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CO-EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION 

DR. BRITTANY ADAMS & DR. SEAN RUDAY 

ISSUE CO-EDITORS 

 
 

Literacy education is often shaped as much by what is presumed as by what is explicitly stated. 

Ideas about what counts as reading, which texts are appropriate, how learning should be 

measured, and what purposes literacy should serve circulate through policy, curriculum, teacher 

preparation, and research. Over time, these ideas fossilize. When that happens, practice narrows. 

Not necessarily because alternatives are impossible, but because alternatives are no longer 

imagined. 

This themed issue of the Journal of Literacy Innovation, “Challenging Assumptions in Literacy 

Education,” brings together scholars who pause at those moments of presumption. Rather than 

accepting prevailing definitions of readability, classroom discourse, teacher preparation, or the 

aims of literacy in higher education, the authors in this collection ask: What beliefs are 

embedded here? Who benefits from them? What possibilities are foreclosed when they go 

unquestioned? 

Across diverse methodologies and contexts, the articles in this issue surface and interrogate 

assumptions that shape literacy education in subtle but consequential ways. 

In The Readability of Graphic Novels: Analysis of the Texts and Implications for Teaching, Dr. 

Jason D. DeHart, Dr. Morgan V. Blanton, and Dr. Shuai Zhang interrogate assumptions about 

text complexity and visual support. While graphic novels are often presumed to be more 

accessible because of their multimodal features, their mixed-method study suggests that teachers’ 

judgments of readability remain heavily influenced by prose-based factors such as narrative 

structure and emotional complexity. Their findings complicate the notion that visuals inherently 

reduce cognitive demand and call for more nuanced consideration of multimodal texts in 

instruction. 

In Reading the World, Changing the World: Reimagining Literacy in College Classrooms, Dr. 

Shalander “Shelly” Samuels challenges the enduring assumption that literacy in higher education 

is primarily skills-based and assessment-driven. Through a case study of a course grounded in 

critical literacy and community engagement, Samuels repositions reading as identity work, civic 

practice, and collective meaning-making. By foregrounding multimodal projects, literacy 

autobiographies, and community engagement, this work expands what counts as literacy in 

college spaces and underscores its transformative potential. 

Dr. Bernadette Musetti’s Reflections on Multiliteracies Through Global Immersion: A Narrative 

Analysis questions the assumption that traditional clinical and classroom-based teacher 

preparation experiences are sufficient for cultivating expansive literacy understandings. Through 

a narrative analysis of a global immersion experience in Bali, Indonesia, Musetti illustrates how 
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ecological literacy, cultural competence, and critical global awareness can emerge through 

situated, place-based learning. Her work invites teacher education programs to consider how 

multiliteracies, and particularly ecoliteracy, can be more intentionally infused into teacher 

preparation. 

Finally, in Echoes of the Pandemic: Teachers’ Perceptions of Dialogical Conversations Prior, 

During, and Post Pandemic, Dr. Stacie L. Finley examines assumptions about classroom 

discourse and questioning practices across a period of profound disruption. Through qualitative 

interviews and constant-comparative analysis, Finley highlights how teachers navigated shifts in 

instructional contexts and how dialogic intentions were reshaped by pandemic conditions. By 

centering teacher voice, this study complicates linear narratives of “learning loss” and instead 

foregrounds the adaptive, relational dimensions of literacy instruction. 

Although the contexts and methodologies represented in this issue vary—from hierarchical linear 

modeling to narrative analysis and qualitative interviews—each contribution surfaces and 

scrutinizes assumptions that often remain implicit. Together, they urge the field to approach 

literacy education not as a settled domain of agreed-upon practices, but as a dynamic and 

contested space shaped by beliefs that warrant ongoing examination. 

At a time when literacy debates are often framed in reductive, binary terms, this collection offers 

something different: careful inquiry, conceptual clarity, and generative alternatives. We hope 

these articles encourage readers not only to identify the assumptions embedded in their own 

contexts, but also to imagine how literacy education might look if those assumptions were 

productively unsettled. Consistent with the Journal of Literacy Innovation’s mission to merge 

theory and practice, these pieces challenge assumptions about literacy education in ways that add 

to the knowledge base of literacy education and have clear applicability to today’s classrooms.  
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THE READABILITY OF GRAPHIC NOVELS: 

ANALYSIS OF THE TEXTS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING 

 

DR. JASON D. DEHART 

DR. MORGAN V. BLANTON 

DR. SHUAI ZHANG 

 

 
 

Abstract 

Graphic novels use visuals (e.g., pictures, panels) to provide readers comprehension support; 

however, there is little research examining factors affecting their readability. As graphic novels 

are increasingly popular in classrooms, school teachers’ perceptions on the appropriateness of a 

graphic novel for certain grade levels should be considered. To understand how teachers perceive 

the readability of graphic novels, the current study considered the following readability factors of 

graphic novels, including Story Content, Narrative Plot, Encapsulation, and 

Layout/Composition. We then conducted a mixed-method study evaluating how teachers would 

rate the readability of six graphic novels used in middle grades. Hierarchical linear modeling 

analysis suggested that despite the visual factors being existent, the most significant contributors 

to graphic novel readabilities were still prose factors- Story Content and Narrative Plot 

Complexities. The open-ended questionnaire results are aligned with the quantitative results, 

finding Story Content and Narrative Plot features, especially the story structure and emotional 

demands of content being more considered when considering readabilities and designing 

instructions. We suggest educators and researchers consider the role of visual factors in the 

comprehension of graphic novels and apply graphic novels in designing engaging and effective 

reading and writing instruction. 

 

Keywords: graphic novels, readability, mixed-method research, text complexity, comics 

 

The Readability of Graphic Novels: Analysis of the Texts and Implications for Teaching 

Graphic novels and comics, terms that are sometimes used interchangeably, refer to books that 

combine words and illustrated images in a narrative format, often within panels. We use the term 

“graphic novel” to refer to longer narratives that use this combination of visual and verbal 

composition. In contrast, the term “comics” sometimes refers to shorter, magazine-format works 

(Labio, 2011); however, we use them interchangeably in this article to point to the general nature 

of the medium. In response to the popularity of comics among our undergraduate and graduate 
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students, as well as children in our university reading clinic, we embarked on a study of teachers’ 

perceptions of the comics medium in the Spring of 2021. 

Given the collective versatility of the comics medium in literacy instruction and textual 

representation, our author team sought to collect empirical evidence related to the use of these 

texts in K-8 contexts. We wanted to seek out teacher voices for a greater understanding and the 

instructional implications for comics, as well as perceptions of their complexity. To expand on 

previous work, we aimed to learn more about the factors that impact the text complexity of 

graphic novels (DeHart et al., 2020; DeHart et al., 2024), and we utilized a mixed methods 

research design to address these questions. 

Literature Review 

Graphic novels combine the visual nature of picture books with the depth of story that novels 

provide. They operate as a series of boxes called panels, relaying information through images 

and words in what has been called sequential art (Eisner, 2008). In some ways, comics are 

similar to picture books, and yet they work according to their own grammar. While North 

American comics provide readers with short stories that are typically around 22 pages, the term 

graphic novel is marketing concept that indicates a lengthier tale and often presents the story 

through in-depth character development (Baetens & Frey, 2014). In many ways, the term is 

merely vestigial, while the medium itself can be referred to as comics. Kwon (2020) defined 

graphic novels as “a visual novel composed of comic-strip panels” (p. 33), and Cohn (2019) 

noted that the range of comics representations, from manga to comic strips, contains a structural 

complexity. Serafini (2014) referred to comics as multimodal ensembles, or texts in which 

multiple ways of meaning-making are juxtaposed and occur simultaneously. These are texts that 

work in a unity of word and image, design and color, and other features as outlined by Letizia 

(2020). 

Graphic novels have grown in popularity over the years, both as widely-consumed reading 

material and as texts for classroom instruction (Low & Jacobs, 2018). As Duncan and Smith 

(2009) noted, the medium was once vastly popular in North American culture, was subsequently 

pushed to the margins, and now has entered a renewed popularity. In terms of their composition, 

graphic novels are encoded with four components that convey meaning to the reader: story, 

encapsulation, layout, and composition (Letizia, 2020). Like many types of books, story is the 

narrative structure or plot of the text including character development, setting details and 

implications, action both in the past, present, and future of the story, and the author’s message or 

theme. Story can be simple or complex, may include a range of social or emotional demands, and 

may require significant background knowledge or levels of maturity.  

Additionally, scholars have written about the affordances of graphic novels and comics in 

classroom instruction, from primary grades (Chase et al., 2014; Pantaleo, 2018) to higher 

education (Van der Sluis, 2021). Low and Jacobs (2018) have pointed to the role that comics can 

play in English/language arts lessons, while Cook (2017) has examined the ways that comics can 

contribute to comprehension instruction. This researcher noted that the comics medium can bring 

an illustrative sense of seeing to a concept. Frey and Fisher (2008) have further indicated the 

possibility of using comics to build comprehension.  

Unique to graphic novels, encapsulation refers to the component in which the author/illustrator 

makes decisions about what to include in each panel or across panels (Letizia, 2020). The size 
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and shape of the panels may communicate the passage of time. Panel size may also be a 

technique used to draw the reader’s attention to an important event or detail. Shape contributes to 

the author’s tone and the events in the story, which are chaotic or calm.  

For this study, we combined the last two components: layout and composition. In graphic novels, 

these components include the author’s/illustrator’s decisions about the number of panels per 

page, foregrounding and backgrounding images or sidebars, use of color, the inclusion of 

overlapping panels, and the relationship between the text and the images (Letizia, 2020). Like 

picture books, graphic novels also offer meaning-making opportunities in the illustrations 

through elements such as the character’s “gaze” (whether the character seems to be looking at 

the reader or elsewhere) and perceived “interpersonal distance” between the characters and the 

reader (Kelly & Kachorsky, 2022, p. 35). In addition to the word’s meaning, the reader gathers 

information from typographical decisions such as the color, slant, size, and/or weight of the 

text’s font (Kelly & Kachorsky, 2022). 

Text complexity is the “level of challenge” a text provides the reader (Lapp et al., 2015, p. 21). 

With the creation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in 2010 and The Standards’ 

Model of Text Complexity described in Appendix A, text complexity gained national attention 

(Spencer et al., 2019). Although the CCSS are no longer widely used or have been rebranded at 

the state-level state level, increased text complexity from grade to grade (often noted as reading 

on grade level) remains an expectation of almost all states’ English Language Arts (ELA) 

standards. Therefore, helping teachers understand what it means and how it is determined is of 

utmost importance. To determine a text’s level of complexity, quantitative, qualitative, and 

reader/task factors must be considered.  

Methods 

We asked the following two research questions (RQ):  

RQ 1: What do teachers consider when planning for instruction using graphic novels? 

RQ 2: What factors mattered to teachers when considering the text complexity of graphic 

novels? 

The research team distributed surveys in the Spring 2021 semester, and teachers who participated 

were invited to complete open-ended questions for qualitative analysis and rate items for the 

quantitative portion. Participants included 15 upper elementary/middle school teachers (4th-8th 

grade) from across eight schools. This group consisted of 10 elementary school teachers and five 

middle school teachers. All teachers in the study taught ELA, with the majority (n = 12) teaching 

both social studies and ELA. 

Each teacher was provided with a set of six graphic novels vetted by the research team, 

including: Participants read the graphic novels over the course of three months and submitted 

their evaluations via electronic forms. These evaluations included factors from Letizia’s (2020) 

research (i.e., content, story, encapsulation, and layout/composition). Descriptive analysis results 

were based on a 1-4 rating scale. The factors included story complexity (Factor 1), plot 

complexity (Factor 2), encapsulation (Factor 3), and layout and composition (Factor 4). These 

four factors helped teachers determine the overall readability level on a grade-level scale.  
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Data Analysis 

To answer RQ 1, we used descriptive statistics to identify the means, medians, modes, and 

standard deviations of the six books across the four factors, thereby determining an overall 

readability level. We adopted Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) and used the four readability 

factors as predictors at the book level. The dependent variable was the overall readability rating 

of the book.  

We used short answer  questions from the same survey as above to collect qualitative data to 

better understand the readability ratings and answer RQ 2 (What do teachers consider when 

planning for instruction using graphic novels?). These responses were then read by members of 

the research team and coded in an open/initial coding method that allowed for statements to be 

organized into tentative sub-groups. Two members of the research team engaged in the coding 

process separately and then compared codes to examine overlap and agreement.  

Teacher Perceptions of Comics 

In this section, we summarize the themes that teachers shared with us through their qualitative 

responses. We attempt to capture here the substance of what was most important to teachers 

when reading comics with their students in mind. 

Maturity of Content 

Of initial consideration, teachers were focused on what might be deemed mature or challenging 

content in the comics provided. After reading Blades of Freedom, one teacher reported, “I 

believe 5th grade would be a beginning age for this title because of content. It also aligns with 

the fifth-grade curriculum [sic.] and could be used as a partner text.” The teacher went on to say, 

“The topics of the slave trade, suicide, sacrificing animals, religions, war, and nakedness are why 

I think fifth grade would be appropriate to use as a teaching tool. Racism may be the topic that 

requires the most discussion.” These more controversial and vivid aspects of the text seemed to 

rise to the surface when teachers considered the texts, and the teacher indicates a whole group 

instruction approach could be used. The use of image for depiction brings awareness to content 

in ways that a traditional text might not. 

This theme continued across works as teachers reflected on the contents. After reading Diana, 

another teacher wrote, “There are not mature themes in this novel that I feel are inappropriate for 

4th and 5th grade.” Another participant explained that they felt Guts “would need more 

explanation and instruction due to its more mature subject matter and its visual style.” The 

teacher went on to suggest that this maturity represented in the graphic novel was the result of 

“art” that was “more involved in the actual storytelling rather than just illustrating what the 

character is doing.” Also of Guts, a teacher connected the physical and sexual development of 

readers as factors that could be considered a better instructional fit for older readers: “I feel due 

to its recurring ideas of puberty and anxiety, this would be a book better suited for an older 

audience.” 

When reflecting on When Stars Are Scattered, teachers reported that the content featuring a 

“war-torn country” and “refugee discussion” were heavier topics. While difficult to navigate in 

the classroom, educators saw potential benefits in having students read the graphic novel. 

Another teacher noted that “Refugees are a complex and emotional issue that would be 

incredibly beneficial for students to learn about.” Topics like “drug use, brief mentions of 
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suicide, teen marriage to an older man, intense violence, and other mature themes” were noted 

for their emotional demands. One teacher wrote of Supernova, “While this book does allude to 

some mature themes, I believe it covers them in a way that makes it accessible to younger 

grades. It’s not explicit or gorey [sic.].” This initial review of the content of the graphic novels 

speaks to the importance teachers place on the potential emotional weight of particular 

representations presented in books, as well as the treatment of potentially controversial topics. 

The pictorial nature of comics can sometimes cause tension when teachers are directed to steer 

clear of particular topics or issues. 

Characters and Relatability 

Unlike prose books, comics include the rendered image of their characters. Some participant 

responses spoke more to the design or presentation of characters in generalized ways, which did 

not explicitly align with a sense of relatability. One teacher reported, “Diana is a likable 

character, I think kids will enjoy,” and another reported, “Wonder Woman is an easily 

identifiable character for students at a very young age.” Another teacher reported that “It is often 

hard to discern characters from each other” in Supernova. These comments highlight the 

popularity of particular characters, as well as the artistic style of specific creators, and the 

difficulty that teachers had in discerning characters from one another based on a similar 

appearance of style. It should also be noted that Supernova was cited as a text whose complexity 

was increased because of its placement within a larger series of books.  

