down 

and have a really good conversation and connect and get to know people and find 

out their stories. It's just a level of human interaction that is just so engaging for 

me, and that's kind of where I find joy in it. 

Samôs school district only required teachers maintain updated gradebooks and sent 

progress reports at the end of each trimester. However, given Samôs enjoyment in human 

connection, he wanted to do more than that so, as he explained, he was ñjust trying to be 

intentional about communication.ò He noted that other teachers sent progress reports home 

to show grades but did not know if other teachers included information to the same level 

he did. He felt that including ñwhat's happening in class, what's coming upò in his 

newsletter supported his students and his families beyond knowing grades and ñwhat was 

missing.ò He acknowledged that ñparents [were] definitely very appreciative of that, 

because [middle school was] a jarring transition.ò Beyond information distribution, Sam 

felt the weekly newsletter established a connection with families. As he explained,  
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It's also just kind of nice too because it makes me feel very connected to the 

families, even if nobody reads it, or response or anything like that. It just 

makes me feel very, like I am reaching out and being óthis is what's going 

on.ô 

In addition to the weekly newsletter, Sam had distributed a survey at the beginning of the 

year to all his studentsô families. The survey focused on,  

Tell me about your child, what's their strengths, their personality? What motivates 

them? And you know, I only have like, maybe 30 families fill it out, because of 

course. But honestly, 30 é Iôd love to have 120, but 30 is not terrible. It could have 

been two. 

 

 Working for the Same Goal. Ultimately, Sam viewed his communication with 

families as foundational. In order to best support his students, he needed to work in tandem 

with their families. For example, he described his back-and-forth communication with a 

studentôs mother. The student was entering sixth grade Spanish and was nervous. Many of 

the studentôs classmates had taken Spanish since kindergarten and this student felt nervous 

about being in class.  Sam explained, 

He was new to the district. He was very nervous. He never had Spanish at his 

school. So, he's coming in and just feeling very nervous and insecure about coming 

in with all these people that have had Spanish. But I know whatôs going on because 

mom told me that in that survey. Knowing that really allowed me to, when I saw 

successes, be very intentional about it. I could say, óHey, you did a really, really 

nice job on it,ô you know, just being positive about it. 

Therefore, for Sam, communication with families supported his teaching. The information 

he gained through the survey was not just because he was curious, it was something he 

could ñactually use moving forward.ò He described communication as ñsuper foundational 

to how I teach, in my pedagogy. Because I do not want to come across as being like I am 

against you, weôre really working for the same goal, right?ò 

 

 Joy Stymied: óMy Bad.ô An interesting element to Samôs story was the joy the 

newsletters brought him. He felt connected to families and believed he was support his 

students and their families transition to middle school. He held a desire to relay that joy to 

his school administrators and colleagues; however, the outcome was not as ideal as he had 

hoped. He explained, 

The kids did really well. So, I just wrote a positive note home to all the families 

saying óhey, they did a really good job.ô I ccôed my principal and vice principal. 

And I said, I'll send outï that it was a Fridayï to set up some other weekly newsletter 

later today. And I think my principal saw that and was like, óOh, I'm really glad you 

do that. You know, we've been hearing feedback from parents.' Then my principal 

sent an email out to the whole staff and said, óHey, you should do this [send weekly 

newsletters]ô, to which some of my colleagues were not particularly super thrilled 

to see that. So, my bad. 

Regardless of his colleaguesô attitude towards his newsletters, Sam said ñI like doing my 

weekly newsletter.ò He felt it was essential, even if it was not part of most middle school 

teachersô repertoire of practice. He offered, 
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This is how I communicate with students and families. I would definitely 

love for them to read it. Like know that, I know that they read it. And I know 

that they're responding. And I know that, you know, they understand the 

information. I'd love to hear more feedback. I'd love to hear all of that. But 

I honestly do feel like that I'm doing everything that I can at this time to 

help support the positive communication. 

 

Charlotteôs Account 

The óA-haô Moment. As a veteran teacher, Charlotte had plenty of experience 

interacting and communicating with families. She had worked with many students from 

many different backgrounds which provided a different lens from which she viewed 

communication. However, she told this story when asked how she shaped her attitude 

towards home-school communication, 

I had the mom who I knew could not read. I didnôt know how toðI canôt talk to 

this mom all day. But this mom would literally call me all day, and I canôt do that 

either. During the school day, I will text families. If I have to call I will, but I'm 

much more apt to text, because it's easier for everybody. Well, it's easier for me and 

the kids. But this mom literally was calling me halfway through the day going, óI 

wonder about this and the otherô because she couldn't text. And so, I can't. And I 

explained her, I can't, this is not, I can't do this. But she was calling school all day, 

every day. And they were forwarding her down to my room. And I was like, can 

we not do this? At that time, it was a different principal. And he just always said, 

ósend it down to [Charlotte]. I had eight phone calls every day from one studentôs 

mom. And I thought Iôm not doing this again. I tried really hard, I would talk to that 

lady every day for about a half an hour after school, just to let her know what was 

coming so that she stopped calling. But it was a lot.  

This experience left Charlotte exhausted but also determined to find a suitable structure for 

all families she interacted with.  

 

Designing a System. Charlotte summarized her system as ñNewsletters go out on 

Monday, Flipgrid is on Friday. Newsletters sort of tell you what's coming, Friday sort of 

tells you what happened and looking forward.ò However, that does not provide her system 

justice. Charlotte has dedicated time and effort into creating a student-centered, family-

centered approach to communication. At the beginning of the school year, she asks parents 

ñtell me what shift you work é so that I know the best time to reach out.ò When asked 

which form of communication do you prefer, Charlotte described how she differentiated 

communication practices for her families. She reasoned that, ñIf I want them to participate 

with me, then I need to participate with them how they want to be participated with, if that 

makes sense.ò Charlotte had a colour-coded spreadsheet with every family listed and which 

method of communication and what time of day for communication was best for them. For 

example, families that ñdonôt want to textò or which parents ñwant me to directly call 

them.ò The time of day was incredibly important to Charlotte. Many of her studentsô 

families worked the third shift at a local manufacturing plant. She explained that,  

We have parent teacher conferences at night. If you're working third shift, you're 

not gonna come because they're really strict, you'll lose your job if you go to your 
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[night time] parent teacher conference. And so, I make-- I cannot tell you the 

amount of times that I sent notes home, that I texted families during the day, even 

though youôre not supposed to text during the day, in the morning. If I know that 

they work thirds, I'll text them in the morning, because I know I can get to them 

better and faster that way.  

Parent-teacher conferences was ña big dealò and her ñchance to get to know that familyò 

and, more importantly for her, a ñchance for them to see me and get to know me.ò She 

circumvents the typical late afternoon and early evening conference slots by telling parents, 

If you want to meet me at seven o'clock in the morning, I will meet with you at 

seven o'clock in the morning. I usually get to school at 6:30. Text me, I will let you 

in this building you. I don't care. If I can meet with you, I will meet with you.  

 Charlotte repeated multiple times that this system was not time consuming and that 

it. She explained,  

If I'm careful about when I do the things, it's not that much more time with the work. 

And because I already have it set up from previous years, it makes it really easy to 

just put the new kids in. And sometimes I don't have to change much. Sometimes 

I've changed all of it. But because I started that way, I think it's just become part of 

my daily routines.  

 

Charlotte stands Alone. Like Sam, Charlotte lamented that her system, her routine, 

was isolated to her classroom. She explained that itôs ñnot the general. Thatôs not my 

[school] buildingò and rather ñthatôs me.ò She had introduced her communication practices 

to her school, ñI always talk to my school too. That itôs a choice and thatôs a choice that I 

doò but her principal and other teachers were not interested. 

 

Making it Joyful. Charlotte viewed her studentsô families as a partnership that 

needed to be nurtured. She viewed her system as a ñtriple dipò of weekly newsletters, 

Flipgrid Friday, and Classly. She took many videos of her first grade students and posted 

them in the app, Classly. She wanted parents to ñsee their kids doingò things and Classly 

allowed her to post ñaction shots of what we're doing in class. So families can see that we 

do.ò She believed that seeing their children engaged in learning empowered parents and 

hoped it would open lines of communication because parents could talk about what they 

saw.  

Charlotteôs student-centered classroom was highlighted in her Flipgrid Fridays. She 

explained her Flipgrid Friday process, 

My students are involved. So, we do Grows and Glows on Fridays-- what's 

one thing academically and behaviorally (like in terms of our socializing 

with each other), that we did well with? What's an area that we feel really 

good about? What's an area that we feel like we need to work on for both? 

The class as a whole does Grows and Glows with me, then the kids help me. 

I usually pick two kids, it doesn't matter. I don't care about gender. I don't 

care about anything else, just two kids who want to do it. And they sit with 

me in front of the computer, and we do Flipgrid Friday, and I hit record and 

the kids kind of deliver the message. We obviously practice first. I don't just 

let them go. But we talk about what like what do we what do families need 
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to know and then if there's dates coming up, I can fill those in. But I do give 

them a good basis of what we're doing and what's going to come home in 

the newsletter. 

In addition to fun, Charlotte described a humanness to her Flipgrids. She explained, 

I also I do think that my Flipgrids help because they can see me. And I think because 

of that, they can see I have done Flipgrids where I was like, óI should not have done 

a Flipgrid because I looked like I was tired. I was worn out. It was not a good video.ô 

But they still see that I put that effort in to make sure that they get it. And I think 

that when they see me, I don't want to say that Iôm vulnerable, but that Iôm open. 

Like today was a rough day and here's why. Or this week was rough. And the kids 

have identified why and here's what I think is why. A lot of times those parents will 

be like, óokay, at least we have a teacher who's willing to do the things.ô And 

because of that, I think it does help them feel more welcome. 

 

Discussion  

 Literacy is not only about words on a page. Literacy is the language people 

use for ideas, communication, and reaching common understanding (Qarooni, 

2024). Literacy is how people connect through art, body language, facial 

expression, and sound (Qarooni, 2024). Literacy is effective communication 

(Qarooni, 2024). In schools, effective communication requires two-way 

communication which involves both participants feeling empowered to initiate 

and/or respond within communicative acts. In school engagement, socialization 

influences how families reach out to schools (e.g., Lareau, 2003; Smith 2017) and 

whether individuals recognize how language use changes according to context 

(Bakhtin, 1986). Teachers and families are hopeful that communication is pleasant 

and respectful, even when the conversations are difficult. To situate this discussion, 

I characterize the teachersô experiences through a lens of joy. Then I move to 

discuss what impeded joyful opportunities and what might support teachers in 

finding joy in home-school communication. 

 

The Joy  

Joy is not solely about happiness. Joy creates spaces ñto observe and 

experience beauty, aesthetics, art, self-fulfillment, and solutions to societal issuesò 

(Muhammad, 2022, p. 14-15). Joy is the grounding for relationships through the 

care for ñhumanity and the earthò (Muhammad, 2023, p. 70) as a means to 

strengthen relationships. Joy is active and focuses on both the self and the 

community (Amaro & Priske, 2023). For educators, this means joy in teaching and 

joy in connecting with students and their families. Hannahôs, Samôs, and 

Charlotteôs stories about home-school communication offer an opportunity to 

consider how joy might shine in a home-school space, between teachers and 

families.  

For all three participants communication was the central method of building 

relationships with families. They were engaged in many communication practices 

that placed students and their families at the center and tried to show their own 

openness to collaboration. They sought to engage with families through language 
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and ñconvey ideas with purpose and nuance and reach common understanding with 

othersò (Qarooni, 2024, p. 10), namely, to support their studentsô learning growth 

and share those moments with their families. There was a happiness in this 

purposeða self-fulfi llment-- particularly, when they described their positive 

communication activities, such as Hannahôs óyay notesô or Charlotteôs ógrows and 

glows.ô Experts recommend routine positive communication from the school, 

rather than only reaching out for poor academic performance or behavior concerns 

(Pineau et al., 2019). The goal is to create positive interactions between the school 

and families and build the relationship in the event that difficult conversations need 

to be had. Typically, these recommendations focus on what positive 

communication does for the family; however, for the teachers in this study, the 

opportunity to share their studentsô growth, accomplishments, or the fun activities 

taking place in the classroom brought teachers a sense of pleasure and fulfillment. 

In essence, it was joyful for them. 

 Qarooni (2024) argued that teachers need to recognize that ñevery school 

and community are different when it comes to experiences around family 

engagementò (p. 22). This can be extended to not just experiences, but also needs 

for family engagement. Case in point, Sam recognized the challenges his families 

experienced as their children transitioned to middle school. He noted the drop in 

communication families often experienced as their children moved from 

elementary school to middle school. It may seem that providing communication to 

families through the student acts to support adolescentsô autonomy over their 

learning, yet experts recommend transition programs (e.g., MDE, 2020). Sam 

extended this type of transition to weekly newsletters and family surveys. He 

wanted to get to know both his students and their families. In addition to 

strengthening his connection with students and their families, this work brought 

Sam joy. He found beauty, aesthetic, and self-fulfillment in sending his newsletters. 

He viewed the knowledge he gained through the surveys as something he could use 

in his teaching. It was intentional and worthwhile and ultimately made him happy. 

In essence, it was joyful for him. 

 Charlotte developed a sustained communication system that allowed her 

students and their families multiple pathways for interaction with her. 

Communication was not limited to teacher-family conferences or negative 

interactions, which aligns with Pineau et al.ôs (2019) recommendations that 

communication occur more frequently than semi-annual conferences. Qarooni 

(2024) suggested teachers could craft ñliteracy-rich moments with childrenðfor all 

familiesð[that] should feel deeply rooted and sustainableò (p.27). Charlotte 

captured this with her ótrifectaô of weekly communication through email 

newsletters, Flipgrids, and Classly. Charlotte knew family engagement was a 

shared responsibility and of the importance of reaching out in meaningful ways 

(MDE, 2020). For example, she knew many families worked the third shift (i.e., 

3pm to 11pm) and could not meet during typical school events so she made herself 

available to families when they were off work. There was a playfulness to her 

system that brought her joy. She promoted her Flipgrids and systems with her 

colleagues, even if those practices were not taken up by others in the school. She 
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saw value and purpose in this work because it supported her families. She cared for 

her students, for their families, and the humanity within all of them (Muhammad, 

2023). In essence, it was joyful for her. 

 

Challenges to Joy 

Nair (2018) reflected that ñteaching evokes feelings and memoriesò (p. 46). 

These feelings and memories may be tied up in exhilaration and joy, but Nair also 

cautioned that they can create feelings of ñinadequacy and diffidence in being given 

so much power over anotherôs learningò (p. 46).   

 

 Isolation. Sam felt more confident in his resolve to consistently 

communicate with the families of his middle school students, regardless of his 

colleaguesô attitudes towards his practices. In reflecting on his interviews, he 

seemed to exude Muhammadôs joy as a ñsustained sense of fulfillment and 

happinessò (p. 85) in connecting with his studentsô families. However, Sam was 

isolated in his practices. His ómy badô in embarking on practices to maintain weekly 

communication was families was not shared by his colleagues. They viewed 

newsletters as additional work in a profession already overburdened with 

responsibilities. School, however, is a social institution, and, as Qarooni (2024) 

asserted, ñshares all of the shortcomings of the society in which it is situatedò 

(p.23). When communication is viewed as ótoo much workô it limits the ability to 

reach common understanding with others. If literacy is tied to identity and place 

(Muhammad & Mosely, 2021; Qarooni, 2024) then schools need to recognize the 

social context in which they are embedded. Whether intentional or not, Samôs 

colleaguesô lack of communication sends a message about what they value, or in 

this case, we may argue, who they do not value. 

For Sam, he might feel empowered to recruit colleagues into his practices 

with the knowledge that experts stress the need for schools and parents to maintain 

consistent communication throughout the year and not limit it to open houses, 

teachers conferences, or academic and/or behavioural problems (Pineau et al., 

2019). In a perfect world, this message would come from Samôs leadership team 

and not burden him with the task of shifting the perspectives of veteran teachers.  

 

Family Response. Nair (2018) explained that the first step to finding joy in 

teaching was to develop ña reflective self-awareness, looking inward for the 

experiences that shaped your learning but also acknowledging the characteristics 

of your way of learningò (p. 53). This can be extended to communication. 

Teachers need to be aware of how their communication shapes experiences and 

how preferences differ from familiesô. Teachers need to continually update their 

methods and respond to familiesô feedback. As Qarooni (2024) noted, ñwhat we 

communicate and how we communicate it can send hidden messages about what 

we assume and what we valueò (emphasis in original, p. 31). Therefore, teachers 

who seek to build strong relationships with their studentsô families must be 

reflective and self-aware when communicating with their families and 
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consistently reflect on their biases of what they believe to be ónormalô (Qarooni, 

2024). 

The crux, however, as described by all three participants, is that families 

do not always respond. All three participants wanted to hear from more families 

and to increase the number of responses to their communication activities (e.g., 

newsletters, Flipgrids). According to Cunningham (2019) ñHappiness research 

also shows us that as humans we donôt want to be fixed. We want to be 

acknowledged (p. 114, emphasis added). Despite their efforts to communicate and 

engage with families, all three teachers wished for more response, more 

interaction from the families they worked with. They wanted to be acknowledged 

for their efforts and commitment to their students. This was most clearly 

articulated by Hannah. Hannah was a novice teacher and wanted to feel validated 

as a professional through support from families. Cunningham (2019) wrote of 

perspective-taking and that it was more than empathy, that perspective-taking was 

ñunderstanding the goals and intentions of othersò (p. 41). Research has shown 

that a misconception exists that home-school partnerships will come naturally to 

teachers because they care (Pineau et al., 2019); however, the reality is that the 

skills needed to build relationships and partnerships can be developed and refined 

over time. By framing home-school partnerships, and the requisite 

communication between these spaces, as developing or unfolding, novice 

teachers, like Hannah, might feel strengthened in their abilities and minimize their 

moments of inadequacy. This aligns with conceptualizations of joy as active 

(Amato & Priske, 2023) and ongoing.  

Ultimately, belonging comes when relationships show ñyou are valued for 

who you are and where you value othersò (Cunningham, 2018, p. 31). The 

teachersô stories shared in this paper demonstrate educators who carefully and 

intentionally reached out to families as a way to show they valued them. To call 

back to Muhammad (2023), joy as pursuit, ñlike identify, skills, intellect, and 

criticalityðbecause it should change and evolve over timeò (p. 70). Their 

communication efforts may not have always been effective or well-received, but 

Hannah, Sam, and Charlotte present examples of how teachers might build 

communication systems that seek to build common purpose and nuance with the 

goal of building common understanding. This then creates space for stronger 

relationships and trust. They pursued ways to engage their families and build a 

partnership. It was not perfect in the moment but something all three teachers 

were continually working on and improving over time.  

 

Conclusion 

 Through this inquiry, we learned that communication preferences are 

personal choices and may be why school districts do not require specific systems. 