With this in mind, teachers commented on issues presented in books that adolescent readers 

might commonly experience. Of Guts, one teacher responded, “This was a great book. I could 

relate to this storyline, and I know many students who can as well.” Another participant reported 

that “The simplicity of panels and text communicate [sic] an awesome message about 

acknowledging and caring for mental health that is very appropriate for 9-10-year-olds.” After 

reading Twins, a participant responded, “I think the content matter would resonate the most with 

5th/6th graders, who would be able to connect to how the main characters are feeling.” Another 

teacher noted that Twins includes “a narrative that many students would have experience with 

(the search for one’s identity outside of a sibling connection).” Twins was also a text that “shows 

the ups and downs of relationships with siblings,” encompassing both the positive and negative 

aspects of these relationships. The possibility for representation across age groups was evident 

for these teachers. 

A participant wrote of Supernova, “It teaches strong values such as caring for friends/family and 

standing up for what is right.” Some teachers reported that the issues presented in books, 

particularly in Diana, could be potentially helpful for exploring feelings and developing writing 

instruction for the age groups they taught. 

Prior Knowledge and Other Demands 

If books were part of a series, this created some concerns for teachers. In addition to the overall 

maturity of content, teachers emphasized the importance of prior knowledge as a factor 

contributing to complexity. That is, if a book presented several topics that were not necessarily 

controversial but did require elaborate instruction to ensure comprehension on the part of 

students, this was seen as a complexity. This theme aligns again with how an educator might 

approach any text when considering the appropriate audience, as well as the amount of 

scaffolding for instruction that would be required in order to use the text in instruction.  
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One teacher wrote, “Significant historical knowledge (or research) is needed to understand some 

of the elements of the story,” after reading Blades of Glory. A teacher noted that the text When 

Stars Are Scattered presents beneficial background information on the topic of refugees, while 

also acknowledging that the emotional demands were high, as reflected in the prior theme. In 

another example, one educator wrote that the book Supernova was “super hard for me to get into 

because I felt I didn’t have any background knowledge of what had happened in the previous 

books.” Another teacher reported a similar response, writing, “The story requires a connection to 

the previous storyline from the other novels.” 

Another teacher indicated that pre-teaching elements of mythology would be the most 

challenging aspect of using Diana in instruction. As with the maturity of content, teachers 

focused attention not only on the appropriateness of the text itself, but also on the next steps of 

instruction if the book were to be part of their classroom work. 

In addition to the nature of the content itself, teachers sometimes noted the presence of multiple 

storylines and perspectives added challenge for readers. Of Supernova, a participant wrote, 

“There are also multiple story pieces.” This feature was in addition to the book's role as an entry 

in a series. Another teacher wrote of this book, “The actual story/narrative the most complex part 

of the book to me,” and noted the addition of other books in the series as a possible explanation 

for this complexity but did note “there are multiple story lines happening at the same time” as a 

potential contributor to the overall complexity of the book. In contrast, an educator wrote that 

Diana was “fun and easy to follow,” indicating a relatively linear storyline. 

At times, the presentation of the comic struck teachers as overwhelming. In some cases, 

participants felt that the page design added layers of difficulty in navigating words and images; 

in other cases, the simplistic style of artwork and design led to a greater sense of readability. One 

teacher reported, “The amount of written text and the busyness of the pages make it harder to 

comprehend.” After reading Twins, another teacher reported, “I feel due to its straightforward 

approach to the art” the book would be “on the lower side” of complexity. 

Summary of Results 

Overall, the quantitative and qualitative results both showed the teachers regarded the books as 

any other might and evaluated them based on elements of story.  

The results, as represented in Table 1 below, suggested that Blades of Freedom had the highest 

readability rating (seventh- grade level), and Diana had the lowest readability rating (fourth-

grade level). The other four books were rated as fifth-grade level. Guts and Supernova were 

more varied, while the perceptions of the other four books were consistent.  
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of Factors  

 

 

Factor 1: Story 

Content 

Complexity 

(Grade Level) 

Factor 2: Story   

Plot 

Complexity 

(Rating) 

Factor 3: 

Encapsulation 

(Rating)  

Factor 4: Layout 

and 

Composition 

(Rating) 

Overall 

Readability 

Level (Grade 

Level) 

Guts      

M 4.93 2.60 3.00 2.67 5.37 

Median 5.00 3.00 3.00 3.00 5.50 

Mode 4.00 3.00 4.00 2.00 5.50 

SD 1.03 0.99 0.85 1.05 0.88 

SuperNova      

M 4.93 4.00 3.40 3.33 5.97 

Median 5.00 4.00 3.00 4.00 6.00 

Mode 4.00 4.00 3.00 4.00 6.00 

SD 1.10 0.76 1.18 1.18 1.01 

Twins      

M 4.73 2.93 3.07 2.47 5.37 

Median 5.00 3.00 3.00 2.00 5.50 

Mode 5.00 3.00 4.00 2.00 5.50 

SD 0.59 0.96 0.96 0.99 0.44 

When Stars 

Are 

Scattered 

     

M 5.47 3.47 3.33 3.00 5.93 

Median 5.00 3.00 3.00 3.00 5.50 
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Mode 5.00 3.00 4.00 3.00 5.50 

SD 0.74 0.74 1.05 0.93 0.78 

Diana      

M 4.13 2.13 2.53 2.20 4.67 

Median 4.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 4.50 

Mode 4.00 2.00 2.00 3.00 4.50 

SD 0.52 0.64 0.99 0.94 0.52 

Blades of 

Freedom 
     

M 6.40 4.47 4.27 4.53 6.90 

Median 7.00 5.00 4.00 5.00 7.00 

Mode 7.00 5.00 4.00 5.00 7.00 

SD 1.06 0.83 0.59 0.74 0.95 

 

Additionally, quantitative analysis (see Table 2) indicated that the overall readability level is 

consistently higher than the story complexity level, which suggests that Factors 2 - 4 influenced 

teachers’ determination of the overall readability level in addition to Factor 1. HLM results 

(averaging across six books and 15 teachers) suggested that the overall readability level was 

significantly influenced by Factor 1: Story Content Complexity (b = 0.64, SE = 0.06, p < .001) 

and Factor 2: Story Plot Complexity (b = 0.21, SE = 0.08, p < .01).  

Encapsulation or Layout and Composition did not significantly influence teacher ratings of 

overall story readability level. Eighty-seven percent of the differences in readability can be 

attributed to book-level differences.  
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Table 2 

Hierarchical Linear Modeling Showing the Factors that Influence Teachers’ Ratings of Overall 

Readability Levels 

Fixed Effects      

Parameter Estimate SE Sig. 95% Confidence Interval 

    Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Intercept 5.70 0.11 *** 5.49 5.70 

Factor1: Content Complexity (Grade Level) 0.64 0.06 *** 0.52 0.77 

Factor 2: Plot Complexity (Rating) 0.21 0.08 ** 0.06 0.36 

Factor 3: Encapsulation (Rating) -0.15 0.08  -0.31 0.01 

Factor 4: Layout and Composition (Rating) 0.13 0.07  -0.01 0.27 

Random Effects      

Random variance 0.16 0.05 ** 0.06 0.26 

Residual variance 0.17 0.02 *** 0.12 0.22 

Note. Dependent variable: Overall readability level. 

*p < .05; ** p <. 001; ***p < 0001 

Discussion 

We begin this discussion section by revisiting the research questions that guided this study. They 

were: What factors mattered to teachers when considering text complexity of graphic novels? 

(Consequently, what did not matter as much?) And what do teachers consider when planning for 

instruction using graphic novels? Both content and prior knowledge were paramount for 

teachers. Notably, these are features that can be found in any type of text.  

Teachers were concerned with the need to develop prior knowledge for their students so that they 

could engage with the text fully. Additionally, teachers approached texts through the lens of both 

standards alignment and content alignment. When texts contained possibilities for applications 

across content areas, teachers noted these affordances and pointed to curricular standards as an 

additional foundation for thinking about complexity. Teachers framed these texts as a means to 

convey and share the instructional standards they were required to teach. Furthermore, the 

teachers in this study explored comics to address these standards. This speaks to the utility of the 

books and their overall instructional value as teachers connected texts readily to concepts that 

would need to be part of the curriculum.  
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Story Still Matters Most  

It might be useful to note that this study took place in the context of a wider culture of book 

bans. At the time of this writing, that conversation has not diminished. In this context, teachers 

were working with students in large groups for the first time as schools began to reopen due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The possibility of trauma, as well as global and community health 

risks, were potential environmental factors that might have impacted teacher responses, as well 

as social and political divisions. Pushback on text choices has continued since then (Goncalves et 

al., 2024).  

For teachers, the content presented in a story was of paramount importance. The structure and 

nature of the story itself, the prior knowledge required to grasp the narrative, and the design and 

affordances of the text as a graphic novel were among the factors considered by teachers. 

However, teachers approached the texts provided in this study with responses and comments that 

could be shared about a traditional prose novel, classical poetic work, or film. The presence of 

potentially triggering content, including violence, sexual content, and complex topics that would 

take time to process as a community, was prevalent when teachers considered the texts’ 

complexity. To that end, content and narrative structure were the most salient categories 

identified as part of the survey instrument. 

As one teacher suggested, “I believe the level of violence and darkness of the humor places this 

book in the (very mature) 7th grade and 8th grade range,” while another wrote, “I think kids as 

young as 3rd grade are ready for ideas such as ‘who am I?’ and ‘who do I want to be?’ Diana 

faces these questions in a way that is exciting and intense, without being too scary.” 

Standards Alignment or Classroom Application Mattered 

Teacher responses included commentary on how they would use texts, as well as which 

standards and content areas could be addressed with the provided texts. One teacher connected a 

book to the potential for writing instruction and class structures, writing, “This book could be 

used in so many ways. You could use this book with writing groups, during morning meetings, 

or seminars. I really enjoyed this book.” Another commented, “This would be great to use in 

small groups with Writing Instruction,” and another added, “This would be a great title to use 

with small groups (feelings, theme, writing).” In working through texts, teachers expressed their 

thinking about the ways that books might be shared, either in whole group settings or within the 

context of small group instruction. 

In addition to writing instruction and class structures, teachers noted possibilities for thinking 

about classroom conversations and dialogue. One teacher commented that a book could open up 

classroom dialogue, writing, “I think this graphic novel will open up opportunities for some 

amazing discussions about the impact of race.” In thinking through the use of When Stars Are 

Scattered, one teacher connected the content of the graphic novel with the potential for dialogue 

in arriving at a potential grade level equivalent for the book:  

Many of these students have background knowledge about many of the themes discussed 

in this text (mental health, diverse abilities, etc.) which can help them develop empathy 

with the main character, Omar, which can lead to very good classroom conversations.  

These instructional implications for writing and dialogue, though not directly addressed by any 

item on our instrument, were an appreciable part of how teachers reflected on the books for their 
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students. For participants in this study, the next pedagogical steps and tentative plans they would 

employ were an embedded part of their responses to reading. The texts, then, were not an end in 

themselves but existed in alignment with additional aspects of curricular focus. 

Additionally, complexity matched grade level and curricular concerns. One teacher noted that a 

text would be considered “5th grade because it goes along with our curriculum.” Another 

mentioned that a book would be considered appropriate for a particular grade level because of 

“astounding connections to 5th grade social studies standards.” The inclination to connect texts 

based on content reflected the awareness teachers had about how books might or might not fit 

into the wider conceptualizations of instruction, a planning step that linked the texts with 

concerns of prior knowledge and a wider network of interdisciplinary content. 

Instructional Implications 

With so much happening that is worthwhile in comics, it would be a misplaced and neglected 

opportunity not to use them in reading and writing work with students. Traditionally, classroom 

libraries are organized by reading level numbers and letters without regard for the other 

additional aspects of complexity. Graphic novels often exist in their own space in libraries apart 

from the rest of the reading materials. Based on our findings, we have identified four 

generalizable ideas for teachers and libraries to consider in grades 4 through 8.   

Literary Structures Count  

As educators and literacy researchers, we continually strive to connect our students with books 

that impact them and engage them. While comics and graphic novels might not be the most 

expedient form of reading for all students, including them in classroom and school libraries can 

potentially create avenues of continued connection and recursive literacy practice. The types of 

plots, both abstract and linear, that were featured in the graphic novels rose to the surface of 

conversation as a consideration for participants. The educators who took part in this study 

unpacked many features of the books they explored; the ontology of text is not limited to one 

genre or mode. The layered nature of comics design can lead to rich conversations with students 

about what features they find appealing and which ones they have to reread and (re)explore 

closely.  

Background Knowledge Matters 

Educators pointed to the effectiveness of graphic novels in fostering background knowledge, as 

well as the importance of carefully curating books that did not require additional knowledge as 

entry points. The information delivered in comic form is often condensed and concise (e.g., 

safety features on airlines), and graphic novels can be used intentionally as central or paired texts 

that supply students with efficient means to build prior knowledge – a key ingredient of 

comprehension. Educators are tasked with a wide range of content to explore and assess 

throughout the school year. Graphic novels were a means by which educators could connect 

materials to their curricular standards. 

Knowledge of Readers 

It cannot be assumed that a single comic narrative will engage all readers; the books explored in 

this study ranged from simple princess adventure stories featuring popular characters to 

researched historical narratives. Taking the time to get to know students helps educators know 
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the steps that should be taken in literacy instruction. This is achieved both through informal 

assessments, such as open conversation and interaction around books and characters during 

reading times in the school day, as well as through data gathering opportunities in more formal 

assessments throughout the year. Both quantitative and qualitative dimensions are key 

components of text complexity; ensuring that levels of maturity are appropriate for readers and 

that both representation and relatability are present in classroom libraries is careful and vital 

work.       

Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on these findings, we suggest that future research might explore other factors that teachers 

consider when making instructional decisions about using graphic novels for instruction across 

disciplines and other contexts. Many teachers considered content alignment (part of the story 

component) when deciding if the text was appropriate for certain grade levels. Conversation has 

continued around controversial issues and representation in books, and this topic requires further 

attention for positive change to occur. 

For example, several teachers noted that the content in Blades of Freedom: A Tale of Haiti, 

Napoleon, and the Louisiana Purchase and When Stars are Scattered aligned with the social 

studies standards in some grade levels. We contend that graphic novels could be beneficial 

resources for content area instruction in social studies or science, based on these findings and 

note that more work can be done in these disciplinary literacies to highlight what comics can 

share.  

Because many nonfiction genres are represented as graphic novels (e.g., biographies, memories, 

expository, narrative nonfiction) as well as some related fiction genres such as historical fiction, 

learning more about how to use comics can be helpful for preservice and in-service teachers.   

Considering all the materials teachers have available to them for planning instruction, we would 

also like to know more about the factors that increase the likelihood of selecting graphic novels 

for instructional purposes, including the presence of any cultural biases about the medium. 

Future research might focus on the choices teachers make when considering graphic novels in a 

range of other text options.  

Additionally, these findings indicate that teachers considered story and content as the most 

salient factors that had an impact on text complexity. We suggest that these factors might have 

been considered the most important to teachers because they parallel factors found in traditional 

texts. We did not ask teachers to rate their level of comfort or level of use regarding graphic 

novels prior to the survey; therefore, it is possible that these participants found the story and 

content factors as the most relevant complexity factors because they were leaning on their own 

prior knowledge, experiences, and preferences with literature.  

To account for this lingering question, we suggest conducting another mixed methods study that 

includes items related to perceptions and use of graphic novels in addition to the items related to 

the specific complexity factors. Having that information would allow the researcher to determine 

the correlational impacts of the teachers’ prior use of graphic novels for instruction on the factors 

they deem as most important. It would be helpful to know if the story and content factors 

continue to surface, even among teachers who consider themselves experienced with graphic 

novel use in the classroom. We wonder if composition/layout or encapsulation would have been 
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more important factors for teachers who are more familiar with graphic novels, or if those visual 

elements continue to be surpassed by story and content factors, regardless of the teachers’ level 

of use.  

A Need for Attention to Graphic Novels as Multimodal Texts for Skill Development and 

Reading Motivation 

Standards are written that focus on theater and film, but more attention can be given to comics. 

Some content area standards mention charts and maps as a form of visual literature, but there is 

still room for emphasis on this type of reading and composition. While standards mention 

photographs, drawn/illustrated narratives do not. Without explicitly naming graphic novels as 

instructional material, teachers may be reluctant to include these texts in their classroom 

practices. The authors recognize a need to acknowledge graphic novels as text in both standards 

and curriculum. 

Texts like the Nathan Hale books held immediate content connections for social studies 

standards. Additionally, books like When Stars Are Scattered and Guts carried social/emotional 

learning affordances. Because the standards were at the forefront of teachers’ minds when 

examining these books for text complexity, it is reasonable to include comics in the standards to 

be more explicit about ways that they can be utilized in literacy instruction. 

Conclusion 

Teachers’ perceptions in this study suggest that, despite having unique visual designs and 

features, the elements of story and content that are part of all books are most influential for 

teachers when considering the readability of comics. Thus, teachers can consider using comics to 

design engaging reading and writing instructions and to teach standards. Even though graphic 

novels have existed for more than 50 years, the research on graphic novels in schools is still in 

development.  

Ultimately, educators in this study helped make the case that the comics medium is a viable form 

of text for classroom use with an upper elementary and middle school age range. From creating 

connections across content to crafting writing engagements, educators actively envisioned their 

instruction as it would be impacted by using these texts. The continued debate around the 

“bookish” nature of comics exists, but evidence continues to suggest the potential for complexity 

in comics. 

We hope this mixed-method research has opened the window for scientific investigation into 

when and how graphic novels should be applied for effective literacy instruction. As we continue 

to foster environments of critical thought and embrace what literacy means for our students, we 

can continue to seek ways to center story and voice through words and images. 
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Abstract 

This case study examines an undergraduate course (Critical Reading and Community) to 

demonstrate how literacy education can move beyond traditional skills-based and test-driven 

approaches. Drawing from critical literacy and community-engaged practices, the course 

challenges the assumption that literacy is limited to decoding and comprehension skills. Instead, 

the paper argues for more innovative pedagogical practices that transform and challenge deficit 

perspectives. Through this course, reading is reimagined as a social practice connected to 

identity, community and civic responsibility. The text Every Falling Star was used to engage 

students with multimodal projects facilitated to allow interrogation of pressing social issues and 

make connections with their lived experiences. Assignments such as cultural identity maps, 

community service projects, and literacy autobiographies help the students develop critical 

consciousness while positioning literacy as a tool for advocacy and social transformation. The 

findings from the course artifacts revealed four themes: literacy as identity work, literacy beyond 

traditional texts, and collective knowledge-making and civic engagement as literacy practice. By 

reimagining the purposes and practices of literacy, higher education can better prepare students 

to not only read but to change the world as they read.   

Keywords: literacy, critical reading and community, identity, civic engagement, college course 

 

Reading the World, Changing the World: Reimagining Literacy in College Classrooms  

 

 

Introduction 

 

Traditional higher education literacy courses have been molded by a skills-based paradigm 

where reading is framed as primarily text comprehension and analysis, vocabulary, and a heavy 

focus on decoding skills (Feller et al., 2020; Howard et al., 2018). While that practice model 

might serve some institutions for (formative and summative) assessments models, what is 

neglected is the deeper purpose and impact of literacy on the instructor and the students. One 

way to look at the significance of literacy is that it helps to make meaning of lived experiences. 

Literacy is not neutral: it connects one’s identity, connects texts with the real world, with civic 

engagement, and it is through literacy that individuals are able to intentionally engage with 

multimodal texts (Vasquez, 2017). While some might believe that literacy is simply the ability to 
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read and write, critical scholars like Freire (1993) and Eisner (1991) argue that literacy is much 

more than that; it is also a social and political practice. Critical literacy empowers learners to 

question, make critiques, and address societal problems, an approach that is central to 

meaningful education. In recent years, many academic institutions have been open to 

community-based learning and partnerships for service learning as well as civic engagement 

initiatives. This paper explores an innovative approach to the aforementioned to (re) imagine 

literacy instruction. This college reading course, Critical Reading and Community, creates a 

space for dialogic exchanges, civic engagement, and self-reflection, building on the historical 

foundation while addressing a gap in literacy instruction. By merging critical literacy with 

community-engaged practices, this course disrupts deficit models of literacy and reflects how 

higher education can foster both academic skills and social transformation.  

 

The (re)imagining of literacy instruction was anchored by the text Every Falling Star by Sungju 

Lee—a memoir that evokes amongst others, themes of survival and resilience. While more 

conventional literacy narratives like, Sherman Alexie’s “Superman and Me” or Malcolm X’s 

autobiography are often utilized to teach reading, Every Falling Star was used because it offers a 

global perspective, enriches classroom discussions and is in alignment with community-engaged 

learning outcomes. Moreover, it tackles issues of identity and collective survival, which allowed 

students to make personal connections with social issues while interrogating social issues and 

reflected on their identities, while disrupting deficit perspectives. This work was guided by the 

question—To what extent can literacy instruction challenge traditional norms in higher 

education while cultivating a sense of agency and responsibility toward civic engagement? 

Building on scholarship that critiques narrow, skill-based understandings of literacy, this study 

draws on critical literacy as a framework for reimagining college reading courses as empowering 

and civic-centered.  

 

Literature Review 

 

Do college students not know how to read? This question is a common question, especially when 

I reveal that I teach College Reading. Criticism has been raised about why students take college 

reading courses, with many assuming it is only for those who are ill-prepared and poorly perform 

on college entrance assessments. Despite the assumptions, college reading courses have been 

historically prevalent and have stayed around in most higher education institutions because they 

are valuable to college students’ literacy (Bunch et al., 2020; Nadelson et al., 2022). These 

courses are not always widely accepted by the general public and are often shunned by some 

educators in the institutions in which they are offered. Scholars (Jamieson, 2013; Pearlman, 

2013; Rhodes, 2013) posit that contextualizing, critically engaging and applying knowledge of 

what is read, are crucial elements to college reading. Yet, they have found college readers often 

struggle with traditional reading models, partly due to the practices in secondary grades that do 

not transfer well in college spaces. For example, some of the strategies and texts used in previous 

grades do not translate well when applied to complex texts in higher education (Young & Potter, 

2017). A critique of traditional models is that instruction is based on skills-based instruction and 

limits the lived experiences of its’ learners. These approaches might inadvertently reinforce 

deficit perspectives by minimizing the learners’ experiences rather than celebrating them as 

assets. This limitation is in contrast with research that situates literacy as being intimately tied to 

identity, power, and civic engagement (Holschuh, & Paulson, 2013; Lavonier, 2015). 
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Reading is considered a gateway to success in education and is paramount for academic 

development (Fatiloro et al., 2017). It is viewed as a cultural enhancer — a conscious literacy 

process that influences attitudes, beliefs, and judgments of the readers (Holt, 1998; Panigrahi et 

al., 1996). Reading has the potential to boost quality of life, not just in education but also in other 

spheres (Chettri & Rout, 2013). Reading is what Quadri and Abomoge (2013) consider a key to a 

wealth of knowledge, and experiences that link people way beyond time or distance. An 

important part of the discussion is the need for experiential and situated learning in reading 

courses, which allows a comprehensive approach to help students develop as they progress 

through college. This approach helps activate prior knowledge and transform their new 

experiences with interactive exercises that support their active learning in literacy (Lavonier, 

2015). Instead of seeing literacy as functional reading and writing, we should (re)frame our 

thoughts to envision literacy as a lens to encompass broader social practices in our everyday 

lives. This lens allows us to better an abundance of information, generate and share content that 

is meaningful while become informed, critical consumers and creators of information (Chen, 

2018). Building on the literature that highlights the impact reading has on developing literacy, 

using the critical literacy framework, makes sense to move the work forward. Critical literacy 

helps us to move past seeing reading as just a skill and move towards extending the discussion 

by foregrounding the role the reader plays in reconstructing meaning of the work they engage in. 

Critical literacy helps to cultivate critical awareness and social responsibility.  

 

Community-Engaged Practices 

 

Research demonstrates that there are benefits to connecting community-based organizations and 

environments with student learning outcomes to enhance literacy practices (Carlisle et al., 2017; 

Mayer et al., 2019). Community-engaged learning, often referred to as community service 

learning (Jacoby, 1996; Mitchell, 2008), has been well established in higher education. This 

pedagogical approach becomes deeper when students can partner with the community and 

engage with real-world issues (Mitchell, 2008; Stanton et al., 1999). Through these experiences, 

students become active learners as they intersect community experiences with theory and the 

curriculum.  Engaging with literacy in this way allows the students to find “restorative” 

opportunities outside of traditional classroom settings as they make connections with home, 

school, and the community (Lee et al., 2020). While historically, these approaches have been 

documented across many disciplines in academia, literacy (and specifically undergraduate 

reading courses) instruction is not traditionally a prominent focus. The Critical Reading and 

Community course was designed with the principle of connecting texts and lived experiences 

with civic responsibility. Students developed their literacy through dialogic exchanges, service-

learning opportunities, and multimodal texts (video/audio images etc.) resulting in a poster 

session activity. The growth of multimodal platforms has reshaped how we understand literacy.   

 

Wilber (2014) argues that literacy involves interpreting, critiquing, and acquiring meaning across 

a range of modes and media. Experiences such as these disrupt assumptions about literacy being 

one-dimensional, and instead allow students to link the texts read in class with real-world 

contexts while actively assuming roles as knowledge producers and not just passive receivers of 

knowledge— being critically engage. When students can connect with organizations and learn 

outside traditional classrooms, they explore their power in learning and their communities, which 
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builds confidence and allows for transformative experiences (Lee et al., 2020). These 

community-engaged literacy practice experiences fit within current service-learning traditions 

while addressing a literacy gap.  In the next section, I share more context about the Critical 

Reading and Community course and its structure.  

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

Critical Literacy  

 

Shor (1999) posits that people can redefine themselves through alternative rhetoric and dissident 

projects. He explains that this is the beginning of critical literacy as it lends the opportunity to 

question the world, engage in discourse, and explore identities. Authors (Huh, 2016; Lewiston et 

al., 2002) have conceptualized that critical literacy is more than just reading and writing; instead, 

literacy is the focus on the values that people associate with reading and writing skills alongside 

their connected ideologies. I framed this work in critical literacy, to change social and academic 

discourses about how to approach reading in higher education, to expand opportunities and invite 

learners to interrogate texts, connect classrooms with their lived experiences, and pursue and 

construct alternative paths to develop meaning and connection.  Researchers (Chen, 2018; 

Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Rogers, 2002) claim that critical literacy promotes a democratic 

system that can lead to social transformation or social reform. Critical literacy refers to actively 

analyzing texts to gain a better understanding of power, inequality, and injustice in human 

relationships. The goal is for “transformation of dominant ideologies, cultures, economies, 

institutions, and political systems” (Luke, 2012, p.5). Critical literacy consists of finding, 

critiquing and disrupting dominant practices in literacy, for social transformation (Rogers, 2002). 

Clarifying critical literacy is essential to prevent the continuous misunderstandings that occur 

among educators (Novianti et al., 2020); I want to reiterate that it is more than just reading and 

writing it is connecting ones’ understanding (after reading) to the world for empowerment 

purposes (Freire & Macedo, 1987). This approach allows students to explore and interpret social 

powers in texts and take action to correct unjust situations (Adams, 2024).  

 

While some mistakenly conflate critical literacy with other “critical” terms, such as critical 

reading and critical writing, critical thinking represents only one part of the foundation of critical 

literacy. Critical thinking mostly focuses on evaluating the credibility of the text being used, and 

engaging in problem solving, where critical literacy goes beyond that. It encourages students to 

confront and challenge social injustices by unmasking ideologies deeply embedded in the work, 

language, texts, ideas, and to question socially constructed identities to make room for a more 

just world (Novianti et al., 2020). Critical literacy therefore supports students’ ability to hone in 

on their own critical consciousness through projects and critique analysis opportunities. These 

skills are necessary when attempting to infuse community engaged activities into the college 

literacy learning process.  

 

Context & Participants  

 

This course, Critical Reading and Community, is a three-credit-hour interdisciplinary course 

offered to undergraduate students. Each week’s discussion and activities are based on meeting 

the school learning outcomes (SLO) such as the following: SLO 2: Independent 
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Thought/Original Insights: Students will marshal an analysis, which strongly demonstrates 

individual investment in an interpretation, insightful discernment, and understanding of the 

reading. Another focus might be: SLO 5:Students will develop an interdisciplinary 

understanding of the liberal arts by connecting readings and writing assignments to a variety of 

academic, pedagogic and contemporary issues. Each class session is 75 minutes long and lasts 

for about 15 weeks. Classes typically include group activities, leading discussions, and lectures 

delivered as a face-to-face modality. The sessions include assigned class, and homework 

readings, group projects, reflection papers, quizzes, and community service.  There are usually 

up to 24 undergraduate students enrolled in each class every semester from a wide range of 

majors including Biology, Education, Information Technology, fine arts etc. Some students 

pursued these fields as their majors, while others pursued their minors. The class is diverse in 

terms of cultural backgrounds, with a strong mix of native English speakers, English learners, as 

well as a wide range of ethnic and cultural identities. The anchor text utilized in this course, was 

Every Falling Star by Sungju Lee, which is a memoir with prevalent themes including: 

resilience, belonging, perseverance, food insecurity, and fostering friendships, all while 

connecting these themes to real-world contexts. Below, I explain four major assignments used in 

this non-traditional approach to literacy in the reading course. Assignments like the ones 

mentioned below offer a departure from traditional text-based only approaches.  

 

Focus Assignments for Pedagogical Practice  

 

1. Literacy Autobiography: For this assignment, students trace their literacy journeys, 

sharing prior and current assumptions about literacy to validate their diverse 

experiences. The student stories highlight either the influences for either the love or hate 

for reading. Through their writing, they elaborate on the individuals (parents, family 

members, educators) who had significant impact on their current stance. In the literacy 

autobiography, they focus on childhood, teenage/college years, and future considerations, 

as an option they can choose to interview someone else. This assignment allows the 

students to imagine new tools or enhance current tools that they believe would be 

impactful in their literacy journeys. The results from this assignment show that when 

students are given the opportunity to recall their experiences with reading, they are better 

able to name the barriers they face and are more willing to counter deficit perspectives 

about their struggles.  

 

2. Cultural Identity Maps – This assignment allows students to create visual 

representations of their identities as lenses for reading, interpretation, and meaning-

making. Through this assignment, the learners create visual representations of themselves 

and how they want to be perceived. The visual presentations allow them to connect their 

identities to literacy and share their perspective from diverse vantage points. For 

example, one slide asks them to introduce their background and culture and share the 

importance of literacy in their upbringing. The reflection opportunities guide the 

presenter (the student) into challenging norms about what literacy looks like through 

diverse languages and traditions. It also allows them to make connections with the 

experiences of characters (from Every Falling Star) we encounter while reading the texts.  
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3. Digital Media Critiques – Throughout the class, students critically analyze media-

related texts, allowing for discussion on culture, current news, migration, and civic issues 

amongst many other topics while making connections with Every Falling Star. For 

example, one of the assignments, entitled Social Media and Prejudice, prompts students 

to interrogate how digital platforms reinforce or disrupt bias, stereotypes and 

misunderstandings, we consider memes and gifs and other social media posts. This 

assignment allows the class to build critical media literacy skills and to challenge 

assumptions that reading only happens in traditional forms. The intention of this activity 

was to expand the curriculum to contemporary, multimodal literacies.  