However, this lack of requirement can also cause tension. Teachers who engage in 

practices that are perceived by their colleagues as extra may be ostracized when 

principals suggest all staff engage in those practices. Teachers not engaged in those 

practices might perceive these tasks as additional work in their already overloaded 

schedules. This leads to questions about two-way communication and teachersô 
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beliefs about family engagement. Additionally, teachers face barriers when families 

do not interact or interact negatively to teacher outreach efforts. This limits the joy 

they can experience when communicating with families. Though this study is 

limited in scope, we hope the stories presented provide a glimmer of hopeful joy 

that teachers can hold onto when interacting with families. A hope that teachers can 

learn from Hannah, Sam, and Charlotteôs stories and view communication as a 

pursuit to joy that shifts, changes, and evolves over time (Muhammad, 2023).  
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Abstract 

This paper details an example of teacher practices that drew upon multiliteracies theory 

and pedagogy to engage in reflective pedagogical practice and enact transformative 

teaching and learning in a grade 8 English Language Arts classroom in Manitoba. The 

meaning of design is discussed, and the learning by design framework is investigated with 

a focus on knowledge processes (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015). Findings affirm teachers as 

designers, recognize students as creative meaning makers, and celebrate teacher 

empowerment, student agency, and creativity. 

 

Keywords: multiliteracies, learning by design, knowledge processes, teachers as 

designers, transformative learning, multimodal meaning making                

 

Introduction  

Education can empower people and transform lives. To this end, professors Bill 

Cope and Mary Kalantzis (2023) urge educators to enact the updated pedagogy of 

multiliteracies and move towards education justice. They revisit the multiliteracies 

framework and encourage educators to further apply the theoretical and pedagogical 

aspects of multiliteracies, considering dynamic student ñlifeworldò differences and 

different ñforms of meaningò (p. 5). They further ñpropose an epistemological theory of 

learningò and the application of knowledge processes to celebrate teachers as designers, 

support different learner needs, and enact transformative learning (p. 22). Educators need 

to take responsibility to nurture inclusive learning environments where diverse learners can 

draw upon their funds of knowledge (Moll, 1992), learn ñthe newò and apply ñthe newò to 

different contexts functionally and creatively. In this paper, we wondered how the learning 

by design framework proposed by Cope and Kalantzis (2015; 2023) could be applied in 

language arts learning and how knowledge processes might support student agency and 

joyful learning experiences in a Grade 8 classroom in Western Canada.  

In Manitoba, the current English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum document 

(Manitoba Education, 2020) recognizes that there are ñmultiple literacy communitiesò with 

each one being unique with its situated practices (p. 5). It also emphasizes the sociocultural 

aspects of language learning and teaching and considers literacy as ñsymbolic socio-

cultural systems through which human beings create and share meanings,ò as well as access 

and create multimodal texts in different modes like ñgestural, oral, visual, and print 

components simultaneouslyò (p. 5). This ELA document creates a curricular space for 
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multiliteracies and offers guidelines for teachers and students to engage with various texts 

and communicate their ideas in various modes (Kress, 2017). Furthermore, the Manitoba 

Education and Early Childhood Learning (MEECL) officially launched a new Framework 

for Learning in September 2024, promoting multiliteracies for its value in recognizing 

learner differences and building an inclusive learning environment. 

The Manitoba curricular context calls for a broad understanding of literacy and for 

curriculum development in language and literacy learning and teaching. Thus, teachers 

must recognize and celebrate learnersô funds of knowledge in their classrooms. As Gholdy 

Muhammad (2023) wrote in Unearthing Joy, ñwhen students see themselves manifested in 

our curriculum in diverse and positive ways, we observe their joyò (p. 71). Having choices 

and seeing themselves as active meaning makers in literacy practices will enhance joyful 

learning experiences and support learners' differences through utilizing diverse forms of 

meaning and modes in their learning. It is in this curricular context that we reflect upon the 

design process of a short story unit in ELA to analyze the lesson cycle (e.g., lesson planning, 

lesson implementation, lesson outcomes), discuss the learning by design framework 

focusing on different knowledge processes, explain theoretical connections on 

multiliteracies especially multimodal meaning making, and end with practical suggestions.   

 

Key Terms and Concepts  

This example of pedagogy is situated within sociocultural perspectives toward 

language and literacy learning (Gee, 1992; Heath, 1983; Street, 2003), especially new 

literacy studies (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Gee, 2001; Larson & Marsh, 2005). This field 

of scholarship considers literacies as plural and socioculturally and sociomaterially situated 

meaning making practices. Specifically, we draw upon the theory and pedagogy of 

multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996), recognizing student lifeworld diversity 

including their funds of knowledge (Moll, 1992) and valuing different modes (Kress, 2017) 

or forms of meaning (Cope & Kalantzis, 2023) to nurture meaningful and joyful learning 

experiences. The concept of design (Kalantzis & Cope, 2006) guides our pedagogical 

practices. The learning by design framework is an update on the pedagogy of 

multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996), which offers teachers and students ña 

repertoire of knowledge processesò to ñorchestrate strategic movesò among various 

learning activities (Cope & Kalantzis, 2023, p. 24). 

 

From Literacy to Multiliteracies 

In Western society, being literate used to mean that people could sign their names 

in the 17th century and answer simple questions in the 19th century (Heydon et al., 2022). 

Cope and Kalantzis (2009) argued that the concept of literacy in the 21st century must 

include ñmuch more than the traditional basics of reading and writing the national languageò 

(p. 170) and take into consideration different cultural contexts for literacies and 

communication developments in language and technology. Leu et al. (2019) also wrote that 

ñnew technologies regularly and repeatedly transform previous literacies, continually 

redefining what it means to become literateò (p. 327).  In other words, literacies are social 

and cultural practices that can afford opportunities and resources for people to make 

meaning of their ever-changing lifeworld (Cope & Kalantzis, 2023). The shift from literacy 

to multiliteracies is crucial to account for all the literacies people use in their daily lives 

https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/framework/index.html
https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/framework/index.html
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and what students are able to bring to classrooms. This gives the opportunity for students 

to joyfully and truly express who they are and what they know, considering that: ñToo 

often, education privileges certain literacies. But children today have genius and, with it, 

multiple ways of showing meaningò (Muhammad, 2023, p. 37).   

         In this paper, we recognize the importance of two multis in the concept of 

multiliteracies, referring to multiple contexts (e.g., community, school) and multiple modes 

(e.g., written, visual, audio, etc.) in literacy learning to honour student interest, agency and 

choice as designers of meaning (New London Group, 1996). 

 

The ñWhatò of Multiliteracies: Design and Meaning  

Design and literacy practices are interrelated. Cope and Kalantzis (2011) gave the 

concept of design deeper meanings by considering both human actions and the aesthetic 

aspects of artifacts. They used ñDesigns of Meaning,ò including three key components: 

ñ(available) designs,ò ñdesigning,ò and ñ(the re-)designedò to highlight design as ña 

process of transformationò (pp. 47-48). Later, Kalantzis and Cope (2023) updated their 

term as ñMeaning as Designò and renamed those three components as ñfound designs,ò 

ñdesign work,ò and ñdesigned artifactsò to include a broader view (p. 5). Found designs 

refer to all that is available to individuals who like to make (new) designs, going beyond 

print-based resources. What individuals can find, or access, also reflects their social, 

cultural, and even religious contexts. Design work refers to the process and action of 

designing that is situated in context and relates to the designersô funds of knowledge (Moll, 

1992). The ultimate designed artifacts are unique in their own way. Learners or designers 

of meaning have gone through ña process of transformation, as the products of meaning re-

enter the world as found designsò (p. 5).  In addition, ñno two products of newly constructed 

meaning are exactly the sameò (p. 5). Therefore, individuals, including learners and 

teachers, are active and creative designers making use of what is available, going through 

the process of designing, and coming up with new designed artifacts with transformed 

meanings. 

 

The ñHowò of Multiliteracies: Learning by Design via Knowledge Processes 

The original work of the New London Group (1996) described four components of 

the pedagogy of multiliteracies that aimed to support learners as designers of meaning 

through ñsituated practice, overt instruction, critical framing, and transformed practiceò (p. 

88). Kalantzis and Cope (2023) have updated these pedagogical components by situating 

them within Learning by Design (LBD), indicating that it is a pedagogical approach using 

ñKnowledge Processesò (p. 9). There are four main knowledge processesò including 

ñexperiencing, conceptualizing, analyzing, and applyingò (p. 9). A knowledge process can 

be understood as ñan activity type which represents a distinct way of making knowledge 

and of learningò (Kalantzis & Cope, n.d., para. 1). Kalantzis and Cope (2023, p. 9) 

explained that: 

Whichever terminology is used to categorize learning activity types, the essential 

idea in the multiliteracies approach is that learning is a process of weaving 

backwards and forwards across and between these different kinds of pedagogical 

move, as required by pedagogical goals and learner needs. 
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The four main knowledge processes are further subdivided into eight knowledge processes, 

namely ñexperiencing the known and the new, conceptualizing by naming and with theory, 

analysing functionally and critically, and applying appropriately and creativelyò (Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2009, p. 187). It is important to note that there is no particular order for teachers 

to engage these knowledge processes in learning activities, and it is not always possible to 

include all eight processes in one literacy event. However, when teachers intentionally 

design learning with the LBD framework, it can promote teacher agency, recognize learner 

diversity, and transform teaching and learning to support different learner needs. In 

summary, planning multiliteracies learning with the LBD knowledge processes empowers 

educators to create more inclusive and joyful learning environments.  

In the next section, we provide our professional context, share the design process 

for a narrative short story unit, and describe how different knowledge processes were 

enacted to transform student learning in a grade 8 ELA classroom in Manitoba.  

 

Project Context  

The teacher who enacted this design in her classroom, Mrs. Doering, is a lifelong 

learner valuing different ways of knowing and learning. She became a full-time grade 3/4 

classroom teacher in 2017, teaching various subject areas in an urban inner-city school in 

Manitoba. She also taught grade 4 for five years and decided to move up to teach in a grade 

7 and 8 class at another urban school. She earned her Masterôs degree at the University of 

Manitoba (UM) in 2023. Dr. Du taught Mrs. Doering and introduced her to the pedagogy 

of multiliteracies. She also supervised Mrs. Doeringôs comprehensive project in which Mrs. 

Doering discussed her perspectives on multiliteracies and shared her practices. After Mrs. 

Doering graduated from UM, their pedagogical discussions and collaboration continued, 

focusing on practical ways to apply multiliteracies pedagogy in classrooms. Their inquiry 

into multiliteracies took various forms, including reading, writing, documenting, 

experimenting, and exploring different possibilities for engaging students in multimodal 

meaning making. In brief, Dr. Du serves as Mrs. Doeringôs mentor, promoting the concept 

of teachers as designers and supporting her professional growth in pedagogical 

conversations and academic writing projects. Mrs. Doering is a teacher who believes in 

student choice and engages with pedagogical practices through LBD. This paper shares 

one of the collaborative inquiries into multiliteracies with Mrs. Doeringôs 2023 to 2024 

grade 8 class. Studentsô backgrounds and cultures in this classroom were diverse, with 

many being first or second-generation learners in Canada. Many of the families were 

educated in the Philippines or India. Learners demonstrated eagerness to learn, understand, 

and apply literacy concepts and demonstrated their creativity, collaboration, and critical 

thinking skills throughout this shared narrative short story unit. Please note that while this 

is not a formal research study, written consent has been gained to share student examples 

throughout the paper. 

In what follows, we first provide an overview of the pedagogical design of the short 

story writing unit following the concept of Meaning as Design, including Found Designs, 

Design Work, and Designed Artifacts (Cope & Kalantzis, 2023). Then, we detail how 

students engaged in different knowledge processes, which were purposefully woven into 

the unfolding experience of the unit and analyze the opportunities these afforded for joyful 

and impactful literacy learning.   
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The Teacher's Process of Unit Design 

Found Designs: Joyfully Sharing Common Language 

A wide range of multimodal texts was included in the found designs to prepare for 

the short story narrative unit. For example, the teacher designer or second author, Mrs. 

Doering, used the Google platform to share applicable literary terms, concepts, and ideas, 

accessing short clips, images, and using multiple fonts, allowing students to share similar 

language and access the same information in different ways. The information students 

learned about literary devices and elements (see Figure 1 for an example of Google Slides 

used in class) that construct a short story was written in their notebooks and shared on 

bulletin boards in the classroom to use when reading, creating, and talking about short 

stories. This information was discussed in grade 7 with students when they practiced 

working with different stories and demonstrating their understanding of each part of the 

plot. 

 

 
Figure 1. Plot in a Story  

 

The short stories students accessed in class were found using both print and web-

based sources. For example, students read stories from the Sightlines 8 textbook (Barlow-

Kedves et al., 1999) and viewed stories on various online platforms such as CommonLit 

(https://www.commonlit.org/) and NewsELA (https://newsela.com/). Grade 8 student 

writing samples were also gathered from previous students and other provincial documents 

to show students' final writing pieces. Hands-on activities such as quick writes, oral 

storytelling, and (physical and digital) escape rooms have students actively engaged in 

different stories and give students multiple ways of experiencing different elements of short 

stories.  

 

Design Work: Driving Design through Student Preferences 

The design work considered student interests, learner preferences, and curriculum 

expectations. Mrs. Doering was fortunate to have the same students in grades 7 and 8. 

Having the same group of students for two years in a row allowed for the continuous use 

of shared vocabulary, knowledge, and processes the students were already comfortable 

with while building and refining what they had already learned. Mrs. Doering continued, 

through daily sharing circles, to discover studentsô interests and learn more about them. To 

begin the writing process of creating their own short stories, Mrs. Doering had students in 

a circle and started with the prompt, ñIf he had known what was going to happen, he never 

would have answered the phone that day.ò Every student had the opportunity to engage in 

the creation of a whole-class story, attempting to follow Freytagôs Pyramid (see Figure 5). 

https://www.commonlit.org/
https://www.commonlit.org/
https://newsela.com/
https://newsela.com/
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Once the story was completed, students broke into pairs and used multiple brainstorming 

strategies (e.g. the SWBST strategy: Somebody Wanted But So Then) to construct their 

version of the story and created artifacts representing their short story, exploring 

multimodality and different ways of representing it.  

 

Designed Artifacts: Amplifying Voices to Enjoy the Creative Process   

Regarding the designed artifacts, students were given choices to decide how to 

brainstorm ideas and construct their short stories. Students generated and communicated 

their ideas through written and visual representations, such as using the narrative plot 

structure, Venn diagrams, and listing their ideas for possible characters, setting, problems, 

and solutions. Students created finalized multimodal artifacts of their short stories through 

different platforms such as stop motion, Google Slides, Jam Board, Minecraft, and typed 

pieces. These platforms were accessible through school technology and were taught 

throughout their school experiences. 

In summary, the unit design process, guided by the meaning of design, allowed Mrs. 

Doering to draw upon her own funds of knowledge and student lifeworld experiences to 

create an authentic and meaningful learning experience. This planning process supports 

teachers as designers and students as meaning makers. The following section describes 

what knowledge processes were enacted through the LBD framework of the unit. 

 

Pedagogical Practices via Knowledge Processes 

Experiencing the Known and the New: Immerse in Multimodal Exploration 

Mrs. Doering situated students' learning goals in the context of ñexperiencing the 

knownò through sharing circles, daily discussions, book choices, and quick writes. For 

example, asking quick questions in a sharing circle such as ñwhat is your favourite movie 

genre?ò allowed students to connect with life at home, with their family and friends, and 

possibly the theatresðextending this question to find out what movie specifically gave 

new information and extended the possibility of bringing familiarity to the classroom. This 

values student voices and puts them in the center (Simmons et al., 2015). For this narrative 

short story unit, it was evident that the students had a strong interest in the horror genre 

and represented that in the books they wanted to read, favourite movies/ television shows, 

the responses to some quick writes done in the classroom, and conversations about 

favourite characters. This relates to one of Manitoba's newly published guiding principles 

for the design of learning, that is, learning being ñauthentic, social, and purposefulò 

(MEECL, 2024c, para. 3). Students entered the grade 8 classroom with common 

knowledge and terminology shared amongst them. This allowed Mrs. Doering to reference 

narrative plot structure and literary terms through posters posted in the classroom, notes 

students had taken, and references to work students did the previous year, such as reading, 

writing about, connecting to, and demonstrating short story structure. During the last school 

year, students worked on various assignments to learn and practice understanding literary 

elements. For example, one assignment had students work in groups to advertise and 

present multiple short stories, for example: ñPigeon Impossible,ò a YouTube short film 

(Mighty Coconut, 2010) and ñThe Necklaceò by Guy de Maupassant via CommonLit. This 

allowed students to demonstrate their understanding, share their ideas with peers, and learn 

from one another. 

https://commonlit-private-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/teaching_materials/documents/000/004/408/original/The_Necklace-student_copy.pdf?X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIAVWWGJUDZD3J3AUFT%2F20250429%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20250429T020900Z&X-Amz-Expires=604800&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=fed11a0be090444f41cdea957ea4bd252022028db26d68d83fbcd30c45d54109
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Knowing Your Students: Utilizing Sharing Circles and Activating Prior Knowledge 

  During the sharing circle, Mrs. Doering referenced the narrative plot structure and 

other literary devices while going around and having students add to the short story creation, 

beginning with a prompt. For example, she started with an engaging hook, ñThe screech 

echoed through the windéò Students then created a short story while standing in a circle, 

adding elements as the story progressed. This enforced student listening, engagement, 

joyful learning, and participation because they wanted to hear other studentsô ideas, 

comment if part of the narrative plot structure did not make sense and add their thoughts 

when it was their turn. Talking or sharing circles can ñbuild dialogue and create spaces of 

mutual respect for social discourse,ò allowing students to ñlisten openlyò (Barkaskas & 

Gladwin, 2021, p. 21). Once the story was completed as a whole class, students sometimes 

engaged in quick writing to create the story based on how they foresaw it. Many brought 

in past experiences, including interests that helped construct their identity; sometimes, they 

added characters from shows they had seen or elements of video games. Students could 

draw from their funds of knowledge, such as home literacy practices and interests, to school 

literacy work, which values student choice and bridges home literacy with school literacy 

(Bulfin & Koutsogiannis, 2012; Mills, 2015). Sometimes, the stories made complete sense 

and followed the narrative plot structure, but sometimes, it was difficult to follow as some 

students would add new characters at the end of their story or not have a clearly defined 

problem/solution or setting. These were excellent teachable moments in determining what 

made a great short story, allowing Mrs. Doering to offer on-the-spot feedback. Cope and 

Kalantzis (2023) echoed bringing in personal experiences as an integral part of learning to 

build new learning: 

By inviting learners to bring the known into the class and to communicate that 

known, diversity of lifeworld experience and identity is positioned as an integral 

part of learning, a reference point of belonging that recognizes learners for who 

they are, and upon which to build new learning. (p. 15) 

Activating prior knowledge is a vital strategy to begin any unit of study. This allows 

students to demonstrate what they already know from previous years and helps guide the 

educator on what to focus on for the unit. Based on writing submitted at the beginning of 

the grade 8 year, Mrs. Doering found it essential to review revising, editing, and peer 

reviewing as foundational writing tools students needed to work on. A review of short story 

elements was also necessary, as it was not fresh in the students' minds, and it was important 

that they had a good grasp of that. For the unit described in this paper, Mrs. Doering learned 

through previous writing samples and talking with the other teachers that students needed 

to spend more time editing and revising their work. This process allowed them to slow 

down, critically analyze others' work and their own and demonstrate skills in revising and 

editing. Indeed, writing is a process that involves different levels of thinking (e.g. 

brainstorming, critical thinking) and doing, such as drafting, reviewing, revising, and 

editing (Calkins, 2022). This project has also highlighted the varied interests in modes of 

representation (Jewitt, 2008; Kress, 2017; Lim & Tan-Chia, 2022). Students were 

encouraged to put effort into the writing process with their peers and then collaboratively 

create their representation of the short story. The whole class looked at exemplar writing 

samples provided online from the BC English Language Arts Curriculum documents 
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(Government of British Columbia, 2024), one that fully met their expectations called ñThe 

Night Stalkerò and one that exceeded their expectations titled ñBe Careful what you Wish 

For.ò Mrs. Doering also used anonymous writing samples from previous grade 8 classes 

with student permission. Sharing real-life student writing samples is a good strategy to help 

students see themselves as writers and encourage them to get started. It can ñmotivate 

students to listen intently to each student sharing with the goal of incorporating novel ideas 

into their own compositionsò (Lewis, 2024, p. 768).  