 

4. Group Dialogues & Collaborative Practices – This course offers opportunities for 

individual work but encourages group dialogues and collaborative practices. Embedded 

in the course are intentional and structured opportunities for students to engage with each 

other and deepen their understanding of the different concepts as they broaden their 

perspectives. Instead of siloed readings, students participate in collective meaning-

making by sharing interpretations, and questioning ideologies.   

a. Circle discourse-small class group discussions that allow every student to share 

their voice in a smaller setting. 

b. Peer-led demonstrations- students take the lead on the discussions and activities, 

positioning themselves as co-teachers and thought leaders. 

c. Turn and talks-short, paired conversations that allow for immediate exchanges 

before reentering the conversations as a whole (class) group.  

d. Text-interrogation practices of challenging and unpacking the texts to unmask 

implicit and explicit understanding. 

e. Collaborative research and presentations-group efforts to seek information from 

credible sources and share critical insights and collective analysis.  

 

5. Civic Engagement Projects – The community service projects completed in this course 

aim to tie literacy to civic responsibility. Each student identifies a social issue in the texts 

that is also prevalent in their own communities, and throughout the semester, they 

research ways to combat these issues through community service.  Towards the end of 

the class, instead of a final exam, the students engage in a research poster session to allow 

other students and faculty to see how they have connected their community service with 

the text and literacy in general. The students can engage with scholarly and community 

sources and move away from simple recall activities but instead towards evaluation, 

critique, and reflection.  This activity positions them as knowledge producers (and 

sharers) rather than passive consumers. This activity challenges the assumption that 

literacy ends in the classroom — instead, literacy is shown as a lived practice with real-

world consequences.  

 

The practices disrupt traditional classroom hierarchies, where the instructor is the sole 

knowledge giver, and the students are “receptacles of knowledge” in the teaching and learning 

process.  Through these practices, the instructor is not centered; rather, they are facilitators in 

repositioning students as co-constructors of knowledge.   

 

Methodology 
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This qualitative case study examined one undergraduate course, Critical Reading and 

Community. This approach was taken to allow an in-depth exploration of how students engaged 

with the course texts, activities, and community-based experiences. Through this approach, there 

is visibility in how my students explore literacy practices to make meaning. Throughout the 

semester, they are given opportunities to form their own ideas within a reading course.  I always 

consider my positionality as I plan these activities and engage in reflective thinking (Harvey et 

al., 2025; Mohamed, 2022) to ensure that there is little opportunity for any bias from me that 

influences their decisions. 

 

Researcher Positionality  

 

I find myself situated as an insider (Herr & Anderson, 2014), where I am a researcher examining 

the phenomenon of unconventional literacy teaching practices, yet I am also a reading professor, 

so I am a member of this community, and the work directly affects me. I have been teaching this 

college reading course for four years and have made several modifications to meet students' 

needs. My positionality is integral to the message being presented, considering my background 

and (K-12) experience with literacy content as well as the lens through which I am analyzing.  I 

also recognize the relevance of taking opportunities to enhance my pedagogical approaches 

based on new knowledge.  Due to my dual role as both the professor and the researcher, I 

maintained a reflective stance throughout the analysis. Observations and analysis of artifacts 

were not only used for triangulation but were also used to critically examine potential 

positionality biases. By acknowledging the dual role of being the instructor and researcher, the 

study allows for transparency in the interpretive process.  

 

Data Sources 

 To capture a rich and layered understanding of the course, multiple sources were collected and 

analyzed.   

 

a. Student artifacts: Written assignments along with collaborative projects were used to gain 

insight into the students’ interpretation of ideas and demonstrate critical reading skills.   

b. Reflections: Reflections were completed weekly on the happenings of the text, Every 

Falling Star as well as towards the end of the class to see their perception of their newly 

acquired knowledge and the impact on this new knowledge on how they now saw their 

own communities and experiences.  

c. Community service project: Documentation of the students' account of their civic 

engagement (community service project) highlighted a need that the students saw and 

wanted to apply their knowledge of to create change within their communities. I used a 

thematic analysis framework to effectively identify recurring patterns across different 

data sources. The themes were initially inductively generated from the students’ artifacts 

and journals to capture emergent insights. These themes were then triangulated with the 

teacher observations to strengthen validity. This triangulation enabled the information to 

be cross-checked and to illuminate consistency.  

 

Key Findings and Interpretation 
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Researchers (Kerr & Frese, 2017; Wilber, 2014) have been doing work about college courses, 

reading and literacy for years. Yet, a gap remains in how current (College Reading) classes can 

take on innovative, untraditional approaches to gain new perspectives on literacy instruction.  

This work revealed four themes that highlight how significant it is to allow students to engage 

with a text, connect it with the community, and center themselves and their experiences in the 

process. The following were unearthed: a) Identity as Literacy b) Literacy Beyond Texts c) 

Collective Knowledge-Making and d) Civic Engagement as Literacy Practice. These 

assignments represent an innovative approach to pedagogy that repositions the learners as co-

constructors of knowledge.  

 

Theme 1: Literacy as Identity Work  

 

Students recognized their cultural backgrounds as a central part of the writing and reading 

practices in the Critical Reading and Community college course. Through activities like the 

literacy autobiography and the cultural identity maps, the students brandished their linguistic, 

cultural, and personal backgrounds as powerful resources of making meaning in literacy. I 

attempted to center Funds of Knowledge (Kiyama & Rios-Aguilar, 2018; Moll et al., 2006) in 

my approach as it was important to remind the students that they do not enter the class as blank 

slates. In fact, they enter the room already filled with rich knowledge and experiences that are 

integral to their learning journeys. This helped to solidify the knowledge that “academic literacy” 

is not separate nor neutral from identities.  The responses shown below were from an 

assignment, a literacy autobiography. This assignment (as shown in Appendix A) asks the 

students to center their past and current experiences about reading and literacy through their own 

eyes. They were to include their early lives as evidence of factors that shaped their current 

literacy identities. In the examples shown below, three students, two English learners and a 

native English speaker shared their experiences through their course reflection. The first student 

snippet below shared the following: 

 

 
Understanding the nuances in students’ literacy experiences are impactful to me, because it 

allows me as their reading instructor to be more inquisitive about innovative ways to support 

them. As an English learner, this student was able to build on her knowledge of vocabulary 

through the freedom and early exploration of books. We see how these initial readings sparked 

curiosity and shaped her relationship with reading. While her experience shows the power of 
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intent (through their teacher's action) in having a supportive classroom space, the next example 

reveals a different path to literacy, one shaped by the family unit. In her reflection, she shared: 

 

 
 Similar to the previous student’s memories on their early experiences --- shaped by curiosity as 

an emergent reader, the second reflection underscores how powerful of a role the family plays in 

forming foundations for literacy development. The literacy autobiography revealed the 

connection between practices in the homes and the development of bilingual literacy. The final 

student example to help illustrate how literacy can function as identity work. This student, a 

native English speaker shared: 

 

 
 

Collectively, the narratives shared a rich diversity of experiences. The literacy autobiographies 

became an essential tool for me to better understand how to tailor my lessons so that my students 

could feel like they were being considered. What this assignment was meant to do was unearth 

how identity manifests itself in literacy and allows me as the instructor to use that knowledge to 

propel more ideas to meet the students where they are academically.  I used this assignment to 

gain authentic responses from them, which in turn allowed me to adjust my approach for the best 

outcome in their learning process. Assignments of this nature help to foster reflection, deepen 

connections with current educational practices, honor student identities, and support their 

growth.  This theme and examples challenge the assumption that literacy is neutral and detached 

from one’s identity. 

  

Theme 2: Literacy Beyond Traditional Texts 
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Some activities utilized in the reading course allowed the students to engage with digital and 

community-based literacies to expand perceptions of what is truly considered literacy. As we 

read the texts, Every Falling Star, the guiding materials prompted the students to examine social 

issues such as authoritarianism, surveillance, migration, resilience, and many social issues. 

Students were then able to draw parallels between the struggles in the text that the characters 

were experiencing and inequities in their own communities (e.g., food insecurity, immigration 

challenges, social classism, inequity). The class discussions and digital media critiques allowed 

the students to see literacy as a way to interrogate social conditions, not just analyze narrative 

form. The variation in assignments created an opportunity for them to use various types of texts 

(as seen in Appendix B) to aid in their discussions.  The question asked was, whether, they 

believed social media increased, decreased or had no bearing on stereotypes or prejudice. The 

students were to using evidence found on social media to prove their point. The following was 

one of the responses to the above question. The first student response said they believed social 

media reduced stereotypes and used two posts to help solidify their stance shown below: 

 

 
 

 Another student responded to the same question with an opposing viewpoint. They argued that 

social media increases prejudice and stereotypes, using online examples and evidence they felt 

compelled to share.   
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Both types of responses enabled students to engage in classroom discussions grounded in their 

individual perspectives while supporting their points with evidence. These responses 

demonstrate that the class provides opportunities for students to formulate their own conclusions 

about relevant topics. The second theme challenges the assumption that literacy is limited to 

print-based texts and encourages the inclusion of diverse forms of texts within college 

classrooms. 

 



32 
 

Theme Three: Collective Knowledge Making 

 

The third finding, Collective Knowledge Making, foregrounds students’ intellectual growth 

across the semester.  As students engaged with the course texts, they increasingly approached 

reading as a cumulative practice, which required them to make connections amongst classroom 

assignments, materials and, discussion in other courses along with out of class experiences 

outside of the classroom. By the end of the semester, I examined whether or not students made 

these connections but, also assessed if they understood why the connections mattered, especially 

as it relates to their academic and lived experiences. To assess this in their reflections (Appendix 

C), I asked them to consider the following: 

 

• How do you feel our text and additional readings and resources gave a voice to the issues 

(themes) addressed, as well as the needs and concerns of the individuals in our 

community?  

• Finally, this course began with an assessment of your reading skills. What skills and 

knowledge have you acquired that will help prepare you as you continue your educational 

journey here at this institution?  

 

The students’ reflection responses revealed an emerging awareness of knowledge. In their 

responses, they articulated how these practices shaped their perspectives. These reflections were 

insightful because they showed their understanding of how their learning was interconnected and 

intentional. One student shared the following as a response to the assignment:  

 
This student was able to personalize the connection with the text, identifying a deeper meaning 

that extends beyond the instructor and the boundaries of our learning space. By highlighting a 

connection between humans and animals, the student enriched their overall understanding. 

Another student shared their perspective below: 
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Below is a second example of student responses to the same assignment, making an overarching 

connection between the text and their chosen college major. The students were not restricted in 

how they could respond, but this example is indicative of the value in allowing interpretive 

flexibility, as this example shows the students’ positioning the course connect with their 

academic (and/or career) pursuits. The final example below further indicates the nuances of the 

students’ perceptions. Another student responded to the prompt: 

 

 
These reflections are indicative of how the students met the course learning goals and outcomes 

throughout the semester. Through shared inquiry, we collectively examined fundamental 

concepts and constructed meaning across multiple texts. The students were able to make 

connections with the text and unmask new knowledge. This theme challenges hierarchical 

assumptions about the teacher as the sole authority in the learning process.  

 

Theme 4: Civic Engagement as Literacy Practice  

 

Although some students were initially hesitant, they realized later that their civic contribution 

(through community service) deepened their connections to collaboration, unity, justice, 

resilience, and community. These civic engagement projects enabled students to apply themes 

from the text to real-world issues. The students were asked to identify a social issue in the text 

that was also prevalent in their own communities and find a way to enact support by giving their 

time. There were many exciting discussions about the possibilities, for example, some students 

identified food insecurity as an outstanding issue and decided to volunteer at a local food bank, 

soup kitchen, or food pantry. Others found organizations that supported the elders or children 

and veterans in need, while some students did community clean-up events to give back.  All of 

these opportunities were propelled by discussion and ideas highlighted in the text. This 

assignment and the outcomes reinforced literacy as social practice—reading a text was 

inseparable from reading the world.  Instead of simply reflecting how they could affect change, 

they took action and demonstrated their support for their communities. This indicates that 

literacy could also be a catalyst for community-based problem-solving.  Some of their Final 

reflections showed a shift in perspective: literacy was no longer a private skill but a public tool 

for advocacy and justice.  
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One of the projects highlighted here involved improving the local community through a clean-up 

initiative. The students displayed their service work through poster-style research presentations 

that documented the activities they completed, reinforcing the idea that civic engagement can 

function as a meaningful literacy practice.  

 

 
 

 

Other projects centered on supporting unhoused individuals through volunteer work at a local 

shelter, while another focused on assisting elderly members of the community. This theme 

challenges the assumption that literacy occurs only within the classroom. Overall, the students 

demonstrated the meaningful impact that civic engagement can have on literacy. These projects 

show that literacy is not one-dimensional; rather, the assignments and activities presented here 

illustrate the diverse ways literacy can be practiced and developed. 

  

Discussion 

 

This paper challenges the idea of conventional pedagogy in higher education through a reading 

course. Findings from this work demonstrate that literacy courses should be (re)conceptualized 

as spaces where reading extends beyond print texts to encompass civic action and critical 

reflection; we must also consider the centrality of action (Rogers et al., 2016). The Dialogues and 

collaborations that occurred in class fostered critical consciousness as the students learned with 

each other. The group dialogues created space for students to collaboratively unpack how global 
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issues (like oppression in North Korea) intersect with local struggles (like voter suppression, 

housing inequity) in neighboring communities in the United States, such as in Pennsylvania 

(Philadelphia), the New York boroughs, or Newark and Bayonne in New Jersey. The students 

reported that reading nonfiction text helped them recognize systemic issues from decades ago 

that are still prevailing today and are significantly affecting the youth. 

 

This work vividly illustrates concepts of critical literacy (Alford & Kettle, 2017) in that 

throughout this course, the students were able to critically analyze and reflect on particular texts 

to understand power, transformation, identify biases, and to seek solutions to create change. As 

stated in the introduction, the text Every Falling Star was chosen not only for its historical 

connection to the United States but also for its diverse sociopolitical contexts. This memoir 

explores social issues college-aged students often grapple with. For these undergraduate 

students, they reflected and assessed their positionalities and displayed agency in navigating the 

barriers to their civic engagement.  

 

The findings contribute to the literature in several ways, including first, this work contributes to 

the scholarship on literacy pedagogy by demonstrating how literacy spaces can be 

transformative. Not only do they support the development of students’ reading skills, but they 

also foster civic engagement and critical thinking. Next, this paper expands the conversation on 

critical literacy by demonstrating how students were able to interrogate structures of power and 

envision possibilities for immediate social change within their communities. Moreover, this work 

also positions literacy instruction to foster agency rather than defeated acceptance. Third, this 

work contributes to the literature on student development by illustrating how learners reflect on 

their own positionalities and navigate the barriers they encounter while engaging with texts and 

their lived experiences. Finally, this work challenges conventional perspectives on literacy 

pedagogy by reimagining curricular practices and encouraging educators to consider how 

literacy can advance justice, equity, and transformative approaches to teaching and learning. 

Emphasizing a framework that integrates critical literacy, community engagement, and 

multimodality offers significant potential for deepening student learning and cultivating new 

perspectives on college reading 

 

Limitations 

 

Conscious effort was made regarding trustworthiness and rigor in this paper (Deaton et al., 2022; 

Hill et al., 2005). Nevertheless, several limitations should be considered to provide appropriate 

transparency to the findings. First, the findings are based on a single college reading course, with 

all sections taught by the same professor.  As a result, the extent to which the findings are 

generalizable to other educators or colleges across the United States is uncertain. Considering the 

instructional context, the outcomes might limit replicability. Future research could address these 

limitations by including varied levels of multiple reading courses taught by different faculty 

members over extended periods. These studies would give insight into instruction and context, 

which could have a more significant impact on student outcomes.   

 

 

Conclusion 
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The findings suggest that conventional approaches to literacy should be (re)imagined to support 

students’ critical literacy experiences. There were implications for three areas: teaching, 

research, and policy. In thinking about teaching courses in higher education, it becomes clear 

that identity, multimodality, and civic engagement can be integrated without compromising 

academic rigor. In literacy education, for example, curriculum design should center students’ 

identities, cultures, and diverse backgrounds, particularly within institutions that serve diverse 

student populations. Reading courses in higher education should integrate civic engagement and 

critical discourse, as advancing literacy can no longer focus solely on comprehension. Instead, it 

must also provide opportunities for meaningful reflection and foster responsible, informed 

thinking. From a research perspective, there is a growing need for studies that more explicitly 

connect literacy pedagogy with civic responsibility and critical community practices. Lastly, 

when I think about policy, student outcomes should include civic participation and critical media 

literacy as foundational aspects of the program or literacy course. As educators, we should 

consider replacing traditional examinations with authentic assessments.  

 

This work presents an innovative pedagogical consideration for higher education literacy courses 

that integrates identity, civic engagement, and multimodality while remaining rigorous, 

inclusive, critical, and socially responsive. By reimagining literacy as a transformative social 

practice, this approach challenges conventional frameworks and offers educators a roadmap for 

redefining what literacy can look like. Whether implemented in humanities or education courses, 

these models can be adapted across higher education to support meaningful transformation in 

literacy instruction. 
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Appendix A 

 

ID1500 

Assignment -Literacy Autobiography 

  

• This assignment must be at least 3 pages   

• SINGLE SPACED in length 

• Times New Roman 12-point font 

  

Simply stated, a literacy autobiography is a personal historical account of our experiences in 

learning to read, write, and interpret the world around us. 

Below are suggested formats for completing the literacy autobiography. If you have an idea for 

another format, communicate with me. Instructions: Write an essay providing a literacy 

autobiography of yourself as a reader and a writer. 

 

For this assignment, you will craft a literacy narrative that explores how your experiences with 

reading, writing, language, and meaning making have shaped your identity. You may choose one 

of the options below. Each option asks you to reflect critically, make connections to course 

readings, and articulate how literacy practices influence personal and social identities.  

  

 Option 1: A Three-Part Personal Literacy Journey (Childhood-Adolescence-Future) 

 

(A) Childhood Memory:  

Reflect on an early literacy experience from your childhood – this may come from a classroom, 

your home environment, or your broader community. Consider how you learned something 

about literacy during this moment and how it connects to who you are and your identity today.  

 

(B) Teens/College:  Identify a significant literacy memory from high school or college. 

Discuss how this event builds on, contrasts with, or complicates the childhood memory 

you described in Part A. Connect this later experience to a different key concept or author 

from our course texts.    

 

(C) Future: Drawing inspiration from science fiction and its imaginative vision of the future, 

envision your own literacy practices 5-10 years from now. Consider emerging or 

speculative tools that may shape how you read, write, communicate, or learn—especially 

in relation to your major or intended profession. Explain how these future practices might 

influence your literacy identity.   

 

Option 2 

 

A) Childhood Memory:  

Reflect on an early literacy experience from your childhood – this may come from a classroom, 

your home environment, or your broader community. Consider how you learned something 

about literacy during this moment and how it connects to who you are and your identity today.  
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B) Teens/College: Identify a significant literacy memory from high school or college. 

Discuss how this event builds on, contrasts with, or complicates the childhood memory 

you described in Part A. Connect this later experience to a different key concept or author 

from our course texts.    

 

C) Replace B or C above with an interview of a family member, community member, or 

someone whose literacy experiences interest you. Recount their story in a thoughtful 

narrative and connect their experiences to ideas from our course readings. In addition, 

reflect briefly, on how their story resonates with, challenges, or expands your own 

understanding of literacy and identity.  
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Appendix B 

 

Social Media and Prejudice 

 

Social media has changed the way people interact, share information, and form opinions. Some 

argue that it challenges stereotypes and reduces prejudice by exposing users to diverse 

perspectives. Others believe it reinforces biases through echo chambers, misinformation, and 

algorithm-driven content.  

 

Prompt Do you think social media has increased, decreased, or have no overall effect on 

stereotypic beliefs and prejudicial attitudes? Explain your perspective using specific examples as 

reasoning. Remember you must take a stance, you cannot choose multiple options. Please be sure 

to elaborate to prove your point.  

 

Assignment Requirements: 

 

• Write a 200-word response, clearly articulating your position. 

• Include two images from any social media you desire that supports your argument (e.g. 

screenshots, posts, campaigns, memes, or online interactions). 

• Ensure that your response is well structured, coherent and grammatically correct.   

• Your writing should reflect critical thinking evidence-based reasoning.  
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Appendix C 

 

End of semester assignment: Course Reflection Paper (work on the section that corresponds with 

your course and section this semester).  

 

ID 1500_01 

 

For this assignment, you will write a two-page (at least 600 words) double spaced reflection 

paper based on the questions listed below: 

 

During this past semester, we read Every Falling Star by Sungju Lee and analyzed many social 

issues in and around our community. Moreover, we engaged with community service based on 

issues we saw highlighted in our text and proceeded to give support by giving our time in 

interested areas. We worked with various materials that viewed the struggles highlighted in the 

text through the lens of society, individual experiences, and research.   

 

• How do you feel our text and additional readings and resources gave a voice to the issues 

(themes) addressed, as well as the needs and concerns of the individuals in our 

community?  

• Please cite examples from the text as well as you must have three additional academic 

resources cited in your paper. 

• Finally, this course began with an assessment of your reading skills. What skills and new 

knowledge have you acquired that you feel will help better prepare you as you continue 

your educational journey here at Kean (For example the Community Service project, 

Annotated Bibliography, or the APA formatting practice)? Please focus on the items 

that you did find fulfilling.  

• Please check grammar and conventions as well as you will be required to add an APA 

formatted reference list. 

 

ID 1500_GE 1 Cohort and ID 1500_GE 2 Cohort 

 

Overview:  

This assignment asks you to reflect on your growth as a student during your first semester while 

also connecting your experiences across ID 1500 and ENG 1025. You will write a 2–3-page 

reflection letter (at least 600 words, double-spaced) addressed to your professor. This 

assignment will blend personal reflection with academic analysis, weaving together your 

personal growth, your work in the learning community, and your engagement with Every Falling 

Star and related projects. 

  

Content Requirements:  

Your reflection should include four sections (one paragraph or more each): 

 

Paragraph 1 – My Performance as a Student 

 

• Reflect on your overall performance in college and specifically in the learning 

community. 
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• Are you meeting your own expectations? 

• Where do you see growth and where do you need improvement? 

• What are you most proud of? What was the most challenging? 

 

Paragraph 2 – My Experience in the Learning Community 

 

• Reflect on your experiences in ID 1500 and ENG 1025 as paired courses. 

• How did the community aspect of these classes help you adjust to college? 

• What parts of the learning community supported your success? Which parts were 

difficult? 

• How did your writing, reading, and research skills develop across these courses? 

 

Paragraph 3 – Reflection on Texts, Social Issues, and Service 

 

• Reflect on Every Falling Star by Sungju Lee and how the text gave a voice to issues of 

resilience, injustice, and survival. 

• Connect the themes of the text to the social issues you studied and to your community 

service project. 

• How did additional readings/resources help deepen your understanding of these issues? 

• Cite evidence to help prove your point. 

 

Paragraph 4 – Looking Ahead 

 

• What are your plans for next semester and how will you build on this foundation? 

• What strategies will you continue using? What will you change? 

• Which assignments, readings, or projects (e.g., community service, annotated 

bibliography, APA practice) best prepare you for success? 

• How will you apply these skills and insights to your future college journey? 

 

Formatting Requirements: 

 

• Length: 2–3 pages, double-spaced (minimum 600 words). 

• Format: Letter style, typed. 

• References: APA-formatted in-text citations + a reference list at the end (include Every 

Falling Star and any academic sources used). 

• Check grammar, spelling, and conventions. 
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REFLECTIONS ON MULTILITERACIES THROUGH GLOBAL 

IMMERSION: A NARRATIVE ANALYSIS  

 

DR. BERNADETTE MUSETTI 

 

 
 

Abstract 

In this narrative analysis, I describe ways in which teaching and learning abroad in Bali, 

Indonesia allowed future TK-5 educators to immerse themselves in diverse learning and teaching 

contexts, which promoted multiple literacies, including critical and ecological literacies. This 

immersion experience allowed these university capstone course students opportunities to 

participate in offering greater educational access, to enhance their own pedagogical and cultural 

competence, to broaden their understandings of inclusion, and to critically examine issues around 

the teaching of English as an additional language. Further reflections highlight how teaching 

abroad allowed my students to expand their understandings of teaching and learning in ways that 

traditional clinical and classroom experiences typically cannot, which included the situated, 

place-based cultivation of ecological dispositions and increased awareness of global issues, such 

as problems associated with waste disposal in the Global South. I make the case that ecological 

literacy instruction is imperative for all students, especially future educators. Recommendations 

are offered for infusing ecoliteracy content into teacher preparation programs. 

 

Reflections on Multiliteracies Through Global Immersion: A Narrative Analysis 

 

“I think the most important thing we need to hear is the voice inside 

us which connects us to all beings and to the whole web of life.”  

–Joanna Macy 

 

 

Motivation and Teaching Context 

 

In this article, I describe the ways in which clinical experiences of teaching abroad allowed 

future educators and other students to experience diverse learning and teaching contexts, while 

promoting multiple literacies ⎯ Earth Education and ecological literacy or ‘ecoliteracy’, as well 

as cultural competence, teaching for equity, expanded understandings of inclusion as viewed 

through a cross-cultural perspective, and critical literacy around the teaching of English as an 

additional language. I share examples of how global immersion and teaching abroad allowed 

undergraduate students in their TK-5 teacher preparation capstone course opportunities to 

augment and expand their understanding and experience of teaching and learning in ways that 

traditional clinical experience typically cannot. This claim is supported by the research literature, 
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where clinical experience abroad has been found to have numerous benefits (Chao et al., 2019; 

Mulvaney et al., 2023), including the development of critical awareness and cross-cultural 

understanding, as well as increased self-efficacy. As a teacher educator and professor of 

environmental studies, I understand how important it is to prepare future educators as 

responsible, informed, and effective global citizens who are culturally competent and 

ecologically literate. 

 

Across the state of California, and more broadly the planet we call home, the 2024-2025 year 

was especially frightening. At the university where I prepare aspiring teachers, we watched in 

horror as the devastating fires fed by hurricane strength Santa Ana winds ripped through Los 

Angeles neighborhoods. Fast moving fires, which often follow periods of drought, have become 

increasingly common. When rains do come – the cycle of destruction continues with floods and 

landslides. The term atmospheric river has become part of the public discourse. 2024 was the 

hottest year on record globally. World Wildlife’s most recent Living Planet Report (2024) 

showed a 73% decline in the average size of monitored global wildlife populations in the last 50 

years. Most of the ocean has been negatively impacted by human activity. Land is deforested and 

soil is degraded. Across the globe, from Los Angeles to Delhi, air pollution makes going 

outdoors dangerous many days of the year. The evidence that we are causing our own and only 

planet’s destruction is overwhelming. In my experience, though through no fault of their own, 

most college students, including those planning to become teachers, know very little about the 

ecological crises we are experiencing. Furthermore, across the U.S. and the world, many people 

still do not ‘believe’ in anthropogenic climate change, due to ideological, psychological, or 

structural barriers (Ortiz, 2025). Teacher education and in particular the hands-on clinical 

preparation that future educators engage in must do more to educate teachers about the state of 

the planet. We are living in truly unprecedented times, when educators desperately need this 

knowledge and understanding for themselves, and to share it with their students. It is not 

hyperbole to state that our future may depend on it, as current school-age cohorts constitute our 

future decision-making populations. All students need opportunities to develop multiple 

literacies, including critical and ecological literacies to be informed and effective citizens of the 

world, especially as that world is changing so rapidly and radically.  

 

While some may assume that teaching Earth education/ecological literacy is not for everyone, 

nothing could be further from the truth. Physicist and co-founder of the Center for Ecoliteracy, 

Fritjof Capra (2015) believes it is the great challenge for education this century and one that 

transcends all our differences across race, culture, and class. Because planet Earth is our 

common home, Capra states that creating a sustainable world for our children and for future 

generations is our collective, critical task. It is also important to emphasize that ecoliteracy 

should be taught in relationship to other disciplines, literacies, issues, and as part of cultivating 

systems thinking. 

 

At my institution, I served for many years as the director of the TK-5 teacher preparation B.A. 

degree program and am also a professor of environmental studies. I created and continued to 

teach the capstone course for our future TK-5 teachers titled Education & Global Issues, where 

the primary global issue addressed is ‘the environment’, broadly considered. This includes 

numerous topics, among them climate change, biodiversity, regeneration, environmental justice, 

as well as other more philosophical considerations such as climate grief, climate optimism, and 
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action as an antidote to despair. In the course we also focus on the beauty of the natural world, 

including the aesthetics, meaning, and importance of beauty and adjacent contemplations on 

awe, reverence and other qualities and gifts of nature (Edwards, 2019). One of my main goals for 

the future educators in this course is for them to feel more connected to the natural world and to 

understand and remember that indeed we are nature. I choose readings, activities and 

assignments that help them to cultivate a stronger, more tangible connection with the natural 

world and deeper biophilia, which is the hypothesis that humans have an innate affinity with the 

rest of the natural world and seek connections with nature and other life forms. The first 

principle of ecoliteracy is developing empathy for all life forms. Through study of this and other 

ecoliteracy principles, students come to understand that social emotional intelligence undergirds 

all ecological literacy, which most simply explained is the experience and understanding of how 

nature sustains life, and how to live accordingly.  

 

I also want students to understand our interdependence – with one another and with Earth’s 

species and systems. I want them to understand how we can learn from and with nature about 

how to live as individuals, and at the same time as part of a global community of responsible 

citizens connected through complex systems and webs (Nahar & Tayem, 2024; Nepo, 2018). 

 

Approach and Framing 

 

Multiliteracies, Situatedness and Place-Based Learning 

 

As I endeavor to teach about and connect admittedly big ideas and concepts at the intersection of 

ecological, cultural, and critical literacies, I have found the multiliteracies approach to be a 

valuable theoretical lens. Multiliteracies extends meaning making beyond traditional print-based 

literacy and expands the concept of text to include multiple forms of communication and 

understanding. The multiliteracies theory, which was first put forth by the New London Group in 

1996, has continued to resonate deeply within the educational research community and has been 

updated to include new literacies and digital technologies, including artificial intelligence 

(Kalantis & Cope, 2025). Multiliteracies encompasses a) cultural literacy by honoring diversity 

across linguistic and cultural communities, b) ecological literacy by recognizing our global 

connectedness, interdependence, and a focus on systems and sustainability, and c) critical 

literacy by emphasizing power relationships across all contexts and at all levels, questioning the 

status quo, and privileging marginalized voices to promote greater justice and reduce inequality, 

while also validating students’ identities and diverse ways of knowing. To this framing I add the 

work of Yosso (2005), who expanded the concept of recognizing and honoring cultural capital in 

ways that are valuable and relevant in education, beyond the knowledge, networks, and literacies 

traditionally recognized and valued in schooling contexts. Importantly, multiliteracies in teacher 

preparation includes understanding nature as well as theory and practice to inform teaching and 

extends to an appreciation of other cultures (and I would add an appreciation of other species). 