 

Responding to Student Learning: Exploring Different Texts and Modes with Joy 

 To enter the short story unit, Mrs. Doering wanted the whole unit to have different 

access points for students. Strictly paper-pencil tasks would cause disengagement and not 

the same level of enjoyment. The first short story introduced to the grade 8 students was 

ñThe Landladyò by Roald Dahl, which is an interesting and complex short story. The 

students spent half a class reading the short story posted in their Google Classroom, and it 

was evident to Mrs. Doering that they needed more of a visual and/or hands-on approach 

to this story based on the questions they asked and the confusion that arose. That prompted 

Mrs. Doering to discuss the story with the students, have them converse amongst 

themselves, and then bring in an escape room (see Figure 2). The escape room activity 

focused on parts of the story in smaller amounts at a time through vocabulary work, 

figurative language, comprehension questions, and creating the narrative plot structure 

while students worked together in collaborative groups to break out and understand the 

literary elements of the story connected to the lessons. This type of game-based learning 

(Nicholson, 2015) can promote active learning, increase literacy engagement, create 

enjoyment, boost student motivation, and support different learning preferences (Bober, 

2010; Gee, 2008; Veach, 2019).  

 
Figure 2. Escape Rooms 

Note. The escape rooms were purchased online via Teachers Pay Teachers ñThe Tell-

Tale Heartò and ñThe Landladyò 

 

 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/The-Tell-Tale-Heart-Escape-Room-for-Grades-7-10-ELA-4134786
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/The-Tell-Tale-Heart-Escape-Room-for-Grades-7-10-ELA-4134786
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Conceptualizing by Naming and with Theory: Understand Key Elements  

To support students and give them common terminology and structure in their 

writing, Mrs. Doering provided students with notes about the different literary devices and 

elements included in the narrative short story plot structure. Some of the notes (see Figure 

3) were also shared on the wall and reiterated as one of many lessons on the whiteboard in 

the classroom so that students could view them when working with a variety of short stories. 

Written or printed notes with colours and tables (Hegarty, 2011; Salminen et al., 2010) can 

help students to recall what they know or have learned and can ñimprove understanding, 

memory and thinkingò (Schraw & Richmond, 2022, p. 81).  

 

 
Figure 3. Notebook Example from Grade 8 class 

 

Teaching and reviewing the elements through different forms of meaning (image, 

text, and speech) ensures that students can use vocabulary to help plan and structure their 

writing (Jewitt et al., 2016). For this short story unit, it was evident that students used many 

brainstorming techniques such as listing out their ideas on paper by connecting to different 

elements of the story such as characters, setting, problem solution or using the narrative 

plot structure diagram (also known as Freytagôs pyramid, see Figure 4) and mapping out 

how their story would flow through images, discussions, and writing or multiple modes 

like visual, oral, and written modes (New London Group, 1996). For example, one student 

had trouble starting their story; they needed a template to see exactly what they needed to 

plan out. Mrs. Doering wrote a template on loose-leaf paper to help the student get started 

and discussed each element with them, so that they could start getting ideas flowing (see 

Figure 5).  
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Figure 4. Freytagôs Pyramid (Glatch, 2024) 

 

 
Figure 5. Examples of Story Planning 

Note. Mrs. Doering gave students a few suggestions on how to brainstorm their ideas and 

sat with them to help them brainstorm their story. 

 

All the students conversed with one another to decide on features in their story they 

wanted to be included, which point of view the story would be told from, who the characters 

would be, what setting they wanted to create, what problem they wanted their characters 

to engage in and what the solution could potentially be. Collaboration took place in both 

oral discussions and written drafts, resulting in positive effects on the learning process and 

outcomes. According to the newly launched Framework for Learning (MEECL, 2024a, 

para. 2), the competency of collaboration is significant in learning as it:  

facilitates the co-construction of meaning to support collective understanding 

through the exchange and negotiation of ideas. The process of collaboration 

demands deeper reflection, an openness to different perspectives, and the sharing 

of responsibilities and planning. Effective collaboration results in the creation of 

something better. 

Moreover, the competency of communication is relevant here as it ñinvolves interacting 

with others and allowing for a message to be received, expressed, and understood in 

multiple ways and for a variety of purposesò (MEECL, 2024b, para. 1). Communicating 

ideas using multiple modes allows learners to freely express their thoughts in their 

preferred modes and honours student choice, voice, and agency; thus, it can enhance their 

literacy engagement (Jewitt & Kress, 2003).  
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Analyzing Functionally and Critically: Affirm Writer Identity  

Once students had a rough draft of their writing, they participated in a lesson about 

peer review. The lesson took two 40-minute periods, and students were shown research-

based information by Dr. John Spencer and information from ReadWriteThink.org. After 

the discussion about what peer review is, why it is an important part of the writing process, 

as well as how to conduct it themselves, students practiced peer review on a sample piece 

of writing in groups of 2-3; they were able to discuss the process, how it went for them, 

and any confusions they may have still had. Next, Mrs. Doering swapped student writing 

with another class to coordinate peer reviews. Each group gave feedback on sticky notes 

and were instructed to provide three things they liked and three things to improve. Students 

used a different coloured writing apparatus to indicate where changes could be made based 

on the directions given on the Google Slides show (See Figure 6) and what was taught, 

practiced, and discussed in class regarding peer reviewing. When writers got their pieces 

back, they read through the yellow and green sticky notes from the other students in another 

class and decided how to revise and edit their stories based on peer feedback (see Figure 

7). When students knew that other people would read their writing, they felt empowered to 

create something exciting and engaging as they had an authentic audience and meaningful 

purpose (Yu, 2024). ñReal literacy happens in a community of people who can make 

meaningful connections. Peer review facilitates the type of social interaction and 

collaboration that is vital for student learningò (ReadWriteThink, n.d., para. 3).  

 

 
Figure 6. Peer Review Instruction 

Note. The slide was up for student reference while peer reviewing others' writing. 
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Figure 7. Student Feedback on Writing Example 

Note. The yellow sticky notes indicated suggestions to improve the short story, and the 

green sticky notes were elements of the story that they thought their peers did well. 

 

Applying Appropriately and Creatively: Supporting Joyful and Creative Designers  

Once the revision and editing process had occurred, students had to decide how to 

share their short stories with the rest of the class. They have had the opportunity to use 

multiple platforms (Jewitt, 2006) throughout their middle school experiences and 

brainstormed ways they could represent their story as a class. The ideas included using the 

Minecraft platform (see Figure 8), Google Jam board, Google Slides, voice-over text, stop 

motion, plasticine scenes (see Figure 10), and video creation. The joy was evident among 

students, especially when they engaged in the process of using different modes and 

materials to design, publish, and share this story project with their peers. The depth of this 

project enabled students to access writing and create meaningful and multimodal pieces 

while learning, practicing, and engaging in editing, revising, and using literary elements.  

 

Student Sample 1: Having Fun with Story Writing via Minecraft 

One example of joyful literacy connected to the knowledge process of applying 

creatively is represented in Figure 8. This figure gives a snapshot of two students' final 

published Minecraft piece. They used the Minecraft platform based on their shared interest 

and knowledge. Choices of representation enhanced students' agency and engagement 

(Lim, 2024) as it allowed them to develop the scenes of their story, the characters, typed-

out portions, kinesthetic movement online, screen recording, and voice-over text.  

 
Figure 8. Minecraft Story Titled ñSheôs Mine.ò 
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Student Sample 2: Having Fun Designing and Constructing by Making a Book 

Another example that demonstrates joyful literacy learning connected to the 

knowledge process of applying creatively is seen in Figure 9. These students had the same 

starting point with the prompt given in the sharing circle. They brainstormed ideas for their 

literary elements and then decided together on the mode of representation. The final 

product ended up being a crafted journal made to look as if it were written in the past. They 

first sketched ideas on a storyboard and wrote elements of the short story on paper. They 

worked through the revising and editing process and decided they wanted to have a bound 

journal as their final designed artifact. They developed the pages of their book using 

different fonts and colours on Google Slides. These were printed out to the size they needed 

to match their cardboard bookbinding. To create the outside of their book, they used 

cardboard, paint, hot glue, Sharpie, and velcro for the strap. To bind the book together, they 

used the school's binding machine. They used different modes (e.g., written, visual, spatial, 

tactile), tools, and materials to showcase their short story. The joy they experienced 

throughout this process was also evident in the amount of time, effort, and engagement 

they had.  

 

 
Figure 9. A Book Example 

Note. Two students created a book and learned to bind together, ñHans Griffth 1943.ò 

 

Student Sample 3: Having Fun Constructing a Diorama  

The third example is a creative design using paper, cardboard, and modelling clay. 

These two students decided to create the last scene of their short story (see Figure 10), 

leaving the viewer not understanding the constructed scene until the story was read fully 

to the end. They worked together to brainstorm a structure for their story that defined 

characters, settings, a problem and a solution. Both students enjoyed using plasticine in 

their projects and were particular about the details, including the chair being tipped over, 

the clock on the wall, and the person's specific details, like the vivid facial expression. This 

helped bring their story to life by adding characteristics and setting a scene for how their 

story ended. This is also an excellent example demonstrating how students can choose 

when to use which mode to represent their thinking and story making. This example 

highlights that commonly found materials can be transformed into meaningful texts to 

serve a particular communication purpose in a school literacy project.  
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Figure 10. ñDonôt Text and Driveò 

 

Assessment Honours Agency in Meaning Making 

When it comes to assessment, students in grade 8 were allowed to use skills they 

had acquired from inside and outside the English Language Arts Classroom to develop 

their writing while following a rubric developed (see Appendix), discussed, and agreed 

upon as a class. The rubric was helpful for students to reference back to during the entire 

writing project. The rubric also provided a guide for Mrs. Doering (Cope & Kalantzis, 2011) 

to reference back to at any point during the process. Assessment in multimodal projects 

can be challenging to conduct and stay valid; however, when it involves students as the co-

designers of the evaluation and users, it makes sense and promotes learner responsibility 

and agency. As MEECL (2024e, para. 1) argues, 

positioning learners as active participants and co-designers of their learning 

enhances self-efficacy, so that they may understand why, how, and when to use 

effective practices, processes, and strategies. As learners grow in independence and 

assume greater agency and responsibility for making choices in their learning and 

well-being, they have the opportunity to engage in flexible, reflective, and critical 

thinking with a voice in how they live, grow, learn, and work. 

Indeed, ñplanning with the learner, the context, and the ELA curriculum in mind creates 

opportunities for the co-construction of inclusive learning experiences and assessment 

practices where the diverse learning needs, abilities, and interests of each learner are metò 

(MEECL, 2024c, para. 1). Teachers are designers (Cope & Kalantzis, 2011) who also put 

learners in the center in the design process, and learners are also designers in their learning 

process.  

To summarize the knowledge processes enacted in this short story unit, students 

began with experiencing the known and the new through found designs and immersing 

themselves in multimodal meaning making. Students then conceptualized the short story 

structure, made connections, and shared a common language through naming. Students 

also analyzed mentor texts and their peersô writing critically and functionally. Lastly, 

students applied what they learned appropriately and creatively by composing stories and 

designing multimodal texts. The multiliteracies approach ñmakes use of learnersô unique 
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ways of knowing, being and doing, thereby creating an accessible and more inclusive 

learning environment that supports the development of languages and literacies in all areas 

of lifeò (MEECL, 2024d, para. 4). The Learning by Design approach to planning and 

enacting this short story unit allowed the teacher, Mrs. Doering, to draw upon studentsô 

lifeworld experiences to create authentic and meaningful lessons. The LDB framework 

empowers teachers and students with agency to design meaning by valuing their 

backgrounds, choices, and creativity and developing their design sensibilities through 

different knowledge processes. 

Final Thoughts  

In this paper, we focus on the how of multiliteracies by describing the ways we 

enacted the Learning by Design approach through knowledge processes. Student lifeworld 

diversity has been highlighted in their multimodal creations, and teachers as designers and 

students as meaning makers are celebrated in a classroom. Joyful literacy learning 

(Muhammad, 2023) is most evident in the knowledge process of applying appropriately 

and creatively (Cope & Kalantzis, 2011; 2023). We end our paper with practical 

considerations for those who would like to consider design, use knowledge processes in 

their teaching, and implement multimodal and transformative learning in their context.  

First, we highlight three Meaning as Design elements (Cope & Kalantzis, 2023) 

used in the above short story unit (see Figure 11). Regarding Found Designs, we encourage 

readers to rethink what can be considered as Found Designs, going beyond physical, 

tangible, and online texts, to consider what students and teachers have in their funds of 

knowledge. For example, funds of knowledge include texts and practices that are not 

traditionally recognized at school, such as oral storytelling from Black and Indigenous 

students and their families, and examples of pop culture (e.g., music, movies, manga), 

especially those from traditionally marginalized groups. School literacy learning should 

create a space for students to bring their FULL identities and connect with out-of-school 

literacies. Regarding Design Work, we encourage readers to pay attention to the process of 

doing the design, including but not limited to discussions, creations, and interactions with 

peers, materials, and space (e.g., space considerations, utilization, and negotiations relating 

to text choice such as space on paper and space on screen). Regarding Designed Artifacts, 

we want to emphasize that student choice and voice are represented and communicated in 

different ways. It is also important to note that the success of a student project should not 

solely rely on the final design, but consider the whole process of designing and account for 

the challenges students encounter and the ways they are solved.  
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Figure 11. Meaning as Design from Teacher Planning Perspective  

 

Second, we summarize the ways to facilitate knowledge process planning in Table 

1. In addition, factors such as time, resources, and scaffolding should be considered in 

teacher planning. Aspects of motivation, creativity, and alternative assessment are essential 

elements that can be harnessed through relationship building and creating joyful moments 

in the classroom context. Reflection can also be built in with guided questions and can be 

done in multiple modes, such as written, oral, and visual representations. Indeed, learning 

can be fun even in upper grades like Grades 7 and 8. Practical resources can be found via 

Mrs. Doeringôs Multiliteracies Padlet .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://padlet.com/n_doering/multiliteracies-padlet-ioofbtqg6ak1qe0r
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Table 1  

Knowledge Processes in Short Story Unit  

 
 

Third, we acknowledge that enacting LBD might involve pedagogical rethinking 

and perhaps theoretical (re)orientation toward sociocultural and sociomaterial literacies. It 

takes more than time and tools for teachers to put knowledge processes into action. Local 

contexts, including curricular context, can also play a role. Teachers should trust 

themselves and the process, valuing their professional knowledge, and design what they 

can with what they have based on their studentsô needs and interests. We hope our paper 

helps teachers begin considering knowledge processes, keeping in mind that choice 

coexists with complexity, creativity coexists with manageable challenges, and critical 

thinking coexists with citizenship building.  
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Abstract 

Literacy education can play a vital role in positive identity formation across the life span. 

This paper conceptualizes the influence of transmodality in the psychological process of 

self-authorship. Utilizing a method of narrative inquiry to revisit a course on life-long 

learning and meaning-making, we explore an example of transformative change in how 

one student came to trust their voice as a learner and educator. Our findings show that 

humanizing pedagogy that makes space for vulnerability to revisit life events through 

different modes and media affords opportunities to revise understandings of the past and 

envision more positive futures. The study contributes theory and examples of how 

processes involved in transmodal meaning-making may help young people and adults 

discover more joyful ways of being. 

Keywords: self-authorship, transmodality, literacy, humanizing, pedagogy 

 

We need also to commit fully to altering our pedagogical and research practices - 

to consider how concretely engaging with different modes, genres, materials, 

cultural practices, communicative technologies, and language varieties impacts 

our abilities to make and negotiate meaning, how it impacts both what and how 

we come to know, and perhaps most importantly, how it might provide us with 

still other options for knowing and being, and for being known. (Shipka, 2016, p. 

251) 

Literacy educators can play essential roles in helping learners develop their 

meaning-making capabilities to know, to be, and to be known (Shipka, 2016). Advocates 

of humanizing (del Carmen Salazar, 2013), decolonizing (Chavez, 2021) and culturally and 

historically relevant (Muhammad, 2023) pedagogies likewise call on educators to foster 

the identity options of learners in ways that develop their gifts (Battiste, 2010; Muhammad, 

2023), promote their well-being (del Carmen Salazar, 2013; Muhammad, 2023), and allow 

them to express their full humanity (del Carmen Salazar, 2013). We frame the goals of our 

inquiry in this case for the humanizing purpose of literacy education (Jackson et al., 2025). 

In fact, Indigenous scholar Marie Battiste teaches that the purpose of education is 

to help the Learning Spirits of our learners discover their gifts and purpose in life, a process 

that often brings joy (2010). Hibbert and collaborators link the experience of joy to a state 
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of human flourishing and discuss the role of the learning environment in shaping this 

experience (Hibbert et al., (2018). This paper was inspired by these provocations shared at 

the 2024 pre-conference of the Language and Literacy Researchers of Canada as a call to 

imagine pedagogies that work for joyful possibilities. Our study provides insights for 

educators working with young people and adults to leverage the power of transmodality in 

the process of self-authorship as a space that opens opportunities for learners to uncover 

who they thought they were, discover who they are, and envision more joyful becomings. 

The ability to author oneôs identity in positive ways is vital for mature adult 

development, and adolescents and adults have a growing capacity to change and even 

transform their lives as they revisit and make meaning of their experiences (Kegan, 1994; 

2000). Self-authorship (Kegan, 1980) is a developmental process. It is not a literacy skill, 

and it is not a practice of meaning-making that is necessarily communicated to others. 

However, it can be supported by opportunities for reflection (Kegan, 2000; Baxter-

Malgolda, 2008). Our study explores how a multimodal assignment in a course on adult 

development, life-long learning, and meaning-making afforded a transmodal process of 

self-authorship that created opportunities for discovery and recovery, highlighting the 

experience of one student who came to recognize and trust their ñlearning voice.ò 

Transmodality refers to the translation of meaning from one language mode to another 

(Bezemer & Kress, 2008; Shipka, 2016). While the course was not about language or 

literacy, it drew on the kinds of theories and pedagogies alluded to in the preceding quote 

by Shipka (2016) about the potential of transmodality for expanding and diversifying 

identity options. 

Study Context and Theoretical Framework  
The course on adult development, life-long learning, and meaning-making was part 

of a Master of Education program at a university in Ontario, Canada. Background on all 

students in the course is not provided as only one of them (the second author) is the focus 

of study. The course was grounded in life-span psychology, which has roots in life history 

research (Crafter et al., 2019; Worth, 2022). Since educators must critically reflect on their 

own histories to better understand their students (Mendoza et al., 2021), a major assignment 

in past iterations of the course was to create a ñlife mapò of key events to facilitate an 

experience of self-authorship.  

 
Self-Authorship as a Developmental Process  

Self-authorship (Kegan, 1980; 1994; 2000) is a theory of maturation which 

advances models of life-stage progression through unconscious processes first proposed by 

Erikson (1958). Kegan was interested in the problem of why some people do not seem to 

fully mature in adulthood (1980). He found that individuals who learn to consciously 

reflect on their beliefs and motivations begin to externalize these as objects they can choose 

to identify with. More conscious uptake of core values builds an inner foundation that 

proactively authors the self, leading to óhigherô levels of maturity that may ultimately result 

in self-transformation (Kegan, 1994, p. 185).  

Keganôs theory of transformative self-authorship (2000) is related to Mezirowôs 

(2000) concept of transformative learning. An important component in both theories of 

learning are opportunities to critically examine oneôs ñtaken-for-granted frames of 



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  111 

reference é to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally capable of 

change, and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and opinions that will prove more 

true or justified to guide actionò (Mezirow, 2000, pp. 7-8; cited in Baxter Malgoda, 2008, 

p. 270). Building on this work, Baxter Malgodaôs (2008) longitudinal study of 18- to 39-

year-olds engaged in dialogic reflection about their life experiences showed that self-

authorship is a process of learning to trust oneôs internal voice and build on that foundation 

through choices and behaviours that secure its commitments.  

Self-Authorship Through the Life Map Assignment 
As a newly assigned instructor to the course with a scholarly background in 

multimodal literacies, the first author (Mary) scaffolded the life map assignment by adding 

learning engagements to provoke new frames of reference (Mezirow, 2000) through 

different modes, media, and genre. Details about the course pedagogy, activities, and 

rationale are provided in the table below.  

The culminating assignment was the sharing of a multimodal life map (Table 1) 

representing six events or experiences, positive or negative, that students believed had 

significance for their development. This took the form of a map visualizing the trajectory 

of their life journeys and a presentation about what they learned through the process. 

Although the map was already a visual component, students were asked to re-present two 

of their experiences by visualizing them in different ways or through other modes and 

media such as music and video. This was a powerful moment in the course. Students shared 

that working through this translation process changed their perspective on key moments in 

their lives, sometimes in profound ways. The approach to re-visioning in the life map 

assignment was inspired by examples of the power of transmodal meaning making in 

language and literacy studies.  
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Table 2 

Course Self-Authorship Activities 

Activity 

Media/Genre 
Mode Activity Rationale & Description  

ñIò Poem Writing Writing about oneôs life is a method of inquiry that can lead to self-transformation 

(Bochner, 1997; Richardson, 2001). Learners can begin to identify their internal voice 

(Baxter Malgoda, 2008) by writing an ñI poemò (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017). Prompt 

students to do a five-minute quick write about why they are pursuing a certain goal or 

activity (for example, in this case students wrote about why they were in the Master of 

Education program). Next, remove all words except phrases beginning with ñIò 

followed by a verb phrase, structuring the new text as a found poem. Gilligan and Eddy 

share this approach as a method for revealing unconscious desires, motivations, and 

agency. Invite students to share their ñIò poems as they feel comfortable. In the course 

students noted insights from uncovered phrases such as ñI wantedò é ñI choseò é ñI 

succeeded.ò 

Seeing it óMyô 

Way Personal 

Narratives 

Writing Shifting frame of reference from self to other is one way to spur self-transformation 

(Kegan, 1994) by enabling more inclusive perspectives (Mezirow, 2000). In another 

quick-write exercise, ask learners to write about a time when someone didnôt see things 

their way. Then, write a second paragraph telling the same story from the otherôs point 

of view. Inspired by the first authorôs experience in a previous study, students are 

highly motivated to do the first activity but often struggle with the second. However, 

like Bochnerôs experience of writing his fatherôs eulogy (1997), the work of authoring 

the otherôs story is an opportunity to empathize that may result in new perspectives on 

oneôs relationships (Ott et al., 2018). 

Appreciative 

Inquiry 
Infographic 

Oral/Visual/Writing The lenses we use to frame and retell our experiences re-create these experiences, 

making them open to change (Bochner, 1997; Cooperrider, 1999; Richardson, 2001). 

In pairs, share a ómoment of excellenceô (Smikle, 2019) in an appreciative inquiry 

(Cooperrider, 1999) with another class member. The listenerôs role is to take notes and 

ask follow-up questions to explore how that moment was achieved and the qualities 

and values it reveals about the storyteller. Students then create and share a thematic 

infographic with images and key words to represent the values, strengths, and 

motivations highlighted in their partnerôs story. This dialogic approach to sharing key 

life moments through an appreciative lens helps learners to recognize and build on 

their internal foundation to secure their commitments (Baxter Malgoda, 2008). 

Additionally, appreciative inquiry supports a culture of belonging and trust for sharing 

personal experiences in the class community. Translating the themes from each otherôs 

stories into visual metaphors also builds capacity to work transmodally in the 

culminating assignment. 

Life Map 

Presentation 
Visual/Oral/ 

Choice of other 

Modes or Media 

Adult students identify six life events or experiences they believe have been significant 

in their development thus far (the number of events may be adjusted for adolescents). 

They map these moments to represent different spaces and trajectories in their 

progression (Crafter et al., 2019). For example, maps might illustrate their perceptions 

of events as moving them forward or backward, spiraling downward, circling around, 

being stuck or lost, having false starts, keeping things hidden, having breakthroughs, 

etc. Students do not share all events in their oral presentation, recognizing some may 

be too personal or traumatic. Safety is developed as learners feel choice and control 

both in what they choose to explore personally through the map and what they share 

publicly in the presentation. Students re-present two of the events on the map through 

other modes or media (e.g. music, poetry, video, visual art, etc.) and discuss the 

significance of these moments in their development and any changes in perspective 

(Mezirow, 2000).   
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Transmodality, Transmediation, and the Transmodal Moment  
The prefix ótransô allows us to think about hybridity and fluidity as ideas move 

across language modes and codes (Canagarajah 2013). Translingualism (e.g., Canagarajah, 

2013) may be a more familiar concept today than transmediation (e.g., Suhor, 1984) and 

transmodality (e.g., Bezemer & Kress, 2008) but the purpose is the same in drawing 

attention to expanded options for making meaning. Transmediation is a process of 

translating meaning from one medium to another. As media are composed of modes, this 

paper focuses on the underlying processes involved (Bezemer & Kress, 2008). 

Ideas do not simply cross from one form of representation to another without some 

shift in meaning. New meanings are generated through four processes text designers 

engage to translate content into other modes and media: selection, arrangement, 

foregrounding, and recontextualizion (Bezemer & Kress, 2008). For example, in ñMy story 

came to life!ò Batchelor (2018) describes a story-writing unit in a middle school language 

arts class that incorporated a multimodal, arts-based approach to revision. Students recast 

their ideas (Cowans & Albers, 2006) by presenting their drafts through drama, 

sculpting/object making, or visual arts as steps between first, second, and final versions of 

their stories. In showcasing these works, students had to explain how these new texts were 

changing their ideas for writing. This transmedia approach to revision enabled students to 

add more descriptive details to their stories and identify more complex insights about the 

emotions and motivations of their characters (Batchelor, 2018). Transmediation supports 

the clarification of ideas (Harste, 1994). Suhor (1984) and Siegel (2006) theorize that 

deeper insights emerge when text designers generate multiple connections to an idea 

through different forms of representation. 
However, some students in Batchelorôs study found that creating objects to 

represent their stories allowed them to see new angles (2018)ð prompting revisions that 

went beyond adding depth to existing ideas to having new ones. Kressô theorization of 

modal logics of representation (Kress, 2000) helps to explain this change in meaning as a 

change in epistemology. Visual modes and media display positions in space; they are an 

epistemic tool for knowing and communicating non-linear relationships. Writing, on the 

other hand, is suited to explaining chronological sequences and causal links (first, next, 

then). Learners are offered more than choice when they make meaning through multiple 

modalities. Different modes afford different ways of knowing (Bezemer & Kress, 2008) 

and therefore being (Newfield, 2013; Shipka, 2016).  
A transmodal moment (Newfield, 2013) opens when composing multimodal texts, 

a space between meaning which invites appropriations from and improvisations in modes, 

media, and genre. Newfield (2013), drawing on Bezemer and Kress (2008), describes this 

experimental space as a powerful force in re-shaping meanings and unleashing new 

subjectivities. Studies of transmodality that have found this transformative effect in both 

text and text-maker include Govenderôs (2020) work with teacher candidates to transgress 

genre conventions in a secondary English curriculum; Li & Hawkinôs (2021) study of youth 

co-constructing new meanings of self and other through multimodal and translingual 

activities in a case of transnational education, and Zhang & OôHalloranôs (2019) 

investigation of a writer ñempowering their pointò through transmodal expansions of 

meaning in a multimodal composition. To our knowledge, however, no studies of 
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transmodal change have used the framework of selection, arrangement, foregrounding, and 

recontextualization proposed by Bezemer & Kress (2008) as a method of analysis. 
It seems that transmodality also has potential to spur transformative changes in the 

psychological process of self-authorship. The idea for this study was born from a 

conversation between the co-authors after the course, when the former student (Jessica, 

who also goes by Jess) remarked on the impact the life map assignment was continuing to 

have on her changing self-concept as a learner and educator. For this paper, as collaborators 

no longer in a supervisory relationship, we engaged in a narrative inquiry informed by 

Bezemer & Kressô theory of transmodality to further understand this experience. 

Research Methods  
We used a methodology of narrative inquiry developed by Clandinin (2016) 

because it has roots in studies of teaching and learning as shared stories of experience 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Our study was guided by the relational approach to ethics 

in narrative inquiry (Clandinin et al., 2018), which views the generation and sharing of 

research stories as a negotiation of shared meaning-making. We share some social identity 

traits as white, cis-gender, English first language, settler Canadians, but differ in our 

histories as learners and educators. Mary has felt more at home as a literacy educator in 

elementary contexts but working in adult education is a new and sometimes challenging 

learning experience; Jess has growing expertise as an adult educator, but it has been a 

process of learning to trust her voice. Data generation, in this approach, is viewed as a 

multimodal composition process where interim texts are created and co-analyzed to 

develop a final research text of findings (Clandinin, 2016). As co-authors drawing solely 

on self-reported experience, institution ethics approval is not required in our context when 

there is no expectation of privacy (Government of Canada Panel on Research Ethics, 2022).  

Data Sources & Analysis 
To revisit our experiences of the course and revise preliminary understandings, we 

met online over a three-month period to compose and analyze interim texts for the study. 

Jess chose a visual text from her life map assignment to include in the analysis and 

contributed a new written reflection on changes in her subjectivity before, during and after 

the course. We discussed these texts through our theoretical lenses on self-authorship and 

transmodality, working this analysis into multiple drafts of the research text. Indeed, as we 

translated our shared understanding into the mode, media, and genre of a research paper, 

we continued to discover deeper meanings about the processes of selection, arrangement, 

foregrounding and recontextualization. For example, Mary tentatively identified a theme 

of órecoveryô in the interim texts that evidenced a reconceptualization of Jessicaôs identity. 

Jess refined this idea through our analytic conversations and writing revisions by 

foregrounding two types of recovery in her experience and the need to create a safe space 

of vulnerability for this to emerge. 

Limitations 
This research investigates the role of transmodality in one studentôs experience of 

self-transformation. Readers must judge the transferability of qualitative findings to their 

own contexts (Kuper et al., 2008). Our decision to study and re-story this experience 

through narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2016) is intended to provide the contextual and 
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emotional information that story affords. We invite readers to think and feel how this 

studyôs findings resonate (Clandinin, 2016) with their own experiences of teaching and 

learning. Research stories can also open the transmodal moment. They are opportunities to 

enter imaginatively into anotherôs experience to explore new ways of knowing and being.  

Discussion of Findings 
In what follows, we share examples of transformative self-authorship through 

transmodal text-making to identify elements that enabled Jessicaôs recovery of self-concept 

and recovery of her past to reorient the future. Boxes highlight her processes of selection, 

arrangement, and foregrounds to compose these interim texts. Following each box is our 

analysis of how these transmodal processes afforded Jess new ways of being. This 

discussion of findings is followed by concluding implications for literacy educators. 

Recovery of Self-Concept Through the Transmodal Moment 
The multimodal text titled ñWorkplace Accidentò in the box below was composed 

while completing Jessicaôs life map assignment to re-present a key event when an accident 

resulted in life-altering injuries. 

Figure 1. Workplace Accident 

When Jess presented her visualization of the accident to the class, she reflected on 

how the work of creating this multimodal text recontextualized and thereby 

reconceptualized her role as the ñheroò in the story. While she had been carrying a sense 
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of shame in being party to this accident, she saw now by observing the scene from the 

ñoutsideò that she had tried to refuse to drive a workplace vehicle that day due to a 

dangerous winter storm. Visualizing the snow and ice helped her remember that other 

drivers were acting irresponsibly given the poor road conditions, and that in this ñunnatural 

breakdown,ò she did her best in the moment of the collision and its aftermath to keep safe 

and prevent others from being injured. She also described how the challenges her injuries 

created have become opportunities for ñlearning to grow.ò 

As we considered the ongoing reverberations of this accident, we saw that the 

transmodal moment (Newfield, 2013) sparked by the creation of the multimodal text forced 

a different kind of collisionðan epistemological one. Jessicaôs past experiences of 

recounting the accident in chronological time (through spoken or written narrative) 

encountered a change in positionality when the visuals selected to tell the story and their 

arrangement in the composition generated new insight into the spatial-temporal-social 

relations that construed the accident, allowing her to recontextualize her role in the event. 

The self-authorship transformations that occurred through this text creation process are 

more than just another way of telling the story. They facilitated recovery of a more 

emotionally capable and justified (Mezirow, 2000) way of living this experience by 

developing a new frame of reference on the past. 

Recovery of the Past to Reorient the Future 
The next composition, ñDiscovering the Learning Voice,ò is Jessicaôs reflection on 

her learning experiences before, during, and after the course (Figure 2). Here, we consider 

aspects of transmodal self-authorship revealed in this story that enabled a recovery of her 

past as a learner to secure her commitments (Baxter Malgoda, 2008) as an educator. 

This story of discovering the learning voice features a critical reflection on the 

authorôs history as a learner to recover this past and put it to work in a more humanizing 

pedagogy (Mendoza et al., 2021). The narratorôs acceptance of vulnerability in herself and 

her students shares a journey of discovering and building a foundation of experiences, 

values, and motivations that demonstrates a self-authorship process of learning to trust 

oneôs voice and secure its commitments (Baxter Malgoda, 2008). Self-authorship is the 

psychological formation of a way of being and doing that is advanced by critical reflection 

on previous experience (Kegan, 1994; 2000; Baxter Malgoda, 2008). 

We gain further insight into how Jess reconceptualized troublesome aspects of her 

life by contrasting the ways she engaged transmodally in the selection, arrangement, and 

foregrounding (Bezemer & Kress, 2008) of these experiences to share with others. Like 

Keganôs model of self-authorship, there is a process evidenced in both of her texts that 

separates self from beliefs by creating objects of them for examination (Kegan, 1994, p. 

185). The óaccidentô text allowed Jess to re-explore this event through spatial arrangement 

of images. The ólearning voiceô text is arranged as a written narrative, affording a temporal 

process for discovering the connections between past challenges and traumas in her life 

and the present growth and success these have sparked. Experimenting with telling one 

story through different modes of knowing required translations in how to select, arrange, 

and foreground her desired meanings. The transmodal shifts in meaning-making made 
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through the course and in this study led to further changes in subjectivity (Newfield, 2013), 

deepening her understanding of her role in providing a humanizing education that helps all 

learners discover more about who they are and can become. The way Jess now implements 

an arts-based approach to the life map assignment in her teaching provides a further 

example of the transformative effect that transmodality can have in the process of self-

authorship.  
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Writing this story is an opportunity to use the medium of story to select, arrange, and theorize (Bochner, 1997) my 

learning experiences in the course. What I want to foreground is that life overflows with challenges and successes; with 

each comes learning, knowledge, and experience. Often, the shaping and changes are subtle and go unnoticed; however, 

learning to notice them may become a life-changing and liberating experience. The ability to endure and implement these 

experiences into teaching and learning allows experience to truly take the form of a voice in the learning space, but these 

voices are often silenced based on fear and feelings of vulnerability. Through telling this story, I paint a picture of my 

experiences by giving the process of self-discovery a voice by opening space to explore oneôs vulnerabilities and fears as 

part of this journey. 
I am a middle-aged, Caucasian, cisgender female who lives with a trauma disability. My journey has not been a 

straight path to where I am now. Learning was never an easy part of my life, so I dropped out of high school. I eventually 

went back and graduated so I could attend college. I then entered a program in adult education and landed a teaching 

position that ignited my passion for helping people who, like me, faced challenges and barriers to their success. Pursuing 

my Master of Education was not something I had considered along my educational journey; it was never supposed to be in 

my cards as I was not ñsmart enough.ò Although a graduate education would advance my career prospects, I did not expect 

my life to be transformed by the content I engaged with. Coming into the "Development, Lifelong Learning, and Meaning 

Making" course was just another class to cross off the list of requirements needed. However, I began to discover things 

about myself through the life mapping process. Beyond this, I began to consider the assignments in the course as 

humanizing spaces for learning.  
Reconceptualization: I was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) following a workplace accident 

that left me with a brain injury, a topic that has long been a boiling point since it changed my life. I held onto and sat with 

anger, frustration, sadness, and guilt, never allowing it to escape and certainly never sharing how it changed me. I felt too 

vulnerable. During this course, I found an outlet, a way to exude pain through telling my story with a new plot line 

(Richardson, 2001). I was able to give my accident a purpose in my life, making meaning of it and identifying how I was 

growing with the challenges it presented me. I became a hero in a story I had told that shaped hatred, anger and fear for so 

long. I gave a voice to my inner self, which provided healing and sparked curiosity to learn more about my lifeôs story; 

what other plot lines could I re-explore from a safe distance? That ripple and curiosity has also impacted why and how I 

teach every individual within my learning environment. 
One example of a pedagogical insight Iôve incorporated into my own work with adult students is the recognition of 

vulnerability and its presence in every facet of our lives; the way it dictates and sets the trajectory of our lives without 

consultation within ourselves; the way it becomes innate and takes over every process. I learned this well through engaging 

with an article by Mendoza et al. (2021) in the course, which described how educatorsô awareness of their histories shapes 

the things they identify in their students. What a way to think about my profession as an educator: if I canôt see my own 

vulnerabilities, how can I see the vulnerabilities of my learners? This discovery became a pivotal moment in my journey as 

an adult educator. Mendoza et al. (2021) identified that "in this understanding of the present as a bridge to the past and 

future we locate teacher awareness of their historical self towards re-humanizing pedagogiesò (p. 244).   
Many of my students share similar life stories, making my understanding of their journeys even more critical. I am 

a post-secondary educator working in a specialized program that provides learners with life stabilization tools and strategies 

for supporting a transition to employment or further post-secondary education. I now have my students begin a life map 

assignment by creating a timeline of the significant life events that have shaped them as individuals. I ask them to consider 

significant relationships, births of children, deaths, pets, accidents, even things that have contributed to holding them back. 