Multiliteracies is marked by student engagement in meaningful dialogue, critical thinking, and 

meeting the needs of all students, thus promoting social justice through education. Using a 

multiliteracies approach, learners read the (multimodal) word to solve problems and impact their 

world (Freire, 1970) across and within a diversity of texts, media, languages, cultures, interests 

and needs (Karkar Esperat, 2024). The multiliteracies approach is relevant to the framing of my 

work in the capstone course with its immersion abroad component, in that students experienced 

https://oxfordre.com/education/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore-9780190264093-e-1890
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multiple literacies, diverse ways of knowing, and types of capital encompassed within this 

framework. 

 

The concepts of situated practice and situated cognition are core to a multiliteracies approach and 

to our capstone course in that students were encouraged to make meaning through multimodal 

learning beyond just language, including for example, visual, spatial, auditory, and importantly 

kinesthetic learning by physical doing, thus linking new information within and beyond the 

classroom, to their backgrounds and lived experience. Learning is embedded in context and 

context matters a great deal; there is no context-free cognition (Vygotsky, 1978). Situated 

cognition and situated practice emphasize the roles of context, culture, and activity in learning 

and within teaching and teacher education highlight communities of learners and social context, 

as well as authentic, real-world learning and skills development (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Although the work of John Dewey predates much of the work on situatedness, his influence on 

learning by doing and experimentation, most notably through the 1938 publication Experience 

and Education, has been significant over the past many decades and remains relevant today, 

where practice and experience are key to the construction of knowledge and skills for future 

educators. Within environmental education and ecological literacy, situatedness is often framed 

as place-based education (Sobel, 2017). Place-Based Education is well aligned with 

multiliteracies as it immerses learners in local culture, ecologies of place, landscapes, 

experiences, and opportunities to learn (PEEC, 2010). Smith and Sobel (2010) state that place- 

and community-based education address two gaps in many students’ experience ⎯ contact with 

the natural world and contact with community. They explain that place-based education is an 

avenue to extend young people’s attention beyond the classroom and to engage students in ways 

that will help them to better navigate and find solutions to the social and environmental problems 

they will inevitably confront later in life. My own teaching experience validates this claim 

regarding gaps in students’ experience with the natural world and with community, which is why 

this type of immersion experience is so critical for students, especially future educators. Teachers 

first need these experiences for themselves, such that they have the pedagogical tools and 

dispositions in place to then be able to offer these experiences to their students. Orman (2025) 

further demonstrates the significance of place-based learning in developing ecoliteracy and 

argues for an approach that includes collective, participatory, creative activity to promote climate 

literacy and eco-literate citizenship.  

 

Cultivating Ecological Dispositions 

 

Joanna Macy, the renowned environmental activist, author, and Buddhist scholar, died in July 

2025 at age 96, while I was writing a draft of this article. I have been greatly influenced by 

Macy’s work, including her Great Turning initiative (Macy & Brown, 2014) and her recognition 

of our need for profound transformation. Macy’s environmental philosophy was that of a deep 

ecology, which recognizes the inherent worth of all living beings (ecocentrism) and the 

interconnectedness of ecosystems; she was a systems thinker and spiritual teacher who 

emphasized personal and social change. In a recent interview she stated: 

 

I think the most important thing we need to hear is the voice inside 

us which connects us to all beings and to the whole web of life. That  

is needed now to counteract the crippling of the modern self, which  
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is cruelly contained, as in a prison cell, by the hyper-individualism   

of the last five centuries…. We have a choice: do we want to give up  

and surrender to the great unraveling, or do we want to join those who  

are working for a liveable future? (McLeod & Macy, 2025). 

 

Likewise, Rose (2017) presents us with a choice as she describes a portrait of human cruelty as 

one side of the human story, but the other side reveals what she feels is so remarkable about us—

our plasticity as a species, where we have great capacity for fellowship with other species and 

the ability to care deeply. She writes “Pulses of harm and care offer a peculiarly telling story of 

the Anthropocene, highlighting multispecies entanglements, conflicting ways of being human, 

mass death, and, through it all…a great and joyful desire for life” (p. G58). We want to sense, 

understand, and experience nature deeply, but most of us have simply never been explicitly 

encouraged and guided to do so. Kimmerer (2013) describes for us how she does just this by 

taking undergraduates to live off and with the land, learning and using traditional ecological 

knowledge. Students need this type of Earth education and lived experience to be able to go 

forward with wisdom and resilience. Orr (2004) warns us that our ‘cleverness’ as a species will 

no longer sustain us and indeed has us balancing precariously on the precipice of extinction. 

Rather, we need true intelligence, including indigenous wisdom (Wahinkpe Topa & Narvaez, 

2022). Three decades ago, Orr (1994) wrote of the coming biophilia revolution, which is political 

and economic, but is also largely internal and personal; it is often quiet, but thrilling and 

transformational. I know that this transformation is stirring internally among millions of us 

across the world, where we can see the Earth the way Thich Nhat Hanh (2013) described it–as 

the mother of all that is produced, as a refuge, not as ‘the environment’, but as ourselves, as a 

bodhisattva who has and brings awakening, understanding and joy, upon whom we can count for 

food, water, air, shelter, and our very survival. These are the types of dispositions I hope to help 

my students to cultivate.  

 

Global Immersion: Teaching for and Beyond Ecological Literacy 

 

I am fortunate to be faculty in my university’s College of Liberal Arts, which had several years 

earlier instituted a Global Immersion program. Each semester the dean’s office supports several 

courses for immersion in a global learning context. This support extends to students with 

financial need, who otherwise would not be able to study abroad. In 2017 and 2018 I took 

students in this same capstone course to Costa Rica, where our local guide was a renowned 

conservationist, expert on the country’s history, flora, and fauna, and author of a field guide on 

the country’s mammals. We visited a public green flag or designated “eco” school as well as the 

Friends school in the mountain cloud forest with its focus on sustainability and Quaker values. 

We also visited the Children’s Eternal Rainforest reserve, where we hiked and did nature-based 

art and learned about coffee growing on a farm dedicated to teaching and sustainable practices. 

Additionally, we toured mangroves by boat learning about their ecosystem roles and importance, 

while also identifying numerous species of birds, and a host of other edifying activities related to 

local life and culture, such as meeting with the founders of a women’s cooperative. I have 

written previously (Musetti, 2019) about this global immersion in Costa Rica and the impact of 

this experience, which many students described as transformational. Aside from the important 

content students learned from this rich experience of biodiversity and culture, the trip itself 

provided greater equity and opportunity to learn in that several students had never been outside 
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of the state, and one had never flown on an airplane. These clinical experiences of diverse 

schools, ecosystems, and cultures could not have been fully experienced in the same way at a 

distance or virtually. Students learned experientially, but also through stories of each place, 

ecosystem, species, and individual we encountered. For example, an important lesson in history 

and humanity came from learning about how the Quakers in the U.S. as pacifists and thus 

conscientious objectors, had refused military draft into the Korean Conflict, and as a result, 

settled in Costa Rica, a peaceful country with no military.  

 

Our Bali Experience: Partnership for Educational Access and Multiliteracies 

 

In May 2024, I took this same Education and Global Issues capstone course of future TK-5 

teachers on a Global Immersion trip to Bali, Indonesia. Several of these students were 

concurrently in their first student teaching placement that spring semester, whereas the others 

would soon begin their practicum teaching. I chose Bali because there was an ideal opportunity 

awaiting us there. Three of my former students had, over the course of the past several years and 

at the request of local leaders, helped to build an after-school learning center in Karangasem 

Regency, the most impoverished part of the island. Although public school is technically free in 

Bali, the cost of uniforms, books, and transportation makes school out of reach for many children 

whose families live near or below the poverty level. The after-school learning center was built to 

provide educational access to children whose educational needs were not being met in any other 

viable manner. During the global pandemic of 2020, children in Bali, like elsewhere across the 

world, were not attending school and many were not receiving efficacious lessons from school 

for home study. It was during this time that a local educator started teaching informally to 

children, including her own, who gathered at the beach and sat on picnic tables under a thatched 

umbrella to guard against the sun, while taking in this teacher and her spouse’s lessons. It would 

be she and her spouse who would soon thereafter donate the land upon which the learning center 

was built, following the pandemic. 

 

So it was that my former students, in partnership with and responding to an expressed need by 

these local community educators and other stakeholders, built the after-school learning center, 

which opened in late spring 2023. What began as a vacant dirt lot is today a thriving center for 

learning. One of the initiatives of the center is a sponsorship program to send the after-school 

learning center students to regular school, where today, most learning center students are 

attending public school in addition to the after-school program. Growth of the after-school 

learning center is reflected in the more recent addition of a kindergarten class, a food program, a 

garden, and plans for adding sports, music (traditional gamelan), and transportation. An 

unforeseen evolution of the project has been that education sponsorships would be extended to 

create a pipeline to higher education for some learning center participants and teachers. Several 

recent high school graduates and two kindergarten teachers (currently working at the center) are 

being sponsored to attend university and earn their degrees.  

 

The goals of the after-school program include a) learning multiple subjects/literacies, including 

computer literacy and ecological literacy, where the latter is framed broadly as ‘care for the 

environment’, in an enjoyable, engaging, supportive atmosphere that respects and embeds 

cultural traditions, b) building student confidence while promoting creativity and innovative 

thinking, and c) learning English as an additional language. English language skills are highly 
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valued in Bali, since the Balinese economy is primarily tourist-based, and English is the lingua 

franca of the island. In addition to native Indonesian and Balinese speaking teachers, the after-

school learning center benefits from numerous English-speaking volunteers who come from all 

over the world to teach lessons, play games, and interact with the students at the center.  

 

Apart from the four non-education majors allowed to join us in the spring 2024 course, my 

students were an exception in terms of the English-speaking volunteers at the center, in that they 

were studying education and had formal preparation as future teachers. Prior to our visit, as their 

major capstone assignment, students had worked in groups over many weeks to design 

curriculum units on ecoliteracy related topics, which they were able to teach upon our arrival, 

giving them applied, authentic teaching experiences in a highly diverse and completely unique 

setting to anything they had known prior or would know otherwise in their educator preparation. 

Planning for this clinical experience abroad included learning about what is considered 

appropriate and respectful in terms of dress at the school and temples (e.g., covering knees, 

chest, shoulders), Bali’s history, culture, and religions, as well as some understanding of what 

aspects of learning English might be particularly difficult for the Balinese students based on their 

prior knowledge and primary language (using a form of contrastive analysis). We learned that 

most local children speak Balinese as their primary home language and are learning Indonesian 

in school, in addition to English. We also learned about how to interpret some of the word 

meanings Balinese students use, where, for example, the term translated to English as “cousin” is 

applied to many relationships beyond those of family kinship, as we might have otherwise 

understood the term.  

 

One of the three former students who helped to build the learning center, especially through 

fundraising efforts on our Los Angeles campus and beyond, had taken the education capstone 

course with me the year prior to our Bali trip, and accompanied our group as a guide and co-

leader. It was this student, in fact, who first proposed to me the idea of creating curriculum units 

for the learning center as a capstone project, which we had begun during her capstone course and 

continued through the following year. She was also instrumental in helping to infuse ecoliteracy 

into the learning center’s mission and curriculum, as in addition to earning her TK-5 teaching 

credential, she concurrently earned a B.A. degree in environmental studies, where she took 

additional courses with me in that program. Having a former student who had recently completed 

her own clinical experience as part of her teaching credential program, had a background in 

environmental studies, and was intimately involved with all aspects of the Bali learning center 

project was particularly helpful in that she was both a cultural and curricular resource to the 

current students and was able to demonstrate the ways in which the theory students had been 

learning was relevant and applied to practice in our unique setting. She helped students see the 

ways in which the ecoliteracy principles we were studying in our course were relevant and 

applicable in the Balinese context and our place-based immersion experience. These included, 

for example, a focus on the four primary “Smart by Nature” framework principles: nature is our 

teacher, sustainability is a community practice, the real world is the optimal learning 

environment, and sustainable living is rooted in deep knowledge of place (Stone, 2012). She also 

served as a valuable liaison who could co-facilitate our nightly debriefing sessions, for example, 

around students’ philosophical and practical questions regarding the teaching of English in Bali.  

 

Problematizing English Teaching and Local-Global Linkages 

https://www.ecoliteracy.org/article/putting-smart-nature-principles-practice
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It is important to acknowledge that shorter-term English teaching abroad programs, like the one 

described here, are not without criticism (Jakubiak & Hastings, 2020). I have written a blog post 

(Musetti, 2024) about our Bali Global Immersion experience, where I mention that one of our 

nightly group discussions revolved around problematizing the teaching of English as an 

additional language in Bali and our professional, political, and ethical struggles with it. We 

queried local educators and others with whom we were working on this issue. We were assured 

by these Balinese community members and educators that learning English and even meeting 

international volunteers was beneficial for students in multiple ways and they informed us that 

the first question on any job application (even outside of tourism) asks about one’s English 

proficiency. From the pre-service perspective, certainly more actual practice teaching 

multilingual learners could only enhance these soon to be teachers’ knowledge and skill to better 

meet the needs of California’s more than one million students learning English in addition to 

their primary language. Ultimately, this first-hand experience of struggling with the power of a 

dominant foreign language was important, and again, could not be fully replicated by typical 

clinical experience, even where that involved reading and deep discussion in teacher preparation 

courses or as part of practicum teaching, except in rare and extreme cases, as happened in 

California with the passage of Proposition 227 and the “English Only” movement (Musetti, 

2009). 

 

The learning center was open in the afternoons, which left us weekends and mornings to prepare 

lessons, but also to explore and learn about Bali and the local area. In addition to temples, 

schools, and museum field excursions, our group was able to visit the female run Marine 

Education and Resource Organization (MERO), which does cutting edge research and 

educational outreach in Bali. There we learned more about the problem of plastics, including the 

fact that the U.S. and U.K. ship some of their trash to Indonesia, despite the island of Bali having 

no formal trash collection or waste disposal system. Through this and other experiences, students 

were better able to understand how the global and local are linked in tangible ways. They 

experienced this reality by witnessing trash strewn virtually everywhere, including and most 

profoundly on the beaches, which are now highly polluted in most areas. In January 2025, an 

estimated 70 metric tons of plastic washed onto Jimbaran beach alone on the island of Bali, 

despite ongoing efforts by government to address waste related issues, which include funding, 

dumping bans, fines and other measures (Hutton, 2025). Students also learned about the routine 

practice of disposing of household waste by burning trash, including plastic, which releases 

pollutants and toxins into the air, that those households are then inhaling. Prior to our immersion 

trip, our class watched the film Pulau Plastik, or Plastic Island (Laksono & Nasution, 2021), to 

learn about the issue of plastic pollution and impressive grassroots efforts by diverse groups as 

well as individuals in and beyond Bali to address the problem. We heard stories of other 

heartening efforts as well; for example, about how local fishermen, after learning about the value 

of the coral reef and the importance of not overfishing it, organized themselves to patrol the reef 

at night using flashlights to protect this critical ecosystem upon which their livelihoods depend. 

 

Cultural Values and Studies in Inclusion 

 

The most striking thing about this, my first trip to Bali, was how kind people were to us. As 

someone from the U.S., I am accustomed to the understandably chilly welcome I have received 

at times, while traveling abroad over the past several decades. I was humbled by the graciousness 

https://www.tesol.org/blog/posts/big-ideas-from-bali-learning-with-eco-minded-mles/
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and gratitude embedded into everyday life as exemplified by the making and leaving of canang 

sari—daily gratitude offerings of primarily food and flowers, such that all spaces seem sacred. 

The Balinese do not appear to have to earn love, respect, or belonging in the same ways those are 

often granted, or quite literally afforded in the U.S. In Bali, these are a birthright, which we had 

explained to us and came to understand. One of our field excursions was to a museum, where we 

were taken through the thirteen main ceremonies that mark a Balinese Hindu person’s life cycle. 