If events are too sensitive to share or label on their timeline, students can use an abbreviation or phrase that will cue their 

thinking when they return to this timeline. 
Once this initial work is completed, I ask learners to review their list and consider the items they may want to 

explore more in-depth. At this point, I share that we will examine these experiences from a new perspective with arts and 

craft materials and canvases to help understand their meaning and the wisdom they have gained. I share my example of 

recontextualizing my accident, bringing my vulnerability into the learning space and sharing the image of my life map and 

my reasoning for selecting the events I chose to explore on a deeper level. I ask learners to select two moments from their 

timeline to re-image; at this point, I explain this may help them to remove themselves from the story to create safety while 

exploring this life circumstance. Most choose to create multimodal texts with words, images, and abstract art. I then ask 

learners to share a little with me, if they feel comfortable, about how they see their story now, what stood out to them in 

how they arranged the content, and what they are foregrounding in why they created the artwork the way they chose to.  
Many students have a similar cathartic experience to mine and, in some cases, shed tears as they explain how they 

can now see how much they have learned through these challenging situations. Looking back at these learners, and at my 

own journey, there is transformative change happening. It starts with giving learning a voice through pedagogical spaces to 

safely express vulnerability and make positive meaning of it. 

Figure 2. Discovering the Learning Voice 
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Conclusion 

Our study of transformative self-authorship through transmodal meaning-making 

has important pedagogical implications for literacy educators working with young people 

and adults. Personal narratives and multimodal identity texts (Cummins, 2006) have long 

been a staple in language and literacy curricula and assessments. Without a clear sense of 

their value, these composition assignments can become a box for teachers and students to 

check that does not meaningfully engage learner voice and perspective (Ott et al., 2018), a 

simulation of learning rather than a stimulation to learn (Hargreaves et al., 2002). 

Considered through the lenses of self-authorship and transmodality, however, learning 

activities that focus on personal meaning-making have enormous potential for empowering 

personal growth.  
First, we agree with the urgent call by Jackson and colleagues (2025) for literacy 

educators to grasp the humanizing purpose of their pedagogies. When troubled times fester 

narrowed views of literacy, it is vital to remind ourselves that we are always in the business 

of expanding the human capacity for joy and connection through meaning making (Hibbert, 

2025). For example, Muhammad (2023) proposes that culturally and historically 

responsive literacy pedagogy will ñunearth joyò by helping learners connect to their 

histories, identify their genius, and work for the liberation of self and world (Muhammad, 

2023, pp. 21-22). This aim is also reflected in Indigenous pedagogies, which seek to 

ñnourish the Learning Spiritò as it discovers its gifts and purpose in the world, a process 

which often manifests in surprise and joy (Battiste, 2010, p. 15). We see connections in 

these pursuits to Jessicaôs experiences of growing to trust her voice as a learner and 

educator.   

The self-authorship activities and texts shared in this paper offer examples of joyful 

and liberatory outcomes when we make learners' histories a central tenet of learning to 

make meaning (Muhammad, 2023). To engage in transformative self-authorship, one must 

learn new frames of reference (Kegan, 2000; Mezirow, 2000). Transmodal text-making 

can support this process of self-transformation because it opens portals to new ways of 

being (Shipka, 2016).  The life map assignment leveraged the power of the transmodal 

moment (Newfield, 2013) to experiment with meaning-making and develop new 

subjectivities as learners selected, arranged, foregrounded, and recontextualized key 

experiences. Activities were carefully scaffolded (Table 1) to build trust in excavating life 

experiences, positive or negative, that felt important to represent in a life history map. 

Events were re-examined through different modes, media, and genre of text to help learners 

revisit and revise their meanings by seeing them differently (Batchelor, 2018; Bezemer & 

Kress, 2008, Newfield, 2013). The focus of evaluation was on discussion of the process 

rather than the product (Newfield et al., 2003). Although grades were required in this 

context, we advocate where possible for ungraded, formative feedback on activities that 

require personal meaning-making so that learners feel more freedom to explore (Ott et al., 

2018). 
We also discovered, through this study, the importance of explicitly naming and 

modeling the experience of vulnerability for learners to feel safe to re-examine challenging 

moments in their lives, situating this work within a humanizing pedagogy (Jackson et al., 

2025; Mendoza et al., 2021; del Carmen Salazar, 2013) that invites the full range of the 

learnerôs voice into learning. We found, once this space opens, that students give voice to 
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experiences that may stimulate two kinds of recovery ð recovery of oneôs present sense 

of worth, and recovery of the past as the source of growth towards a positive future. 

Transmodal meaning-making in a pedagogy that makes space for vulnerability invites 

different ways of self-knowing that may lead to more joyful ways of being. 
 

References 
Batchelor, K. (2018). ñMy story came to life!ò: How multimodality can inspire revision 

in writing. Gifted Child Today Magazine, 41(3), 136ï148. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1076217518768850  

Battiste, M. (2010). Nourishing the Learning Spirit: Living our way to new thinking. 

Education Canada 50(1), 14ï118. https://www.edcan.ca/wp-

content/uploads/EdCan-2010-v50-n1-Battiste.pdf  

Baxter Magolda, M. B. (2008). Three elements of self-authorship. Journal of College 

Student Development, 49(4), 269ï284. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0016  

Bezemer, J., & Kress, G. (2008). Writing in multimodal texts: A social semiotic account 

of designs for learning. Written Communication, 25(2), 166ï195. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0741088307313177  

Bochner, A. P. (1997). Itôs about time: Narrative and the divided self. Qualitative 

Inquiry, 3(4), 418ï438.  https://doi.org/10.1177/107780049700300404 

Canagarajah, A. S. (Ed.). (2013). Literacy as translingual practice: Between communities 

and classrooms. Routledge. 

Chavez, F. R. (2021). The anti-racist writing workshop: How to decolonize the creative 

classroom. Haymarket Books. 

Clandinin, D. J. (2016). Engaging in narrative inquiry. Routledge. 

Clandinin, D. J., Caine, V., & Lessard, S. (Eds.). (2018). The relational ethics of 

narrative inquiry. Routledge. 

Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, J. (1990). Stories of experience and narrative inquiry. 

Educational Researcher, 19(5), 2ï14. http://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x019005002  

Cooperrider, D. L. (1999). Appreciative inquiry. Berrett Koehler Communications.  

Cowan, K., & Albers, P. (2006). Semiotic representations: Building complex literacy 

practices through the arts. The Reading Teacher, 60, 124ï137. 

http://doi.org/10.1598/rt.60.2.3  

Crafter, S., Maunder, R., & Soulsby, L. (2019). Developmental transitions: Exploring 

stability and change through the lifespan. Routledge. 

Cummins, J. (2006). Chapter 2. Identity texts: The imaginative construction of self 

through multiliteracies pedagogy. In O. García, T. Skutnabb-Kangas & M. Torres-

Guzmán (Ed.), Imagining multilingual schools: Languages in education and 

glocalization (pp. 51-68). Bristol, Blue Ridge Summit: Multilingual Matters. 

https://doi.org/10.21832/9781853598968-003  

del Carmen Salazar, M. (2013). A humanizing pedagogy: Reinventing the principles and 

practice of education as a journey toward liberation. Review of Research in 

Education, 37(1), 121-148. https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732x12464032 

Erikson, E. H. (1958). Identity and the life cycle. New York, Norton. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1076217518768850
https://www.edcan.ca/wp-content/uploads/EdCan-2010-v50-n1-Battiste.pdf
https://www.edcan.ca/wp-content/uploads/EdCan-2010-v50-n1-Battiste.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0016
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741088307313177
https://doi.org/10.1177/107780049700300404
http://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x019005002
http://doi.org/10.1598/rt.60.2.3
https://doi.org/10.21832/9781853598968-003
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732x12464032


Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  121 

Gilligan, C., & Eddy, J. (2017). Listening as a path to psychological discovery: An 

introduction to the Listening Guide. Perspectives on Medical Education, 6(2), 76ï

81. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40037-017-0335-3  

Govender, N. N. (2020). Critical transmodal pedagogies: Student teachers play with 

genre conventions. Multimodal Communication, 9(1). https://doi.org/10.1515/mc-

2019-0009  

Government of Canada Panel on Research Ethics. (2022). Tri-council policy statement: 

Ethical conduct for research involving humans ï TCPS 2.  

https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique_tcps2-eptc2_2022.html  

Hargreaves, A., Earl, L., & Schmidt, M. (2002). Perspectives on alternative assessment 

reform. American Educational Research Journal, 39(1), 69ï95. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312039001069 

Harste, J. C. (1994). Literacy as curricular conversations about knowledge, inquiry, and 

morality.  In R. B. Ruddell, M. R. Ruddell & H. Singer (Eds.), Theoretical models 

and processes of reading (4th ed., pp. 1220-1242). International Reading 

Association. 

Hibbert, K., Rodger, S., Bates, P., Hellerman, K., Ott, M., & Rodger, M. (2018). What 

would it take to bring joy back into the lives of teachers and students? (pp. 37ï53). 

In S. Cherkowski & K. Walker (Eds.), Perspectives on flourishing in schools. 

Lexington Books.  

Jackson, D., Johnson, W. F., Frankel, K. K., & Houston-King, A. (2025). Preserving 

integrative and humanizing literacies: A commentary on the current literacy debates 

and the narrowing of literacy instruction. Reading Research Quarterly, 60(1), e594. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.594  

Kegan, R. (1980). Making meaning: The constructive-developmental approach to persons 

and practice. The Personnel and Guidance Journal, 58(5), 373ï380. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2164-4918.1980.tb00416.x  

Kegan, R. (1994). In over our heads: The mental demands of modern life. Harvard 

University Press. 

Kegan, R. (2000). What ñformò transforms? A constructive-developmental approach to 

transformative learning. In J. Mezirow (Ed.). Learning as transformation: Critical 

perspectives on a theory in progress (pp. 35ï70). Jossey-Bass. 

Kress, G. (2000). Multimodality: Challenges to thinking about language. TESOL 

Quarterly, 34(2), 337ï340. https://doi.org/10.2307/3587959  

Kuper, A., Lingard, L., & Levinson, W. (2008). Critically appraising qualitative research. 

BMJ (Online), 337(7671), 687ï689. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.a1035  

Li, R., & Hawkins, M. R. (2021). Figured worlds in transnational transmodal 

communications. TESOL Quarterly, 55(1), 5ï28. https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.569  

Mendoza, E., Hand, V., van Es, E. A., Hoos, S., & Frierson, M. (2021). óThe ability to 

lay yourself bareô: Centering rupture, inherited conversations, and vulnerability in 

professional development. Professional Development in Education, 47(2ï3), 243ï

256. https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2021.1891955  

Mezirow, J. (Ed.). (2000). Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a theory 

in progress. Jossey-Bass. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40037-017-0335-3
https://doi.org/10.1515/mc-2019-0009
https://doi.org/10.1515/mc-2019-0009
https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique_tcps2-eptc2_2022.html
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312039001069
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.594
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2164-4918.1980.tb00416.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/3587959
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.a1035
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.569
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2021.1891955


Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  122 

Muhammad, G. (2023). Unearthing joy: A guide to culturally and historically teaching 

and learning. Scholastic. 

Newfield, D. (2013). Transformation, transduction and the transmodal moment. In C. 

Jewitt (Ed.), The Routledge handbook of multimodal analysis (2nd ed.), (pp. 100ï

114). Routledge. 

Newfield, D., Andrew, D., Stein, P., & Maungedzo, R. (2003). óNo number can describe 

how good it wasô: Assessment issues in the multimodal classroom. Assessment in 

Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 10(1), 61ï81. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09695940301695  

Ott, M., MacAlpine, K.-A., & Hibbert, K. (2018). Seeing double: Design and enactments 

of a lesson on perspective-taking. The Curriculum Journal, 29(2), 277ï294. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2018.1445578  

Richardson, L. (2001). Getting personal: Writing-stories. International Journal of 

Qualitative Studies in Education, 14(1), 33ï38. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390010007647  

Shipka, J. (2016). Transmodality in/and processes of making: Changing dispositions and 

practice. College English, 78(3), 250ï257. https://doi.org/10.58680/ce201627656 

Siegel, M. (2006). Rereading the signs: Multimodal transformations in the field of 

literacy education. Language Arts, 84(1), 65ï77. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41962165 

Smikle, J. (2019, Sept. 16). The 4 Ds of appreciative inquiry [Video]. YouTube.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RLB3_AXbrfA 

Suhor, C. (1984). Towards a semiotics-based curriculum. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 

16, 247ï257 https://doi.org/10.1080/0022027840160304 

Worth, P. (2022). Change in and over time. In P. Worth (Ed.), Positive psychology across 

the lifespan: An existential perspective (pp. 18ï36). Routledge. 

Zhang, Y., & OôHalloran, K. L. (2019). Empowering the point: Pains and gains of a 

writerôs traversals between print-based writing and multimodal composing. 

Linguistics and Education, 51, 1ï11. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2019.04.003  

 

Author Biographies 

Mary Ott is an assistant professor in the Faculty of Education at York University. Her 

research in curriculum studies and literacies spans diverse contexts, with a focus on the 

design of learning environments that help learners and teachers to thrive and the role of 

multimodal learning in that process. As a former elementary teacher, Mary is also 

passionate about mentoring new teachers to develop rich pedagogical practices for 

teaching language and literacies. 

 

Jess Robertson is a graduate of the Master of Education program at Brock University 

and a dedicated post-secondary educator. Drawing from her lived experience as a trauma-

affected learner, Jess brings a deep commitment to supporting underrepresented students 

within her community. Her research and teaching practices focus on trauma-informed 

education, student-faculty mentorship, and creating inclusive learning spaces that foster 

trust, resilience, and transformation. Jess is passionate about empowering learners 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09695940301695
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2018.1445578
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390010007647
https://doi.org/10.58680/ce201627656
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41962165
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RLB3_AXbrfA
https://doi.org/10.1080/0022027840160304
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2019.04.003


Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  123 

through connection and believes that meaningful relationships are essential to personal 

and academic growth. 
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La joie de ralentir et dôapprendre ¨ vivre po®tiquement pendant un s®jour 

sabbatique : Lô®panouissement ¨ travers la marche, les langues et les 

histoires 

 

HEATHER PHIPPS 

University of Regina 

 

Résumé: 

Lors du pr®congr¯s de lôAssociation canadienne en langue et litt®ratie (ACCLL) ¨ Montr®al 

en 2024, je partageais mes expériences joyeuses vécues lors de mon séjour en Europe où 

jôai pass® une ann®e sabbatique de 2022 ¨ 2023. Jôai constat® que ces exp®riences ont eu 

un effet transformateur et contribuent toujours à mon épanouissement professionnel (et 

personnel) en tant que professeure en didactique du français et des arts dans le contexte 

minoritaire de la Saskatchewan. Pendant mon séjour sabbatique en Europe, jôai profit® de 

chaque instant, jôai pris le temps de ralentir la cadence et de vivre pleinement chaque jour 

en gardant un esprit ouvert ¨ toutes les possibilit®s. La marche et la lenteur môont offert 

lôoccasion dôapprendre, de r®fl®chir et de vivre lôinstant pr®sent et dô°tre en meilleure 

relation avec la terre et moi-même, les autres personnes et plus-que-humains (Donald, 2023 

; Judson, 2019 ; Springgay & Truman, 2018).  Jô®tais immerg® dans les diverses ç paysages 

linguistiques » (Araújo e Sá, Carinhos & Melo-Pfeifer, 2022), je me suis plongée dans la 

vie culturelle et artistique des lieux et jôai trouv® un sens dôappartenance dans ces 

communautés.  Lors de mes promenades dans différentes villes et régions de France, en 

Belgique et dans les pays limitrophes, jôai pris le temps dôappr®cier la beaut® de la nature, 

la vie et comment tout est interreli® sur la plan¯te et jôai ®prouv® un plus lien fort avec la 

terre et cela a suscit® lôenvie de partager ces exp®riences avec mes ®tudiants. Mes 

rencontres enrichissantes et le fait de prendre du temps pour r®fl®chir môont permis 

dôappr®cier et dôapprendre des approches p®dagogiques cr®atives qui valorisent la richesse 

de la diversit® linguistique et culturelle.  En partageant mon exp®rience, jôesp¯re mettre en 

lumi¯re la valeur de la lenteur, lôapprentissage par la marche et lôimportance dôavoir une 

ouverture dôesprit afin de ç vivre poétiquement è (Leggo, 2005) dô°tre ®panouie et 

dôappr®cier la beaut® et la diversit® de ce monde.  

Abstract: 

During the Language and Literacy Researchers of Canada (LLRC) pre-conference in 

Montreal in 2024, I shared my joyful and transformative experiences visiting in Europe, 

during a sabbatical year 2022-2023, and how these have contributed to fulfilment and joy 

in my teaching (and life) as a professor of Minority Language Education (French) in 

Saskatchewan. During my sabbatical year, I focused on slowing down to live each day 

open to possibilities. Walking and slowness offered me the chance to learn, reflect and to 

live in the present moment, thus facilitating a stronger connection to the earth, to myself, 

and to all my relations, human and more than human (Donald, 2023; Judson, 2019; 

Springgay & Truman, 2018. I was immersed in diverse ñlinguistic landscapesò 

(Araújo e Sá, Carinhos & Melo-Pfeifer, 2022) and communities where I found a sense of 
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community and belonging. While spending a year walking, travelling and reflecting in 

various locations throughout France and Belgium, and many neighbouring countries, I took 

time to appreciate beauty in nature and in life and how everything is interconnected on this 

planet, enabling me to feel a stronger connection to the earth which has inspired me to 

share these experiences with my students. Through walking and many enriching 

encounters, taking the time to reflect allowed me to gain a greater appreciation of creative 

approaches to pedagogy which value the richness of linguistic and cultural diversity. By 

sharing my experience, I hope to shed light on the value of slowness, and the importance 

of having an open mind in order to ñlive poeticallyò (Leggo, 2005) and fully appreciate the 

beauty and diversity of this world.  

Mots clés: épanouissement; lenteur; voyages; marche; paysages linguistiques; littérature 

de jeunesse; plurilinguisme; joie 

« Quand vous donnez du vôtre à un lieu, il vous ramène à vous-même; plus on connaît un 

lieu, plus on y sème des moissons de souvenirs et sensations qui attendront notre retour 

dans ces lieux alors que de nouveaux endroits offrent de nouvelles perspectives, de 

nouvelles possibilités. » (Horwitz 2013 cité dans Judson, 2019, p. 7) 

Introduction 

En tant que professeure en didactique de la langue et des arts dans un contexte 

minoritaire au Canada, je suis fascinée par la relation émotionnelle entre les lieux, les 

langues et la littératie. Depuis plusieurs années, dans les enseignements à tous les niveaux, 

de la maternelle jusquô¨ lôuniversit®, jôai constat® quôil y a un grand potentiel de joie dans 

le renouvellement des pratiques pédagogiques, surtout avec les approches valorisant la 

créativité et les identités plurielles des apprenants (et enseignants).  La joie contribue à 

notre bien-être, alors comment pouvons-nous trouver des moyens dôincorporer plus de joie 

dans la p®dagogie ?  Dans notre monde en ®volution, côest plus important que jamais de se 

concentrer sur notre interconnectivit® et de vivre lôinstant présent nous permet de « faciliter 

lôapprentissage qui nourrit la pl®nitude et (re)connexion » (Burns, 2024, p. 8). 

Lôapprentissage et lôenseignement des langues offrent des possibilit®s dô®tablir des liens 

solides avec des lieux et des personnes au-delà de la salle de classe, dans les contextes 

authentiques autour du monde, ce qui ajoute un sens plus profond à nos vies. Faire partie 

dôune communaut® mondiale nourrit notre sens de responsabilit® et dôappartenance ¨ la 

terre lorsquôon prend soin de soi-même et des autres. Ainsi, les rencontres, le partage et 

une appréciation de la beauté de notre monde et la richesse de sa diversité contribuent à 

notre épanouissement.   

Dans le cadre de cet article, jôai ®crit mes r®flexions sur mon apprentissage et mes 

d®couvertes pendant mon ann®e sabbatique. Ainsi, jô®cris dôune mani¯re autobiographique 

et narrative, comme un carnet de voyage, où je raconte mes expériences et je partage 

quelques photos. Au cours de cet écrit, je décris des petits moments et morceaux de vie qui 

môont transport®e pendant mon s®jour et comment ces exp®riences et rencontres ont eu un 

impact positif et transformateur sur ma pédagogie. En partageant mon récit, lôarticle met 

en lumi¯re lôimportance de prendre en compte la beaut® de notre environnement et la 

diversité de nos communautés afin de favoriser un enseignement écologique, plurilingue, 

interdisciplinaire où tous les élèves se sentent valorisés et épanouis. Dôapr¯s mon 

exp®rience, je constate que lôenseignement des langues et des litt®raties devient beaucoup 
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plus dynamique lorsque nous établissons des relations solides dans la communauté locale 

et mondiale.   

 

Cadre théorique 

Cet article sôins¯re dans les recherches sur lôann®e sabbatique comme une p®riode 

de renouvellement qui contribue à notre bien-être (Burns, 2024 ; Macfarlane, 2023 ; 

Sibbald & Handford, 2022). Les recherches de Burns (2024) nous démontrent comment un 

séjour sabbatique pourrait être un moment de renaissance et de renouvellement qui 

contribue à notre bien-être.  Burns (2024) décrit comment elle a intentionnellement « créé 

un espace pour la présence silencieuse de l'émergence è lors dôune sabbatique et son 

intention était de « nourrir elle-même, tout son êtreðphysiquement, émotionnellement, 

spirituellement, créativement, intellectuellement et relationnellement » (traduction libre, p. 

104-105). Elle décrit comment le temps en nature, et les bains de forêt étaient 

particuli¯rement nourrissants. Les recherches d®montrent quôune ann®e sabbatique a 

plusieurs bénéfices sur la santé et bien-être des chercheurs. Dans leur recension des écrits, 

Sibbald & Handford (2022) constatent quôil y a peu de recherches sur la sabbatique 

académique, même si cette tradition existe depuis des siècles, il y a peu de professeurs qui 

ont ®crit ¨ propos de leurs exp®riences en sabbatique.  Lôorigine du concept de la sabbatique 

trouve ses racines dans la tradition juive et le mot « sabbat » qui veut dire « une journée de 

repos pour la contemplation spirituelle » (traduction libre, Sibbald & Handford, 2022, p. 

15). Selon Macfarlane (2023), étymologie du mot « sabbatique est vitale puisque cela 

indique son intention originale : une période de repos du travail et de la récupération 

physique et mentale » (traduction libre, p. 336).  La sabbatique académique, avec ses 

d®buts ¨ lôuniversit® Harvard en 1880, est une p®riode de repos de lôenseignement et des 

comit®s afin de se concentrer sur les recherches. Il y a plusieurs objectifs et b®n®fices dôune 

sabbatique comme « la réjuvénation intellectuelle et académique, la prévention de 

lô®puisement professionnel, engagement collaboratif et r®seautage, recherches, 

développement du curriculum, etc. » (Sibbald & Handford, 2022, p. 17; voir aussi Eells, 

1962). Dans les ann®es 1930, la sabbatique ®tait souvent li®e ¨ un voyage dô®tudes afin de 

permettre aux chercheurs de « renouveler leurs connaissances intellectuelles » (traduction 

libre, Macfarlane, 2023, p. 337). Lôuniversit® Columbia a mis lôaccent sur le ç besoin des 

voyages internationaux pour lôavancement des savoirs et des connaissances au-delà des 

frontières (traduction libre, Eells, 1962, cité dans Macfarlane, 2023). Par ailleurs, les écrits 

britanniques ont démontré que la sabbatique était considérée comme une manière 

dôencourager les voyages afin de briser lôisolement et de ç permettre le temps de 

contemplation et méditation » (traduction libre, Herrenden-Harker, 1935, cité dans 

Macfarlane, 2023, p. 337).   

 

Je môinspire de la philosophie de Carl Leggo (2005) de ç vivre poétiquement ». 

Leggo constate que la poésie nous invite à « respirer, écouter, voir et connaître avec le 

cîur » (p. 177). Pour Leggo, « vivre poétiquement » est aussi « vivre la langue » car les 

êtres humains sont toujours en train de co-construire le sens en jouant avec la langue (p. 

178). Ainsi Leggo constate que la langue est ç dynamique et pleine dô®nergie et peut ouvrir 

des possibilités pour mieux comprendre nos vies, nos expériences et nos relations » (p. 

178). Rouiller (2018) souligne que « étymologiquement le terme « poésie » vient du grec 
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poiesis qui signifie ófaire, cr®erô » (p. 4). En citant les écrits de Jean-Pierre Siméon (2017 ; 

2013), Rouiller constate que « la poésie doit avant tout être un état de conscience, un 

questionnement sur le monde, une exp®rience sensible et un ®loge ¨ lôattention » (p. 9).  

 

 

Lô®tat de lôart de la joie 

 Lors du précongrès « Les langues et littératies comme possibilités joyeuses » de 

lôACCLL ¨ Montr®al en mai 2024, la conf®renci¯re Kathy Hibbert a remarqu® que ç la joie 

est un domaine moins étudié ou recherché, et pourtant il est qualifié de fondamental » 

(traduction libre).  À mon avis, il y a énormément de potentiel pour transformer la 

p®dagogie avec la joie et côest trop souvent n®glig® en ®ducation.  Plutchilk (psychom®dia, 

2023) propose une roue des émotions pour démontrer et comprendre les différentes 

émotions primaires et secondaires.  

 
Figure 1. Roue des émotions de Plutchik (Psychomedia, 2023) 

 

Malgré le fait que les chercheurs en psychologie (Palama, Theurel et Gentez, 2017), en 

philosophie et en éducation ont fait des recherches sur les émotions, comme la joie, on peut 

constater quôil nôy a tr¯s peu de discussion ¨ propos de la joie en ®ducation. Griffiths (2012) 

fait la distinction importante entre le bonheur et la joie en éducation puisque le bonheur 

signifie « des ®l¯ves souriants qui sôamusent » (p. 663) tandis que la joie en éducation est 

beaucoup plus nuancée et elle remarque que la joie en éducation est liée à la justice sociale. 

Par ailleurs, Griffiths constate que la joie en éducation ne devrait pas être uniquement 
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individuelle, mais collective et pour le bien-être de tout le monde. Je retiens les suggestions 

suivantes de Griffiths (2012) par rapport à la joie en éducation : 

¶ Apprentissage ou enseigner quelque chose qui est à la fois valable et difficileðet 

pas uniquement amusant. 

¶ Une relation pédagogique : personnelle, intense et centr®e sur lôapprentissage des 

élèves. 

¶ Fascination : apprendre ou enseigner aux ®l¯ves ¨ sôengager avec de nouvelles 

possibilités intellectuelles. 

¶ Devenir : lôexp®rience dôun renouvellement personnel et impr®vu.  (p. 665) 

 

Muhammad (2023) écrit que « nous avons besoin des pédagogies humanistes axées sur 

la justice, la joie, lôamour, et lôhumanit® de nos enfants » (p. 21). Elle souligne que pendant 

la pandémie, il y avait beaucoup de discours à propos de « la perte dôapprentissage » chez 

les élèves. Muhammad souligne que le système éducatif était toujours oppressif pour 

beaucoup dôenfants et que ç la perte dôapprentissage è nôest pas quelque chose de nouveau. 

Alors, elle sôest inqui®t®e plus ¨ propos dôune ç perte de la joie » en temps de pandémie. 

Jôai ®crit avec une enseignante du primaire ¨ propos de la joie dôun projet ®pistolaire dans 

mes cours de didactique en temps de pandémie (Phipps & Pain, 2021). Ce projet visait à 

encourager les ®tudiants de lôuniversit® et les ®l¯ves dôune ®cole primaire ¨ sôexprimer et ¨ 

valoriser leurs identités plurielles. Nous avons constaté que le fait de tisser des liens 

personnels ¨ travers lô®change ®pistolaire a contribu® ¨ notre joie collective.  

Falkenberg (2024) souligne que des recherches en éducation contribuent rarement 

à une compréhension explicite du bien-°tre comme lôobjectif principal de lô®ducation » 

(ma traduction, p. 11). Dans son livre sur le bien-être dans les écoles, Falkenberg (2024) 

constate quôune exception et le travail de la philosophe Nel Noddings et sa suggestion que 

« le bonheur devrait °tre le but de lô®ducation, et une bonne ®ducation devrait contribuer 

dôune mani¯re significative ¨ notre bonheur personnel et collectif » (Noddings, 2003, citée 

dans Falkenberg, p. 11). Bien que la joie et le bonheur ne soient pas interchangeables, il y 

a un lien entre ces termes. Dans la même veine, lors de sa conférence, Hibbert (2024) a 

souligné que nous sommes « extrêmement conscients du manque de bien-être dans nos 

écoles » et les défis auxquels nos jeunes font face dans la société et dans le monde.  De 

plus, selon Hibbert (2024) la joie signifie dô°tre humaine, cela fait partie de notre humanit® 

et dans les salles de classe, côest vraiment notre responsabilit® dô®tablir des relations saines 

avec nos élèves.   

Lôenseignement et lôapprentissage sont des interactions humaines, et lôon devrait 

prendre en compte quôil y a toujours de lô®motion dans ce processus (p. ex. la joie). 

Hedjerassi (2016), inspirée par les perspectives de bell hooks, écrit à propos de la 

pédagogie engagée :  

La salle de classe ou de formation devrait être un lieu de vieé et non cet espace de 

lôennui manifeste quôelle est devenue. Le processus dôapprendre nôest pas vu comme 

un simple acte intellectuel. De lô®motion, des sentiments sont en jeu. Il sôagit non 

seulement dôengager les ®tudiant-e-s à la conscientisation mais aussi à la joie, au 

plaisir voire ¨ la passion dôapprendre. (p. 45) 

 



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  129 

 Je retiens la définition suivante de Muhammed (2023) qui constate que « la joie nôest pas 

un sentiment ®ph®m¯re du bonheur, mais plut¹t un sentiment dô®panouissement et dôauto-

d®termination, dô®mancipation et dôautonomie. Tandis que le bonheur est temporaire, la 

joie dure longtemps, et de lôavoir nous aide ¨ rester calme et r®siliente lorsquôil faut faire 

face ¨ lôadversit® ou le chagrin dans la vie » (p. 100).  

 

La marche  

Plusieurs chercheurs et philosophes ont écrit à propos des bénéfices de la marche 

pour stimuler la créativité et contribuer à notre bien-être émotionnel, physique et mental 

(voir Donald, 2023 ; Judson, 2019 ; Solnit, 2022).  Pour Solnit (2022), « marcher est un 

®tat o½ lôesprit, le corps et le monde se r®pondenté Marcher nous permet dôhabiter notre 

corps et le monde sans se laisser accaparer par eux. Nous sommes libres, alors de penser 

sans pour autant nous perdre dans nos pensées » (p. 12). Selon Judson (2019) « (g)râce aux 

marches, nous pouvons enrichir les capacités sensorielles de nos élèves, nous pouvons 

avoir un impact sur leur être véritable et, au fil des marches, nous pouvons donner un sens 

aux contextes dans lesquels nous travaillons et passons de nombreuses heures. La relation 

®motionnelle est la source dôune profonde compr®hension du lieu » (p. 7). Par ailleurs, 

Judson constate que le lieu est un enseignant et « les marches peuvent cr®er dans lôesprit 

des élèves des images plus vives et détaillées du monde dans lequel ils sôinvestissent. Avec 

une sensibilit® croissante, ils peuvent aussi graduellement sô®merveiller du monde 

« ordinaire è autour dôeux. » (p. 7).   

 

Donald (2023) soutient que « lô®mergence dôune nouvelle histoire peut être 

facilitée par la marche comme pratique de vie » (p. 16). Il explique que le mouvement 

contribue à sa pensée créative. De plus, « (l)a marche est une activité intrinsèquement 

relationnelle qui ajuste soigneusement la pens®e, le corps et lôesprit aux ®nergies de la vie 

environnanteé En se promenant de mani¯re habituelle, les °tres humains sont amen®s ¨ 

percevoir le monde et à le connaître dans la plénitude » (Donald, 2023, p. 16-18). Inspirée 

par les ®crits sur la marche, jôai commenc® ¨ int®grer intentionnellement la marche dans 

mes cours de didactique ¨ lôuniversit®, et en 2022, juste avant ma sabbatique, jôai propos® 

la cr®ation dôun nouveau cours exp®rimental ax® sur La pédagogie du lieu.  Ainsi, je voulais 

prendre le temps pendant la sabbatique dôexplorer en profondeur les th®ories de la 

pédagogie à travers des lectures et en faisant de la marche au quotidien.  

 

Le plurilinguisme et une pédagogie renouvelée 

Il y a une croissance de diversité linguistique au Canada, en Europe et ailleurs dans 

le monde, et cette diversit® nous offre lôopportunit® de nourrir nos relations entre langues 

et cultures. Plusieurs chercheurs ont d®montr® la valeur dôun enseignement plurilingue en 

utilisant les ressources telles que la littérature de jeunesse (Brisson, 2019; Fleuret et Auger, 

2021). Dans nos classes, il est primordial de favoriser des relations saines et de valoriser 

les identités plurielles. Dans le contexte minoritaire de la Saskatchewan, nous avons le 

mandat dôenseigner les deux langues officielles du Canada, et de valoriser toutes les 

langues autochtones et les langues du patrimoine. Je suis en accord avec Auger et Le 

Pichon-Vorstmann (2021) quôil existe de nombreuses ressources translangagières et 

transculturelles qui « vont au-delà des frontières territoriales è et quôune p®dagogie 
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renouvelée « implique quôau-del¨ de lôint®gration de quelques ®l¯ves en difficult® scolaire, 

chaque élève de la classe, mais aussi chaque enseignant doit se sentir inclus » (p. 23).  

 

Depuis le rapport de la Commission de vérité et réconciliation au Canada en 2015, 

il y a une prise de conscience de lôimportance de revitaliser les langues autochtones au 

Canada (Rice, 2020). Busner nous parle (2016) dôun programme unique dôimmersion en 

langue nêhiyawêwin et le potentiel pour la revitalisation de la langue. Une enseignante en 

fran­ais de base en Saskatchewan d®crit ses efforts dôinclure les langues autochtones dans 

ses cours de fran­ais (Irvine, 2025). Plusieurs maisons dô®dition telles que Les Éditions 

Hannenorak, Orca, Les £ditions des Plaines, La Past¯que et M®moire dôEncrier au Canada 

publient des livres plurilingues écrits par des créateurs et créatrices autochtones et 

allochtones (voir Hanson et. al, 2020; Phipps & King, 2021).  

 

Auger et Le Pichon-Vorstmann (2021) nous rappellent que « les premières écoles 

bilingues en France ont été créées juste après la Seconde Guerre mondiale pour favoriser 

la réconciliation. De chaque côté de la frontière, on apprenait la langue qui était, quelques 

ann®es auparavant, consid®r®e comme la langue de lôennemi » (p. 21). Elles constatent que 

le plurilinguisme « peut donc être utilisé comme un outil puissant de paix et de 

réconciliation, ¨ condition quôun effort soit fait des deux c¹t®s. Chaque partie doit 

sôefforcer de d®couvrir, de comprendre, dôaccepter, de reconna´tre, faire reconna´tre et 

partager ses expériences et ses expertises » (p. 21).   

 

Les possibilit®s infinies dôune sabbatique 

À travers mes réflexions sur mon année sabbatique, une période de méditation et 

renouvellement (Burns, 2024; Macfarlane, 2023), cet article a pour ambition de mettre en 

lumière la valeur de « vivre poétiquement è (Leggo, 2005) en ®ducation afin de sô®panouir 

et dôencourager nos ®l¯ves ¨ °tre ®panouis. En particulier, je r®fl®chis ¨ propos des th¯mes 

suivants : la marche et les relations avec les lieux et notre environnement (Donald, 2023 ; 

Leddy et Miller 2024 ; MacDonald et al., 2024), le plurilinguisme et lôengagement dans la 

vie culturelle, artistique et communautaire au-delà des quatre murs de la salle de classe et 

au-delà frontières linguistiques et géopolitiques (Auger et Le Pichon-Vorstmann, 2021). 