My students and I realized through this that even before coming into the world, while still in 

utero, an entire community, not just family, is awaiting the child’s arrival and wishing the best 

for them; this care, attention and inclusion into the community and society is a reality of 

existence. Inclusion, love, support, family, and community are extended and marked by ritual 

through all stages of life and even beyond this life. In the U.S. and in Los Angeles in particular, 

as a possibly extreme case, one’s worth is often tied (at least in popular and dominant culture) to 

“making it”, especially on one’s own – the myth of rugged individualism – and where that mark 

of making it is often measured by material success, educational attainment, or other factors that 

attach some degree of respect, goodness, or ‘better than’ status. This, contrasted with the 

Balinese culture and values we were experiencing in our rural area of the island, was stark. Each 

night as we sat outside to reflect, debrief, and discuss the day, these cross-cultural differences 

were a topic of conversation. For example, we learned about Nyepi, which is a sacred period for 

Hindus in Bali, when each spring the new year is observed. It is a time dedicated to spiritual 

renewal and marked by silence, introspection, and harmony (which extends to nature). There are 

restrictions on light (e.g., electricity), sound, work, and travel, when even the airport is closed. 

Nyepi also has some environmental benefit, due to the lack of human activity during this time 

(Prasanthi, 2025).  

 

Another anecdote and important learning for us related to conceptions of inclusion across 

contexts and cultures. It came as we realized the school was planning an elaborate dinner and 

ceremony at the school with singing, dancing, and speeches to honor us for visiting and teaching 

at the school, just as they do for the typically longer-term volunteers when they leave. We felt a 

bit guilty and that such an elaborate sendoff was not warranted, since our stay had been relatively 

short and our contribution to the school and students was limited. However, we learned by 

having it explained explicitly to us that the gratitude and thanks given was not measured by the 

degree of our contribution or length of stay. Rather, we visited and gave of ourselves and that 

was what mattered. Again, we were heartened by this generosity of spirit and inclusive stance 

toward others. It was not how much or what we had given, it was that we had come to the 

learning center and volunteered at all that mattered. And of course, as is often the case in such 

situations, we absolutely learned at least as much as we taught and received more than we gave 

during this experience.  

 

A further study in inclusion came through visiting another school in Bali. The primary curricular 

focus of our capstone course was ecological literacy and so no trip to Bali would have been 

complete without a visit to the world-famous Green School Bali, which is a stunningly beautiful 

architectural wonder, built of bamboo and located in the jungle. The setting is idyllic, and the 

school is impressive in every way. At this school learning is designed to be innovative, 

empowering, and joyful. The Green School is a place of critical and creative inquiry, marked by 

student-centered learning and an impressive and rigorous ecoliteracy-focused curriculum taught 

through an applied, authentic, pedagogical approach. There is no standardized testing at the 
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Green School. In terms of demographics and socioeconomic factors, the Green School and the 

after-school learning center presented us with a study in contrasts, especially in terms of 

inclusion. The Green School is private and tuition is very high, especially by Balinese standards, 

which is why most of its students are international. Very few local students can afford to attend. 

The school has a goal of 10% of the student body being local Balinese students and some 

financial assistance is provided. The after-school learning center on the other hand is free and 

highly accessible, especially for those students most in need of access to educational resources. 

Both the Green School and the after-school learning center are meeting the needs of the students 

who attend them in important ways, including teaching for ecoliteracy, but where inclusion, 

educational access, and equity are fundamental to the mission of the learning center. 

 

Implications and Recommendations 

 

At a time like ours on this beautiful planet, when we as individuals, institutions, states, nations, 

and the entire world face serious challenges and very real threats of many kinds and from 

multiple directions, allowing ourselves and our students to experience diverse and dramatically 

different teaching and learning contexts, especially those marked by care for others — humans 

and other than humans — is critical. It is not an overstatement to say that caring for others and 

the planet is the most important thing we can offer students at this time. This is what ecoliteracy 

teaches. We must also allow students to see connections across all aspects of schooling and 

society, including the connections between literacies, climate, nature, and democracy. As Louv 

(2023) explains, time spent in nature can cultivate and promote the values and conditions 

required for democracy. We learned from the host of our Bali accommodation that he and many 

Balinese have a valued trinity that guides their entire lives; it is love of the divine, love of 

humanity, and love of nature. Regardless of one’s beliefs, hopefully we can all appreciate the 

impact of having a love of humanity and of nature.  

 

Taking teacher preparation students abroad to experience diverse ecosystems and ecoliterate 

schooling may not be scalable or sustainable. However, all teacher preparation programs can 

embed ecological literacy into the curriculum in any number of ways, for example, as a capstone 

course, as a literacy course, or ideally embedded across coursework. Regardless of location, we 

can all do place-based ecoliteracy learning and diversity of all kinds can be experienced in 

myriad ways where we are already living and teaching. Certainly, any local context can become 

a classroom, full of content experts and cultural liaisons. A city like Los Angeles offers an 

endless number of possibilities for cultural enrichment, (eco) literacy, and content learning; 

however, all communities, including rural communities possess deep funds of knowledge (e.g., 

González et al., 2005; Moll, 2019).  

 

For those in educator preparation wanting to begin teaching this content, I recommend starting 

with your own courses. Investigate where and how you might begin to infuse environmental 

issues and ecoliteracy into your curriculum, where the Greater Good Science Center and the 

Center for Ecoliteracy are good starting places for learning about key ecoliteracy principles and 

practices. Note that each of these organizations has a strand dedicated to education specifically. 

Earth Day, April 22, is a perfect opportunity to add an environmentally related reading, project, 

or other assignment to your courses. The Earth Day website offers a wide variety of resources, 

including toolkits, readings, fact sheets, quizzes, and a list of events.  

https://ggsc.berkeley.edu/
https://www.ecoliteracy.org/
https://www.ecoliteracy.org/sites/default/files/Center-for-Ecoliteracy-20yrs.pdf
https://www.ecoliteracy.org/sites/default/files/Center-for-Ecoliteracy-20yrs.pdf
https://www.earthday.org/
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Ideally, there would be others at your institution interested in offering related content and 

planning for field experiences, whether locally or abroad. Once you identify like-minded 

colleagues, work collaboratively with them to meet your mutual goals for improving your 

teacher preparation program. Seek out those at the university level and possibly in the larger 

community who can support those goals through funding and administrative support, where this 

may be the office that oversees international study, student engagement, or possibly your dean’s 

or provost’s office. Learn from others who have done what you would like to do. Listen to what 

students want and how they respond to your efforts and adjust accordingly over time. And 

finally, be patient and start small but remain persistent in your efforts. Your creative and 

curricular contributions to your own, your students’, and their future students’ learning are well 

worth the effort! I have found that I have grown tremendously as a professional through doing 

what I am recommending here. I notice that my future teachers’ interest is particularly piqued 

when I explain that connection to, and experience in nature makes us happier and healthier and, 

as educators, helps to prevent burnout. This is important for individual well-being and for the 

profession, given recent trends in teacher retention. 

 

For those interested in connecting with other instructors and students online, I have found that 

Collaborative Online International Learning or COIL is an effective means to learn from and 

with others abroad, when travel is not possible. COIL offers resources to connect educators 

across the world whose teaching and learning goals are aligned. I have participated in several 

COIL partnerships with students in Japan across three different courses, including a previous 

year’s teacher preparation capstone course.  

 

Teacher preparation can and must play a greater role in promoting Earth education and 

ecological literacy through our professional organizations, at our institutions, and in our 

programs and courses. My experience with global immersion trips has validated for me that even 

shorter-term programs can meaningfully “enhance students’ cross-cultural skills and global 

understanding” (Smith & Mitry, 2008, p. 240), while promoting ecological literacy. In closing, I 

want to encourage my fellow professional colleagues at all levels to take students beyond the 

walls of our institutions–virtually, physically, or both–to gain as broad and diverse a perspective 

as possible, while promoting multiple literacies for a more caring, just, and sustainable world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://coil.suny.edu/
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Abstract 

 

 

This qualitative study examined how teachers perceive the use of questioning within the 

classroom to promote meaningful conversations around text. More specifically, how changes to 

instruction during and since the pandemic have impacted the use of questioning and the way 

teachers approach questioning in the classroom. Teacher-participants participated in semi-

structured interviews for the researcher to gain insight into their instructional practices around 

questioning prior to, during, and after the pandemic. Data were coded and analyzed through the 

constant-comparative method (Charmaz, 2014) to identify themes. Findings were shared, 

keeping teacher-participants' voice intact as much as possible to fully understand the teacher 

participants' story and their perception of trying to cultivate dialogic discourse within their 

classrooms.   

 

Keywords: questioning, dialogic discourse, elementary classrooms, literacy instruction  

 

Echoes of the Pandemic: Teachers’ Perceptions of Dialogical Conversations Prior, During, 

and Post Pandemic   

 

Introduction 

 

When the world changed overnight back in 2020, many teachers were forced to move their 

instructional practices from classroom to computer. Since the modern world had never 

experienced a global pandemic, teachers were not trained, nor prepared, for this major shift in 

teaching. While teachers have been using technology in the classroom for many years, the way 

technology was traditionally used in education changed greatly when moving from in-class 

instruction to virtual learning (Pozo et al., 2024). This also meant changes in literacy 

instructional practices as teachers were tasked with shifting from face-to-face, hands-on learning 

activities to virtual learning platforms, where students were in separate spaces and behind 

screens. The elementary classroom is one space where literacy instruction requires conversing 

with others, especially during activities such as read-alouds and shared reading experiences 

(Lepola et al., 2022).  
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Most written curriculums and instructional models used to teach literacy were centered around 

research conducted within a classroom setting, for classroom use (Fountas & Pinnell, 2020). 

Technology and teaching modalities can impact the way in which teachers approach creating 

spaces of discourse within the classroom. Literacy experts made it clear: the curriculums used to 

support effective practices were developed as part of a face-to-face instructional framework 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 2020). Shifting online meant changes in how to approach teaching and how 

to implement instructional models. As Fountas and Pinnell (2020) stated at the beginning of the 

pandemic: “While neither Fountas & Pinnell Classroom™ or Leveled Literacy Intervention were 

designed for remote learning, it is important to keep children actively engaged in reading, 

writing, thinking and talking about books daily” (para. 4). Regardless of the instructional mode, 

effectively supporting students in literacy must take center-stage. Students, in virtual settings or 

within the physical classroom, need to be reading, discussing, and writing about text. Having 

students engage with text in dialogical ways is critical for literacy success (Reznitskaya, 2012; 

Lepola et al., 2022). When teachers are unable to have students use hands-on manipulatives, 

move around the classrooms using strategic cooperative learning structures (Kagan & Kagan, 

2009), or other activities within the classroom setting, it may seem like they are out of resources 

and strategies. However, teachers still have one of the most powerful instructional techniques to 

support dialogic discourse, which can be used in the classroom and online: questioning.  

 

There are various types of questions, which are often compared against each other, such as open 

versus closed or low-level versus high-level (Boyd et al., 2024; Kathard et al., 2015; Daines 

1986). The use of questioning around text to move students forward requires simply a text and a 

teacher who can craft meaningful and purposeful questions which promote dialogic 

discourse. Within a dialogic space, it is important to recognize the complexity of questioning. In 

monological classrooms, a teacher may ask a question seeking one right answer (Bakhtin, 1986). 

However, in a dialogic classroom, the teacher constructs questions with the hopes of launching 

the conversation, inviting students to wonder, explore, construct knowledge, and extend their 

thinking (Bakhtin, 1986). According to Boyd and Markarian (2015), questioning within dialogic 

teaching is part of a wider pattern of talk where dialogue is exchanged. They argue that while 

closed questioning has grown to be seen as bad or poor teaching, it is the dialogic stance of the 

teacher that really matters in creating dialogic spaces. How the teacher is able to support, inquire, 

and build on student ideas, not to find the one right answer, but to more authentically construct 

meaning that is vital (Boyd & Markarian, 2015).  

 

Questioning, when used to promote dialogic discourse (Bakhtin, 1986; Boyd & Markarian, 2015) 

can be challenging, but powerful. Therefore, one must question the assumption that teachers 

know when and how to ask questions and that questioning quality is simply about the type of 

question being asked, such as open or closed questions. We must consider the broader picture of 

using questioning to cultivate dialogic discourse within the classroom. We must also challenge 

the assumption that even well-designed literacy curriculums seamlessly transfer across 

modalities. A literacy curriculum designed for face-to-face instruction may not create the same 

dialogic discourse online as it would in person. Questioning techniques may require different 

approaches when used on virtual platforms, and moving from one modality to another may 

require renewed focus on conversational skills, peer-to-peer communication, and social 

interactions. For teachers who were trained prior to the pandemic era, they may not feel prepared 
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or equipped to navigate these shifts, but their stories provide the insights and contexts necessary 

for us to learn and improve moving forward. This study aims to explore these assumptions. 

 

The purpose of this narrative realities case study was to examine the perceptions of elementary 

teachers’ use of questioning during literacy instruction to promote dialogical conversations 

around and beyond text prior to, during, and after the pandemic. The following questions framed 

the study in an effort to listen to, better understand, and share the perceptions of teacher-

participants who taught prior to, during, and after the pandemic:  

 

• How did the Covid-19 Pandemic reshape teachers’ perceptions of the use of questioning 

to promote more dialogical conversations, and what are the implications for future use?  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

The theory of dialogic discourse (Bakhtin, 1981; Bakhtin, 1986) is the lens through which this 

study was situated, data were analyzed, and findings were presented. Readers engage in reading 

to construct meaning not just of the text, but of themselves, others, and the world. This meaning 

is constructed socially, as we engage in dialogue; only through dialogue, this exchange of words 

through conversation, do words have meaning (Bakhtin, 1986). Readers wonder, make 

connections, and ask questions as they seek answers to transform themselves and the world 

around them. As Bakhtin (1986) stated, “Everything means, is understood, as part of a greater 

whole- there is a constant interaction between meanings, all of which have the potential of 

conditioning others. Which will affect the other, how it will do so and in what degree is what is 

actually settled at the moment of utterance” (p. 426). As teachers and students discuss text, 

including asking questions about the text, about themselves, and about the world, they are 

engaged in interactions around the text. As they interact, sharing words with one another, they 

actively construct meaning as they are deciding upon the meaning of the words they are sharing 

(Bakhtin, 1986). Through questioning, readers actively construct meaning and draw conclusions; 

these conclusions create shifts in thinking and a deepening in understanding about the words in 

which they are reading.   

 

Review of Literature 

 

Researchers have been examining the use of questioning in the classroom for decades. How 

many questions are asked (Kathard et al., 2015), who is asking the questions (Parker & Hurry, 

2007), how much time students are allotted to think after a question is asked, and the types of 

questions asked (Boyd & Markarian, 2015; Rasid & Qaisar, 2016; Stoetzel & Shedrow, 2021) 

are just some of the constructs examined to better understand how questioning helps students 

find success within the literacy classroom. Regardless of the setting, intentional questioning can 

allow teachers to facilitate discussions with students, which gives them the opportunity to 

construct meaning around what they are reading (Boyd & Markarian, 2015). Questioning, then, 

becomes a key instructional strategy. Using questioning, not just as a way to start discussion, but 

to also keep the conversation moving in a meaningful and thought-provoking direction requires a 

teacher who is able to develop high quality questions. Examining the structure of sentences, 

along with the intentional use of language is also integral to understanding how questioning can 

be used to promote discourse around text and promote literacy engagement (Johnston, 2004). 
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How teachers frame questions can impact if and how students might answer the questions. 