Jôesp¯re que ces r®flexions pourront inspirer les lecteurs à considérer leurs relations avec 

les lieux et les paysages linguistiques autour dôeux.  

 

Le départ 

En 2022-2023, jôai pass® une ann®e sabbatique en Europe. Depuis plusieurs ann®es, 

je r°vais de faire ce voyage et s®jour sabbatique et dôavoir lôoccasion dô°tre immerg®e dans 

un nouvel environnement.  Jô®tais tr¯s ouverte ¨ toutes les possibilit®s et ¨ r®fléchir sur 

comment ces expériences pourraient élargir mes horizons. Au lieu de passer tout mon 

temps assis au bureau, je savais quôil serait b®n®fique de passer le plus de temps possible 

en marchant en plein air et en faisant des activités expérientielles et culturelles dans des 

lieux diff®rents. Jôavais lôintention de cr®er un nouveau cours sur la Pédagogie du Lieu 

alors, je me suis donn®e lôobjectif de lire ¨ propos de lô®ducation ®cologique et la marche 

et de prendre le temps de marcher au quotidien. Jôai tenu ¨ planifier des moments de marche 

comme une mani¯re de conna´tre chaque lieu et aussi dôavoir une meilleure connexion avec 
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la terre. Je môint®resse ¨ des approches ®cologiques, plurilingues, innovatrices, artistiques 

et créatives en enseignement des langues et des littératies ainsi que la diversité dans la 

litt®rature de jeunesse. Alors, jôai ®t® ¨ la recherche des îuvres littéraires que je pourrais 

incorporer dans mes cours en didactique de la langue, en didactique des arts et en études 

curriculaires. Pendant mon s®jour, jôai v®cu principalement dans trois r®gions o½ jôai eu le 

plaisir dô°tre invit®e dans les universit®s : à Strasbourg dans la r®gion fran­aise dôAlsace, 

à Louvain et Bruxelles en Belgique et à Montpellier dans la région Occitanie dans le sud 

de France. Jôai voyag® aussi dans les pays limitrophes (lôEspagne, lôAllemagne, 

Luxembourg, lôAngleterre, lô£cosse, la Suisse et le Danemark). ê chaque endroit, jô®tais 

chaleureusement accueillie.   

Pendant cette ann®e de voyages et d®couvertes, jôai pris le temps de marcher, de 

m®diter et dôexplorer plusieurs de mes passions en ®ducation. En tant que professeure de 

français dans un programme de formation des enseignants en contexte minoritaire (en 

Saskatchewan), cette ann®e ®tait pour moi une ann®e dô®panouissement. Je partagerai mes 

réflexions sur mes propres expériences et mes apprentissages, et comment ces expériences 

ont eu un impact sur ma pédagogie.  

Avant de partir pour une ann®e sabbatique, jôai pens® que ce serait une occasion de 

prendre le temps de réfléchir à propos de ma pédagogie et de (re)trouver la joie. Parfois, il 

est nécessaire de prendre le recul pour réfléchir et je crois que tous les enseignants et 

chercheurs peuvent b®n®ficier dôune pratique de m®ditation et de la marche pour 

(re)trouver la passion. Solnit (2022) constate que « (l)e rythme de la marche donne en 

quelque sorte son rythme ¨ la pens®e. La travers®e dôun paysage ram¯ne ¨ des 

encha´nements dôid®es, en stimule des nouveaux » (p. 13).  

Il est important dô®couter les sons autour de nous et parfois cette ®coute va nous 

aider à réaliser de petits changements. À mon avis, les voyages peuvent nous inspirer parce 

quôil faut °tre tr¯s attentif ¨ tous les petits d®tails dans un nouvel environnement. 

Cependant, il nôest pas n®cessaire de partir ailleurs, bien s¾r, il sôagit simplement de trouver 

le temps dô®couter le monde autour de nous et dôadopter une ouverture dôesprit.  

Dans chaque ville o½ jôai habit® pendant mon ann®e sabbatique, jô®tais ravie 

dôexplorer et dôapprendre ¨ conna´tre des lieux en me promenant ¨ tous les jours. Lors de 

mes promenades, jô®tais attentive ¨ mon entourage, et jôai r®fl®chi ¨ propos de mes relations 

avec les autres, humains et plus-quôhumains sur la terre (Donald, 2023) et les langues et 

cultures. Souvent, jô®tais ®merveill®e par lôenvironnement naturel, la diversit® de langues, 

lôart et la vie communautaire. Jôai appris ¨ trouver la gaiet® dans les petits moments au 

quotidien tel que la lumi¯re du soleil le matin, le chant dôoiseaux, le son dôune rivi¯re, les 

magnolias en fleurs au printemps, les fruits et légumes au marché, ou le son des enfants 

qui jouaient au soccer dans la place du quartier. Jôai appris aussi ¨ appr®cier le silence et la 

solitude.  En me promenant, jôai d®couvert de nouveaux chemins, mais parfois jôai suivi 

les m°mes chemins et cela môa permis dôobserver les changements de chaque saison. 

Cô®tait toujours un plaisir de voyager en train aussi, de lire et écrire, de rencontrer des 

nouvelles personnes dans les trains et de traverser des frontières. Les villes transfrontalières 

et multilingues sont devenues une grande source dôinspiration pour moi et pour ma 

pédagogie. 
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Reconnaissance du territoire et connexions à la terre 

Avant de partir en voyage dôune ann®e outre-mer, je voulais réfléchir à mes 

relations dans les lieux o½ jôhabite en Saskatchewan, les territoires vis®es par le trait® 4, les 

territoires des n°hiyawak, AnihġinǕpǛk, Dakota, Lakota et Nakoda, et la patrie des 

Métis/Michif. En ®t® 2022, je suis all®e au Parc National des Prairies, ¨ lôauberge Sky 

Story(s.d.) ¨ Val Marie dans le sud de la Saskatchewan. En juillet, jôai eu lôoccasion de 

participer à une soirée sur la philosophie des étoiles, acakosak, dôune perspective 

nêhiyawak avec un gardien de savoir et artiste nêhiyaw Joseph Naytowhow (s.d.). Comme 

je lui ai dit que je me pr®parais pour un long voyage en France, il môa dit ¨ la fin de la 

soir®e sous le ciel ®toil® au Parc National de Prairies ç nôoublie pas de regarder le ciel aussi 

lorsque tu seras là-bas en France ! è.  Jôai gard® ses paroles pr®cieuses avec moi tout au 

long de mon voyage et lorsque je regardais le ciel, cô®tait un rappel que nous sommes tous 

reliés, partout dans le monde. Je suis retournée un deuxième fois à Val Marie et Sky Story 

en août 2022 pour une retraite artistique avec lôartiste Diana Chabros. Le th¯me ®tait 

óNature in Meô, et nous avons eu le temps de méditer sur notre vie et de créer en peignant. 

Alors, en pensant ¨ mon d®part jôai d®cid® de peindre la tortue qui nage dans lôoc®an, en 

liberté, avec le coucher de soleil (voir Figure 1). Quelques semaines avant le voyage, je 

pensais vraiment quôil serait le temps de ralentir, comme la tortue, pour bien appr®cier 

chaque instant et vivre au moment présent. Il y a de la beauté partout autour de nous, mais 

il faut ralentir pour mieux lôappr®cier. De plus, je me souviens que Diana môa donn® aussi 

des mots dôencouragement avant mon voyage en disant que souvent les cr®ateurs sont 

inspirés par les nouveaux endroits en voyageant. Je considère la pédagogie comme un art 

et le voyage comme une mani¯re de sôinspirer, de respirer et de se renouveler.  

 

 

Figure 2.  La lenteur/slowness -îuvre cr®®e par lôauteure lors dôun atelier ¨ Sky Story, 

Val Marie, SK en août 2022. 
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La joie de la marche intentionnelle et la gratitude 

Avant de partir en Europe, je voulais aussi réfléchir à propos de mes relations à la 

terre ici en Saskatchewan, sur le territoire du Trait® 4. Alors, cô®tait important pour moi de 

prendre le temps de marcher, et de créer avec la peinture, et de méditer, tout cela faisait 

partie de mon processus de préparation pour mon départ. Il me semblait important de 

prendre ce temps pour ralentir, comme la tortue, mais ®galement dôavoir de la gratitude 

(Kimmerer, 2021).  

Lôanimatrice de lôatelier artistique, Diana Chabros, nous a dit quôil y a un 

labyrinthe, un cercle de médiation, dans un champ à la campagne près de Val-Marie, et je 

suis allée marcher un soir.  Susan Howard a créé Maryôs Labyrinth en hommage à sa mère 

et le lieu de Val Marie (Maryôs Labyrinth, The Crossing at Grasslands, s.d.) Cô®tait 

tellement tranquille dans le champ dor®, le ciel est dôun bleu magnifique dans les prairies, 

et jôai respir® profond®ment. Sur une petite pierre, jôai lu le mot ç Hope » (espoir) et une 

pierre avec un texte « How to Walk a Labyrinth » (Figures 2 et 3). Alors, selon ce texte ci-

dessous la beaut® dôun labyrinthe est vraiment cette id®e que nous marchions ensemble 

dans la vie. Cependant, il nôy a pas une bonne ou seule fa­on de marcher, chacun ¨ son 

rythme.  Je trouve que côest une belle m®taphore pour la vie ainsi que la p®dagogie de la 

joie.  

  

 

Figure 3. Espoir/Hope, Maryôs Labyrinth, Val Marie, SK, août 2022 
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Figure 4.  Comment marcher un labyrinthe, How to walk a labyrinth, Maryôs Labryinth, 

Val Marie, août 2022 

 

 

Figure 5. Maryôs Labyrinth, Val Marie, SK, ao¾t 2022 

 



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  135 

Nouvelles perspectives : la marche et lô®merveillement 

M°me si je suis all®e auparavant en France, cô®tait la premi¯re fois que jôallais y 

vivre une ann®e. Je dois avouer que mon cîur d®bordait de ravissement. Je pleurais des 

larmes de joie avant de partir, mais aussi parfois au début de mon séjour. Pendant mes 

premiers jours en France, jôai err® dans les rues et les jardins de Paris. Jôai pris le temps 

dôadmirer les fleurs et le coucher de soleil dans le Jardin du Luxembourg, et de marcher au 

bord de la Seine pendant des heures. Jôai ®cout® attentivement les sons autour de moi et je 

lisais de la poésie, dans les cafés et dans les rues. Et je respirais profondément.  

 

 

Figure 6. La rue de lôAbb® de lô®p®e, Quartier Latin, Paris, le 31 ao¾t, 2022 
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Figures 7 et 8. Le jardin du Luxembourg, Paris, le 1 septembre 2022. 

Alors, jôai pris le train de Paris ¨ Strasbourg, le 2 septembre de la Gare de lôEst. 

Cô®tait la premi¯re fois que je visitais la r®gion dôAlsace. Tout au long du voyage, jôai 

regard® les paysages par la fen°tre. Je pense quôun des plus grands plaisirs de voyager est 

de découvrir un nouvel endroit pour la première fois (mais aussi de retourner à des endroits 

que nous aimons beaucoup). Côest le d®but dôune nouvelle aventure, un nouveau d®part.  

Je suis reconnaissante envers mes coll¯gues de lôUniversit® de Strasbourg, Andrea Young 

et Latisha Mary, et toutes les personnes qui môont accueillie chaleureusement.   

Avant de faire le voyage, jôavais fait quelques lectures ¨ propos de la r®gion et jôai 

appris que Strasbourg signifie óla ville des ruesô en allemand, et que cô®tait vraiment id®al 

pour les pi®tons, alors jôavais h©te de faire beaucoup de promenades lors de mon s®jour. 

Comme la ville est situ®e ¨ la fronti¯re de la France et lôAllemagne, jô®tais ®galement 

fascin®e dôapprendre sur lôhistoire et la diversit® linguistique de cette r®gion. Jôavais 

vraiment hâte de rencontrer les étudiants dans la cohorte bilingue (français-allemand). 

Je suis arriv®e assez tard le vendredi soir, le 1 septembre 2022 ¨ Strasbourg. Jô®tais 

alors chaleureusement accueillie ¨ la gare par une coll¯gue de lôINSP£. Je me suis lev®e 

très tôt le premier samedi et dimanche à Strasbourg (avec un peu de décalage horaire) et je 

suis allée me promener dans la ville ! Le premier weekend en septembre 2022, je 

commençais à trouver mon chemin dans la ville, en me promenant dans mon quartier (près 

de lôavenue de la For°t Noire), au bord de la rivi¯re et autour des quartiers historiques. Jôai 

écouté les sons et je regardais autour de moi attentivement pendant mes promenades, et 

cô®tait vraiment une exp®rience sensorielle.  



Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  137 

 

Figure 9. Avenue de la Forêt Noire, Schwarzwaldstross. Strasbourg.  

  Le premier samedi matin de mon s®jour ¨ Strasbourg, jôai ®cout® la pluie avec mes 

fenêtres grandes ouvertes.  Ce-jour-l¨, jôai affich® sur instagram @joiedevivrephoto : le 

Samedi le 3 septembre. Jôentends les oiseaux, une petite pluie fine et les cloches en 

regardant par la fen°tre ¨ Strasbourg. Je prends une tasse du th® et jôaime le go¾t dôun 

nouveau lieu que jôai tellement h©te de d®couvrir. Côest le premier samedi de mon année 

sabbatique. Je suis tellement heureuse dô°tre ici enfin. Slow, peaceful day listening to the 

rain softly falling, the birds singing and the bells ringing outside my window in Strasbourg. 

Having a cup of tea and savouring the taste of a new place! Enjoying the first Saturday of 

my sabbatical. I am so happy to be here at last.   

 

Figure 10. La Villa Arconati, Strasbourg, septembre 2022 
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 Figure 11. Promenade matinale à Strasbourg, le 4 septembre 2022 

Le lendemain, il faisait beau soleil, et je me suis levée de bonne heure encore 

dimanche matin pour aller marcher partout en ville ! Jôai trouv® une merveilleuse 

boulangerie ouverte t¹t le matin et jôai d®couvert les chemins, les caf®s et les quais.  

Mon horaire ®tait tr¯s flexible alors jôavais aussi beaucoup de temps pour la marche 

et les lectures. Au fur et ¨ mesure, en septembre, jôai d®velopp® un rythme de marche 

quotidien. Souvent, je marchais seule, et jôai appr®ci® la solitude. La marche et la solitude 

môont permis de r®fl®chir ¨ propos de mes lectures sur les philosophies p®dagogiques, les 

discussions inspirantes avec mes coll¯gues, de m°me quô¨ mes exp®riences en 

enseignement.  

Jôai trouv® plusieurs lieux tr¯s inspirants ¨ Louvain et ¨ Bruxelles, pour la lecture 

et pour la marche. Parmi les endroits paisibles o½ jôai ador® aller me promener, il y avait le 

béguinage à Louvain (un site UNESCO). Jôai affich® sur Instagram @joiedevivrephoto, le 

25 septembre : Le grand béguinage, Louvain, septembre 2022. Un dimanche matin en 

septembre à Louvain au grand béguinage. September Sunday morning, enjoying the 

sunshine, walking and listening to the sounds of nature. Groot begijhnhof, Leuven. 
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Figure 12. Le grand béguinage, Louvain. 

 

 

Figure 13. Fleurs et soleil à Louvain en septembre 

ê Montpellier, jôaimais me promener dans le jardin botanique et jôy allais tr¯s 

souvent, car cô®tait tr¯s paisible. Côest le plus ancien jardin botanique de France, et depuis 

le Moyen-Âge, il y existe de nombreuses recherches scientifiques avec la Faculté de 

M®decine (aussi la premi¯re ®cole de M®decine en France). Jôappr®cie les mots de Paul 

Valéry, poète, écrits sur la pierre du jardin « Nous irons doucement par les ruelles fort 

pierreuses et tortueuses de cette vieille ville à cet antique jardin ou tous les gens à pensées, 

à soucis et à monologues descendent vers le soir ».   
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Figure 14. Le jardin des plantes de Montpellier 

Ma coll¯gue Nathalie Auger ¨ Montpellier môa donn®e ®galement de bons conseils 

sur les lieux à visiter dans la région méditerranéenne. Je suis allée à Sète, à la mer, près de 

Montpellier, et jôai pris plusieurs fois le train. ê S¯te, jôai march® au bord de la mer pendant 

des heures et des heures.  Il y a aussi une vie artistique et culturelle très étonnante avec le 

th®©tre, lôop®ra et le Mus®e Paul-Valéry.  

En novembre 2022, je suis allée à Barcelone en Espagne où j'ai rencontré d'autres 

collègues et étudiants aussi passionnés par les langues à Universitat Autònoma de 

Barcelona. Jô®tais enchant®e par cette ville : les langues, les couleurs, lôarchitecture de 

Gaudi, la musique de cette ville cr®ative môont apport® beaucoup de joie. Apr¯s un d´ner 

chez une coll¯gue ¨ Barcelone, jôai pris cette photo dôun coucher de soleil et je me souviens 

dôavoir le sentiment de gratitude.   
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Figure 15. Le coucher de soleil à Barcelone. novembre 2022. 

Pendant la p®riode des f°tes, jôai pass® quelques jours dans le village de Turkheim 

en Alsace. La propri®taire du g´te môa recommand® de faire une balade entre les villages 

de Riquewihr et Ribeauvill®. Jôai pass® une journ®e paisible sur le chemin, et jôai rencontré 

dôautres personnes qui faisaient aussi de la randonn®e. Ce jour-l¨, jôai ®prouv® un grand 

sentiment de sérénité. Fisset (2022) écrit que « la marche permet de redécouvrir 

lôimportance des saisons et des rendez-vous annuels quô®taient autrefois les ®quinoxes et 

plus encore les solsticesé conna´tre le bonheur du rayon du soleil dont on d®sesp®rait, la 

joie dôune cabane inattendue ou dôune rencontre sincère et fortuite » (p. 17).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. Le chemin entre Ribeauvillé et Riquewihr en décembre 
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Un de mes endroits pr®f®r®s ¨ Strasbourg est le Parc de lôorangerie, jôy allais à 

presque tous les jours. Jôaimais ®galement cheminer dans les diff®rents quartiers et autour 

de lôuniversit®. Jô®tais ®merveill®e par les magnolias au printemps, et les cigognes. 

Martinez (2019) écrit « (d)ans la nature, les nuances sont infinies et varient à chaque minute 

ainsi quôau fil des saisons, ce qui est source de perp®tuel ®merveillement è (p. 42).  La 

marche au quotidien nous permet dôappr®cier profond®ment les merveilles de la nature.  

 

Figure 17. Dimanche, Magnolias, Strasbourg au printemps en mai 2023  

Et, dans ce parc de lôorangerie, il y a une petite biblioth¯que en plein air dans une 

cabane nommée « les livres en liberté è. Plusieurs b®n®voles sôen occupent et tout le monde 

peut emprunter des livres, en fran­ais, en allemand, en anglais, et dôautres langues. Jô®tais 

impressionnée par la passion partagée pour la lecture et ce sens de communauté dans un 

espace en plein air.  
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Figure 17 et 18. Livres en libert® dans le parc de lôorangerie ¨ Strasbourg. 

Pendant les congés de Pâques, je suis allée rendre visite à ma famille en Angleterre. 

Cô®tait la premi¯re fois que jô®tais l¨-bas au mois dôavril et lors de nos promenades, jôai 

remarqué la lumière printanière, les narcisses et les oiseaux chantant. Je suis revenue en 

France en traversier de New Haven ¨ Dieppe, en Normandie, vers la fin dôavril. En arrivant 

¨ Dieppe, jô®tais tr¯s ®mue en voyant la vue imprenable des falaises de Dieppe. ê mon 

arriv®e, le chauffeur de taxi môa demand® dôo½ je viens. Lorsque je lui ai répondu que je 

suis canadienne il môa racont® le lien fort ressenti par les habitants de sa ville et sa r®gion 

envers les canadiens. Ses mots me sont all®s droit au cîur.  Jôai d®pos® mes sacs ¨ mon 

hébergement et je suis partie me promener à la plage de Dieppe. Jôai pass® toute lôapr¯s-

midi jusquôau coucher du soleil le soir en marchant dans le sable et regardant la mer. Cô®tait 

®poustouflant. ê ce moment, jôai r®fl®chi profond®ment ¨ toutes nos relations. Nous 

sommes tous reliés.  
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Figure 19. Balade sur la plage à Dieppe, en Normandie en avril.  

Lors de la Nuit européenne des musées en mai 2022, jô®tais enchant®e par la magie 

du jardin botanique de Strasbourg illuminé par les lumières et la musique dans les arbres. 

Lorsque la chorale chantait : « Le soleil a rendez-vous avec la lune » de Charles Trenet, 

toutes les personnes autour de moi commençaient à chanter avec eux. Je trouvais cela 

tellement beau m°me et jô®tais ®mue m°me si je ne connaissais pas la chanson avant. Jôai 

demand® ¨ quelquôun de me dire le nom de la chanson et lôartiste, et une femme môa dit le 

nom et que cô®tait une chanson tr¯s connue en France. Tout au long de lôann®e, jôai v®cu 

des moments dôapprentissage dans les ®v®nements culturels et artistiques qui môont permis 

dôapprofondir mon amour pour la langue fran­aise.  
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Figure 20. Le jardin botanique de Strasbourg 

Au jardin botanique, pendant la nuit européenne des musées une chorale chantait « Le 

soleil a rendez-vous avec la lune è de Charles Trenet et cô®tait magique !  (le 13 mai, 

2023, Instagram) 

Jôai voyag® beaucoup autour de la France et lôEurope en juin et juillet, dans le sud 

de la France à Aix-en-Provence, dans les Pyrénées et pour un colloque à Montpellier de 

m°me quôLouvain, ¨ Heidelberg, Hambourg, Copenhague, Lausanne et ¨ Paris, avant de 

me rendre en Bretagne et en Normandie vers la fin juillet. Inspirée par Toute la lumière 

que nous ne pouvons voir dôAnthony Doerr, un roman qui raconte lôhistoire dôune jeune 

aveugle, Marie-Laure et son père qui se réfugient à Saint-Malo lors de la Deuxième guerre 

mondiale, jôai propos® ¨ une coll¯gue fran­aise de visiter cette ville historique sur le 

Littoral Breton. Nous avons sillonné les ruelles pavées et admiré la mer de la Manche des 

remparts, et même discuté avec les pêcheurs ou les personnes qui passaient pour finir par 

grimper les marches jusquôau sommet au Mont St-Michel.  Un moment inoubliable et 

magique pour moi était de marcher sur le sable le soir à la marée basse au Mont St-Michel, 

de voir les ®toiles et de respirer lôair marin.  

Le 26 juillet, le jour de mon départ en ferry de Cherbourg pour la Grande-Bretagne chez 

ma famille, jôai visit® la maison de Jacques Pr®vert, lôauteur, po¯te et artiste, en Normandie. 

Jôy suis all®e avec ma coll¯gue et amie, St®phanie, de la r®gion qui enseigne aussi en 

Saskatchewan.  Notre visite à la maison de Jacques Prévert a inspiré des projets artistiques 

entre nos ®l¯ves au Canada dans les mois ¨ suivre tel quôun ®change dôart postal et une 

performance théâtrale adaptée du livre LôOp®ra de la Lune de Jacques Prévert par mes 

étudiant.es en éducation artistique.   
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Figure 21. Balade à Saint-Malo, juillet 2023 

 

 

Figure 22. La Maison du Québec à Saint-Malo 
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Figure 23. La maison de Jacques Prévert, en Normandie, France. juillet 2023.  

La marche quotidienne tout au long de lôann®e dans plusieurs r®gions et pays môa 

permis de « vivre poétiquement è (Leggo, 2005) car jôai d®velopp® une meilleure 

appr®ciation des merveilles du monde naturel et jôai d®velopp® un rythme que jôessaie de 

garder m°me depuis mon retour. Parfois quand je me sens un peu press®e ou jôai le 

sentiment dô°tre trop charg®e, je dois fermer mes yeux et me rappeler de cette expérience. 

Souvent je pense au moment où je suis sortie de la gare à Montpellier et le coucher de soleil 

®tait tellement merveilleux que tout le monde regardait, et jôai entendu une femme 

exclamer en regardant le ciel : « Côest la po®sie ! ».  Et elle avait raison. La poésie est 

vraiment partout.  

Traverser les frontières :  les langues et les histoires 

Mon s®jour en Europe môa permis de vivre le plurilinguisme au quotidien et de 

r®fl®chir sur ma propre identit® ainsi que dôapprendre plus sur les ressources et approches 

p®dagogiques translinguistiques. Je me suis donn®e lôobjectif dô°tre attentive ¨ des 

paysages linguistiques (voir Araújo e Sá et al, 2022; Dagenais et al., 2012), dôappr®cier la 

diversit® linguistique et des sonorit®s de toutes les langues autour de moi. Jôai parcouru des 

bibliothèques, des écoles, des musées et des librairies en Europe à la recherche dôhistoires 

mettant en valeur la diversité linguistique et culturelle.  Chaque conversation et rencontre 

devenait un moment dôapprentissage. Je me consid¯re chanceuse dôavoir eu lôoccasion de 

vivre cette expérience. En étant professeure en didactique de la langue dans un contexte 

minoritaire, lôexp®rience de vivre dans le contexte francophone majoritaire môa fourni 

lôopportunit® dôapprendre les variations de la langue fran­aise ainsi que la diversit® 

linguistique dans les régions de la France, la Belgique et la Suisse. Cô®tait tr¯s agr®able 

dô®changer avec des coll¯gues et amis ainsi que des gens dans les espaces publics tels que 

des librairies, bibliothèques, épiceries, musées et restaurants.  

D¯s le d®but de mon s®jour, jô®tais immerg®e dans les situations plurilingues. La 

première fois que je suis allée dans un restaurant de mon quartier à Strasbourg, situé à la 

fronti¯re de la France et lôAllemagne, jô®tais impressionn®e dôentendre des gens parler en 

fran­ais et en allemand dans la m°me conversation. Jôai d®cid® ¨ ce moment-l¨ quôil serait 
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int®ressant dôapprendre lôallemand pendant mon s®jour dans la r®gion (plus tard, je me suis 

inscrite aux cours dôallemand, vrai d®butant ¨ lôuniversit® populaire). Pour reconna´tre le 

bilinguisme de cette région, les noms des rues sont souvent écrits en français et en alsacien. 

Dans la photo ci-dessous, on voit aussi le tram transfrontalier avec le mot « Bienvenue » 

écrit dans plusieurs langues. 

 

Figure 24. Le tram transfrontalier à Strasbourg 

 

 

Figure 25. Bonjour dans plusieurs langues sur un mur à KU Leuven 

ê Paris, jôai pass® du temps dans les libraires de jeunesse. Je me souviens de ma 

joie lorsque jôai trouv® le livre de lôartiste m®tisse et n°hiyaw Julie Flett dans une librairie 

anglophone, The Red Wheelbarrow.  Jô®tais si contente de voir la publication avec la langue 

nêhiyawêwin (cri des plaines) en France !  Plus tard, à Strasbourg, en voyant des livres de 

lôauteur Anishinaabe Richard Wagameese ¨ la librairie ind®pendante, jô®tais tr¯s ®mue 

quand un libraire môa dit quôil est devenu tr¯s populaire parmi les lecteurs en France. La 

présence des langues et des récits autochtones en Europe était pour moi un reflet du pouvoir 

de la litt®rature plurilingue de traverser des fronti¯res afin de toucher le cîur des lecteurs 

partout au monde. 
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Figure 26. We All Play, kimêtawâwanaw de Julie Flett (à Paris) en septembre 2022 

tânisi, bonjour! Happy to see this beautiful picture book with nêhiyawêwin (Cree) 

by Julie Flett on display in a childrenôs bookstore in Paris this morning! Ce livre 

est également disponible en français/nêhiyawêwin. (instagram, le 6 septembre 

2022) 

 

Pendant mon s®jour en Belgique ¨ lôautomne, jôai ®t® accueillie chaleureusement ¨ 

lôUniversity Colleges Leuven-Limburg (UCLL) à Louvain par mes collègues Caroline 

Moons et Ruth Wouters ainsi que dans un centre artistique à Bruxelles, La Maison ABC, 

par le directeur Gerhard Jªger. Jôai r®ellement appr®ci® dôapprendre les perspectives de 

mes coll¯gues et dôapprendre aussi sur le multilinguisme en Belgique, un pays avec trois 

langues officielles : le n®erlandais, le fran­ais et lôallemand et beaucoup de diversit® 

linguistique et culturelle.   

 La Maison ABC est un centre artistique et de recherche à Bruxelles (ABC 

Huis/ABC House). Côest comme une biblioth¯que interactive dans une grande maison avec 

plusieurs salles ou studios. Il y a des activités créatives pour les jeunes, les familles et les 

enseignants.  Jôai fait une visite pour la premi¯re fois en ®t® 2018 avec mes ®tudiant.es du 

Canada lors dôun voyage dô®tudes quand le directeur Gerhard Jªger nous a accueillis. Cet 

espace a môa grandement impressionn®e en 2018 et je voulais y retourner. Alors, cette fois-

ci, en tant que chercheuse jôavais la chance dôavoir un petit bureau dans lôespace partag® 

avec lô®quipe. Je pouvais aussi prendre le temps de consulter les ressources dans la 

collection pour les recherches en ®ducation artistique et jôai également participé à des 

activit®s telles que des ateliers et pr®sentations. Cô®tait un plaisir pour moi dô°tre entour®e 

dôune ®quipe passionn®e.  Il y avait souvent des conversations multilingues en n®erlandais, 

français et anglais. Je ne parle pas le néerlandais, mais jôai appris quelques mots et 

expressions utiles tels que « dank u wel » et « smakelijk è et jôaimerais apprendre cette 

langue.  
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À la Maison ABC, on peut trouver lôinspiration facilement dans chaque espace et 

dans chaque coin, il y a une grande collection de livres de jeunesse dans toutes les langues 

mais également beaucoup de matériel créatif. En lisant Creative Beginnings : a Hands-on 

Approach to Artmaking for Adults and Children (Lindy, 2012) jôai r®fl®chi ¨ propos de mes 

cours en ®ducation artistique et lôimportance pour les adultes dôexplorer leur cr®ativit® afin 

dôencourager les jeunes ¨ sô®panouir aussi. Il y a un studio de danse, une cuisine avec 

beaucoup de livres sur la cuisine (y compris la littérature de jeunesse), un atelier pour 

travailler le bois, et une terrasse avec un jardin.  Les photos ci-dessous montrent la cuisine 

qui sôouvre sur la terrasse ensoleill®e, et la collection de livres de jeunesse. Jôai pass® 

beaucoup de temps chaque jour ¨ lire et ¨ d®couvrir de nouveaux livres de jeunesse Jô®tais 

ravie de découvrir les kamishibaï (le théâtre du papier en japonais), « une technique de 

narration basée sur des images qui défilent dans un butaï, un petit castelet en bois ou en 

carton, à trois portes » (Vernetto, 2018, p. 9; voir aussi Jenner Metz, 2024).   

 

Figure 27. La cuisine, Maison ABC 
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Figure 28. La Terrasse, Maison ABC 

  

 

Figure 29. La collection dôalbums jeunesse, Maison ABC. 

Jôai voyag® en Europe avec peu de bagages, mais jôavais amen® dans ma valise un grand 

livre plurilingue que je partageais souvent lors de rencontres et ateliers Nin Auass, Moi 

lôenfant : Poèmes de la jeunesse innue, semés et recueillis par Joséphine Bacon et Laure 

Morali. Ce livre met en lumière les voix des jeunes autochtones dans les communautés 

innues au Québec. Lors des ateliers et rencontres avec des enseignants et étudiants en 

Europe, ce livre a suscité le dialogue à propos du plurilinguisme et du pouvoir des mots et 
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de lôart pour tisser des liens entre les peuples issus de diverses communaut®s linguistiques 

et culturelles. La po®tesse Innue Jos®phine Bacon (2021) explique lôimportance de donner 

aux enfants autochtones lôoccasion de sôexprimer en innu-aimu et en français lors des 

ateliers dô®criture :  

 

On laisse les enfants libres dô®crire dans la langue de leur choix, mais on les 

encourage ¨ ®crire ¨ partir de lôinnue-aimuné Quand on leur parle de la langue 

innue et de nos récits traditionnels, les jeunes sont tout de suite très inspirés. (p. 85) 

 

 

 

Figure 30. Le TGV vers le Sud de France. Octobre 2022. 

Jôai pris le train de Paris ¨ Montpellier ¨ la mi-octobre. Dès mon arrivée à la gare 

Sud de France, jôai remarqu® la cr®ativit® de cette ville. Il y avait quelquôun qui jouait du 

piano à la gare (presque chaque gare en France a un piano), et aussi un groupe de danseurs 

¨ lôext®rieur sous le soleil.  Dans presque toutes les gares en France, il se trouve un piano 

pour le public. Jôai constat® quôil y avait souvent des chansons dans plusieurs langues et la 

musique est une langue universelle.  
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Figure 31. Le piano à la Gare Sud de France Montpellier, octobre 2022. 

 Je me souviens quand je suis arrivée au labo LHUMAIN à l'université Paul-Valéry 

Montpellier à la mi-octobre. J'ai beaucoup apprécié l'accueil chaleureux à LHUMAIN de 

Nathalie Auger et de ses collègues. Avant mon voyage, j'ai lu les travaux de la professeure 

Nathalie Auger (2021) sur Les défis et richesses et écouté son balado sur la révolution 

bilingue  https://calec.org/podcast/.  J'ai beaucoup apprécié comment elle a expliqué 

l'approche plurilingue dans les écoles en France et comment elle dit : « les élèves peuvent 

être experts de leurs langues è. ê Montpellier, jôavais un espace pour lire et travailler dans 

le labo ¨ lôuniversit® et j'ai eu l'occasion de consulter de nouvelles ressources plurilingues 

(livres de jeunesse et jeux) alors c'était vraiment un plaisir d'approfondir mes répertoires 

de ressources pédagogiques. Lorsque je lisais Multilingualism and Education : 

Researchersô Pathways and Perspectives (Prasad, Auger &  Le Pichon-Vorstmann, 2022), 

j'ai r®fl®chi ¨ mon parcours comme chercheuse. Jôai ®t® honor®e dô°tre invit®e ¨ participer 

à des activités du Labo LHUMAIN et de rencontrer les étudiant.es de FLE (j'ai parlé de 

l'enseignement du français au Canada).  

https://calec.org/podcast/


Language and Literacy                        Volume 27, Issue 3, 2025                          Page  154 

 

Figure 32. Comment tu dis? Un grand livre en 12 langues publi® par £ditions Syros en 

partenariat avec Dulala. Montpellier. 

Pendant le semestre II, je me suis inscrite dans les cours dôallemand vrais d®butants 

et un cours de de Lexicologie-Une escapade dans lôunivers des mots ¨ lôUniversit® 

Populaire Europ®enne de Strasbourg lôhistoire des mots en fran­ais ¨ lôuniversit® populaire 

ainsi quôun cours dôitalien d®butant ¨ lôIstituto Italiano di Cultura Strasburgo. Alors, jô®tais 

immerg®e dans la joie dôapprendre et dôenseigner et de r®fl®chir ¨ propos des langues et 

des mots pendant plusieurs mois. Cô®tait surprenant parce que je nôimaginais pas que 

jôallais ®tudier lôallemand et lôitalien en France, mais jôai r®ellement apprécié rencontrer 

dôautres personnes qui apprenaient ces langues de plus que moi et ces exp®riences ®taient 

tellement joyeuses.  
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Figure 33. Istituto Italiano di Cultura Strasbourg (le 12 mai 2023, Strasbourg) 

Alors, jôavais le sentiment dôappartenance ¨ Strasbourg, ¨ Louvain et ¨ 

Montpellier, surtout parce que jô®tais entour®e de chercheurs et chercheuses et 

dô®tudiant.es qui sôint®ressent ¨ la diversit® linguistique et culturelle et les approches 

créatives, transfrontalières et transculturelles. 

Rencontres : les histoires et les langues 

 Pendant le semestre II, entre janvier et mai 2023, jôai eu le plaisir de donner des 

cours en Diversit® Linguistique et Culturelle de m°me que lô£ducation interculturelle et 

plurilingue. Cô®tait tr¯s enrichissant pour moi de travailler en collaboration avec mes 

coll¯gues de lôInstitut national sup®rieur du professorat et de lô®ducation (lôINSP£).  Jô®tais 

ravie de travailler avec plusieurs groupes dô®tudiants au Master sur Colmar et Strasbourg. 

Parmi ces groupes, il y avait une cohorte bilingue français/allemand pour les enseignants 

qui se formaient pour enseigner dans les écoles bilingues en Alsace. Mes collègues en 

didactique des langues (français, allemand et anglais) ont gracieusement partagé leur temps 

avec moi, souvent autour dôun d®jeuner ou caf®, et cô®tait un ®change professionnel tr¯s 

fructueux.  Jôai beaucoup appris avec mes ®tudiants et mes coll¯gues en France, car ils ont 

partagé leurs expériences et nous avons exploré en profondeur les enjeux de 

lôenseignement plurilingue, interculturel et interdisciplinaire. Jôai partag® ®galement mes 

expériences en enseignement au Canada. 

ê lôuniversit® de Strasbourg, jôai ®t® ravie de d®couvrir le campus ¨ Colmar et la 

Fabulathèque : une merveilleuse bibliothèque et centre de ressources pour les étudiant.es 

en ®ducation. Jôai remarqu® que cet espace ®tait tellement accueillant et joyeux. On trouve 

dans la collection de littérature de jeunesse tous les genres littéraires : la poésie, le théâtre, 