Stoetzel & Shedrow (2021) contended teachers can scaffold student discussions by intentionally 

crafting questions. They stated, “Thoughtfully crafted questions can help students in thinking 

critically about a text and spark lively discussion” (p. 754). Blything et al. (2019) surveyed 

classroom teachers who reported questioning was a critical strategy to use when supporting 

students’ comprehension of text. Within the class setting, questions are generally considered 

either close-ended or open-ended, low-order/challenge thinking or higher-order/challenge 

thinking, or probing questions. Taking time prior to a lesson to consider what questions to ask 

can help lay the foundation for more dialogic spaces. 

 

In an ethnography study conducted by Boyd et al. (2024), findings illuminated the importance of 

creating dialogic spaces where students are called in to contribute, listen, and learn. Two types of 

questions were noted as contributing to the dialogic space cultivated in the study: open-ended 

prompting questions and follow-up questions. The open-ended prompting questions illicit 

students' contributions to the dialogic discourse taking place, with follow-up questions allowing 

for clarification and considerations. Understanding how questions are structured, the specific 

words used within the question, and the environment in which questions are asked, will all 

impact the effectiveness of the question. The types of questions being asked in the classrooms 

give insights into how discourse is used within the classroom to promote engagement around 

text, especially when considering a study done by Kathard et al. (2015) who reported only 63 

opened-ended questions were asked across 15 lessons versus 1,408 closed-ended questions. 

Kathard et al. (2015) argued, “The questioning style used by teachers played an important role in 

creating and maintaining the monologue” (p.230).  

 

Several studies suggested the use of closed-ended questions tends to be the more predominant 

types of questions asked in the classroom. In a study by Parker and Hurry (2007), researchers 

interviewed teacher-participants in addition to observing their classroom literacy blocks. During 

observations, all questions asked by both students and teachers, along with the answers, were 

recorded and coded. Based on the observations, researchers found direct, closed-ended questions 

were asked by teachers two-thirds of the time, while more opened-ended questions were asked 

one-third of the time. While “direct teacher questioning is considered an important strategy for 

teaching comprehension” (p. 305), as Paker and Hurry (2007) pointed out, “it places the students 

in a passive role” (p. 311). This is important to consider when looking at instructional strategies 

both in the classroom and online. In learning environments where it might be easier to disengage, 

teachers need to be situating students in more dialogic roles. However, not all questions are 

going to lead to meaningful conversations. Daines (1986) found most of the questions asked in 

the classroom are low-leveling thinking questions which does not encourage critical thinking in 

students; suggesting not all questions are going to encourage critical thinking and transfer of 

knowledge from one text to another or one text to the world outside of the classroom. 

Developing questions to stimulate growth requires a teacher to be skillful and intentional with 

word choice, syntax, and semantics (Daines, 1986). 

 

While it seems teachers would be more likely to ask higher order thinking questions, studies 

support the opposite is happening in the classroom (Blything et al., 2019; Daines, 1986). 

Researchers, Blything et al., (2019) examined questions asked during reading comprehension 

instruction and found teachers were less likely to ask high challenge questions than low 
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challenge questions. However, they concluded, “Our evidence that more frequent asking of high-

challenge questions, most notably those using why or how, yielded more complex responses by 

students highlights the use of strategic question asking as a positive influence on language and 

literacy” (p. 456). Probing questions also play a role in the types of questions teachers may use in 

the classroom. Researchers, Rasid and Qaisar (2016) used a case study approach to determine 

how probing questioning strategies might impact students’ critical thinking. Using three fourth-

grade classrooms, the researchers compiled data from video recordings and pre-/post- 

questionnaires given to students. Results showed when teachers asked more probing questions, 

students were more engaged in the discussion. This study supports the use of probing questions 

to encourage critical thinking in students. Rasid and Qaisar (2016) also acknowledged a link 

between the discussions around probing questions and the development of relationships among 

the students and their teachers, noting students appeared more confident by the end of the 

study. This solidifies the importance of teachers being critical of the types of questions they are 

asking, connecting back to Boyd and Markarian (2015) claims that the dialogic stance teachers 

take impacts the discourse within the learning space.   

 

Teachers often take intentional steps in creating a classroom environment which aligns with their 

personal teaching philosophies. Teacher-centered pedagogies focus on teacher lecture-style 

instructions, with teachers asking more closed-ended questions, seeking one-right answers 

(Freire, 2000) rather than using questions as a way to promote discourse (Nystrand et al., 2003). 

Teacher-centered teachers ask questions which have specific answers and require less critical 

thinking, creating more monological spaces, where talk is dominated by teachers rather than 

students (Nystrand et al., 2003; Freire, 2000). This makes it difficult to create the dialogic spaces 

Bakhtin (1986) emphasized are necessary for meaning to be constructed. Nesari (2015) wrote, 

“A monologic approach is probably the dominant approach in modern-looking educational 

situations which promote a shared and universal meaning and ignore the differences that may be 

present among distinct individuals” (p. 643). Student-centered classrooms shift the focus from 

the teacher to the students and view the learning space as a more dialogical space where teachers 

and students must interact for sense-making to occur (Kathard et al., 2015). When questions are 

more often open-ended, with other types of questions used as way to build or extend thinking, 

students are more likely to engage in dialogic discourse around text in student-centered spaces. 

Student-centered classrooms require students to share in the construction of knowledge as they 

are actively engaging in conversations when answering questions, seeking clarification, and 

building on each other’s ideas. This supports Bakhtin’s (1986) stance on meaning being 

constructed through our shared discourse with others.  

 

Peterson and Taylor (2012) collected examples of instructional practices as teachers made 

intentional moves in their literacy instruction with culturally and linguistically diverse students 

through questioning. They concluded students who were prompted with higher-level thinking 

questions around text were more likely to have higher scores on reading assessments than their 

peers who did not engage in higher order thinking tasks (Peterson & Taylor, 2012).  However, 

one has to wonder if the teachers who were asking higher-order thinking questions were also 

taking a more dialogic stance than maybe those teachers who were not. Researchers, Gilson et al. 

(2014), studied three elementary teachers' use of follow-up questions by having teachers record 

their instructional reading conferences with students. Results found teachers did not differentiate 

the types of questions they were asking students among reading levels, asking a variety of high 
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level and low-level questions. However, they found teachers were likely to ask more questions 

when engaging in conversations with students reading at higher reading levels. However, all 

students benefited when teachers asked follow-up questions to help move students forward in 

their understanding of the text (Gilson et al. 2014). When students are given the time and space 

to engage in meaningful dialogue around text, they are more likely to understand and construct 

meaning when reading.   

 

Methods 

 

By listening to the lived experiences of teachers regarding literacy instruction during the 

pandemic, we can gain insights into using questioning to promote dialogic discourse. This 

qualitative study looked to study individual teachers to examine themes related to their 

perceptions of questioning and discourse before, during, and after the pandemic. The design of 

this study used a combination of narrative realities (Josselson, 2010; Gubrium & Holstein, 2009; 

Mishler, 1986) and case study (Merriam, 1998) approach. Josselson (2010) defined narrative 

research as research that aims to “explore and conceptualize human experience” through the 

storied experience (p. 869). By exploring how humans situate themselves, and others, within 

place and time, we can better understand social realities (Josselson, 2010; Spector-Mersel, 2010). 

Spector-Mersel (2010) wrote, “If social reality is a narrative reality, then narratives are the 

natural channel for studying it” (p. 213). Teachers who experienced teaching before, during, and 

after the pandemic have unique stories to share; stories that have important implications for 

schooling and our society.  

 

Narrative researchers generally use interviews to focus on the experiences around the topic being 

studied, choosing to use smaller participant sample sizes which allow the researcher and the 

participant to engage more deeply in discourse (Josselson, 2010). Teacher-participant interviews 

were examined as bounded single cases and across cases (Mishler, 1986), with the intention of 

gaining insight into the perceptions of teachers who were teaching prior to, during, and after the 

pandemic. Seven teachers-participants were interviewed during this study. The semi-structured 

interviews using open-ended questions (Mishler, 1986) were designed to elicit detailed narratives 

about the participants' questioning strategies, their perceptions of dialogic discourse, and the 

challenges they faced throughout the pandemic in comparison to prior to, and after, the 

pandemic.  

 

IRB approval was granted through the university of the researcher who then sought permission 

from the school district. The school district within the study granted permission for the 

researcher to email all elementary education faculty within the school district inviting them to 

participate in the study with informed consent and study details provided in the email. Interviews 

were set up with those who responded to the email. Informed consent was read aloud to teacher 

participants along with an interview protocol consent form prior to the interview starting.  

 

Teacher-Participants 

 

Teacher-participants consisted of seven female elementary teachers who taught literacy before, 

during, and after the pandemic either in traditional classroom settings, virtually or both. In total, 

seven teacher-participants were interviewed for this study. Teacher-participants had a wide range 
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of teaching experience, ranging anywhere from 6 to 31 years of teaching. Each of the teacher-

participants taught within the same school district during and after the pandemic. While one 

teacher-participant had only taught for the school district participating in the research study, six 

of the teacher-participants had experience working in other school districts within the state and 

around the country. All teacher-participants had taught in the classroom, face-to-face prior to the 

pandemic. They were moved to online teaching mid-year during 2020, when the entire country 

shut down due to the pandemic. After the pandemic, they all returned to regular face-to-face 

classroom teaching, staying in the same district and grade level they taught during the 

pandemic. Pseudonyms were given to each teacher-participant.  

 

Table 1. Teacher-Participant Contextual Information. 

 

Pseudonyms Grade Level 

Taught 

Years 

Teaching 

Years in School 

District 

Highest Degree 

Completed 

Carrie First 25 19 Masters 

Sam Fourth 24 15 Masters 

Miranda First 8 2 Masters 

Charolette Kindergarten 10 3 Bachelors 

Ayden Kindergarten 12 12 Masters 

Alexis First 6 6 Masters 

Rhiannon Third 31 27 Masters 

 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews with seven teachers around the use of 

dialogic discourse and how they use dialogue within literacy instruction with an emphasis on 

questioning skills and techniques. Each interview lasted about one hour. Focus was placed on 

shifts made during and after the pandemic, allowing teachers to share their experiences without 

restrictions on time or direction of the conversation being in complete control of the researcher. 

The researcher approached the interviews in a conversational approach in order to create a more 

story-telling experience for the teacher-participant. The interviews were recorded and then 

transcribed. Transcripts are considered the data for this narrative realities case study.  
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Results and Discussion 

 

While the pandemic may seem like something of the past, there are still numerous ways in which 

the experiences of those who taught prior to, during, and after the pandemic can provide insights 

into improving literacy instruction, and more specifically promoting more dialogic 

discourse.  Each teacher in the classroom has a unique experience based on a multitude of 

factors, however, there are several themes present in each teacher-participants’ perception of 

teaching literacy prior to, during, and after the pandemic when discussing the use of questioning 

and fostering dialogue with students, which highlight the importance of proximity of learners, 

peer interaction, and the need for strategies to support dialogic discourse within the learning 

environment. Their stories are vital to understanding how the pandemic reshaped teaching 

practices and how those changes provided insights into teaching and teacher preparation. 

 

Proximity of Learners 

 

Shifting to virtual learning during the pandemic showcased how much of what is done in the 

classroom takes a relational dialogic approach. Hogan and Sun (2025) argued, “Teachers' 

dialogic stance is manifested in their perspectives that students are capable sense‐makers and that 

their role as teachers is to share responsibility for constructing meaning with their students, 

rather than seeking to transfer knowledge to them” (p.2). It was evident in each teacher-

participants' responses that dialogic discourse was important to them but that transitioning to 

virtual learning disrupted the flow of classroom discussions and made it challenging to engage 

students in meaningful dialogue around texts, especially when trying to ask more open-ended, 

higher-level thinking questions and encourage more dialogic discourse. Hogan and Sun (2025) 

also found mitigating factors, such as class size and accepting, comfortable spaces impact 

teachers’ abilities to create dialogic spaces. This was supported in the current study. For instance, 

one teacher, Carrie, noted that students were hesitant to share their ideas and thoughts during 

online lessons, leading to "silent rooms" that lacked the dynamic exchange typically found in 

face-to-face settings. Another teacher-participant, Sam, stated,  

 

I tried to create lessons that they could share with me online and it was not comfortable 

for these kids to feel safe to be able to share their ideas and thoughts, when they really 

don't have me sitting right in front of them. So, they didn't really want to share that very 

much. And so, it drew some kids into themselves. And I saw that they were beginning to 

lack that comprehension piece. 

 

There was a clear impact on student sharing within the virtual environments, which was a shift 

from the face-to-face classroom environment where the teacher was physically in the same 

space. Students being reluctant to share and withdrawing from discourse while online, which 

then resulted in a decline in comprehension and conversational skills, was a noticeable 

observation by each of the teachers interviewed. For elementary students, the physical presence 

of the teacher becomes vital for creating trusting environments where students are more likely to 

share their thoughts and ideas as they engage in discourse. Understanding the flow of dialogue 

and how meaning is constructed, this close proximity for young learners to feel secure in sharing 

supports the chain of communication Bakhtin (1986) wrote about when he stated, “The utterance 

is directed toward the response of the other; it awaits a rejoinder and thereby participates in the 
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chain of speech communication” (p.94). If students are not joining in, the chain is broken. 

Students were often hesitant to share because they did not know what other parents or people 

might be listening to them when they were speaking. Sam reported,   

 

They did not want to share out because they didn't know what other parents are listening 

or who could be listening. And some of them are not just because we're not sitting here 

with the same book, looking at it with other kids who were also willing to discuss, so they 

didn't share. So, you had a silent room. And my opinion, rooms shouldn't be silent. 

 

Through the stories each participant shared of their experiences, it is clear the sense of safety to 

engage in open discussions was eroded by the switch to virtual settings. Hickey and Riddle 

(2024) asserted, “The challenge comes in finding the space to enact modalities of practice that 

enable students and teachers to come into meaningful relation with each other and with 

knowledge, in ways that foster imaginative inquiry as the foundation of learning” (p. 

3281). External monitoring, whether it be a known or unknown person to the student, created a 

barrier which often led to students withdrawing. 

 

Each teacher-participant stated whole group conversations on Zoom were too difficult for their 

students, so they shifted to small groups or one-on-one sessions when holding literacy 

conversations. This common theme among all participants implies large groups of elementary 

school students in virtual settings is not ideal. However, small groups also posed challenges for 

teacher-participants as they would try to send students to breakout rooms after whole group 

lessons only to find students would no longer be logged into Zoom. Teacher-participants stated 

students would “get lost” moving between whole group sessions and breakout sessions, causing 

delays and loss of instructional time. Additionally, students would lose teacher support and 

supervision during small group moments because the teacher could only be in one breakout 

session at a time. If the teacher was asking more complex, open-ended questions, the lack of 

teacher support could impact the construction of knowledge within the small group, breakout 

room, online structure. Across interviews teachers affirmed the use of discourse as a primary 

way to build comprehension, learn from peers, and gain deeper understandings, underscoring 

why the breakdown of sharing in virtual settings was detrimental to literacy comprehension.   

 

Peer Interactions 

 

The physical separation created in the virtual learning session made it difficult for students to 

build on each other's ideas and engage in the natural exchanges that often characterizes a rich 

discussion when high quality questions are being asked. Bakhtin (1984) argued, “The single 

adequate form for verbally expressing authentic human life is the open-ended dialogue. Life by 

its very nature is dialogic. To live means to participate in dialogue: to ask questions, to heed, to 

respond, to agree, and so forth” (p. 293). Sam noted how they saw the impact of dialogic 

discussions on student learning when considering students’ progress prior to, during, and after 

the pandemic. They noted,   

 

I thought I was doing child lead until I had to teach in the pandemic. Trying to teach 

online for a year, I was wrong. And then when I got back in the classroom, seeing 

amazing students' progress when in person, being able to sit down...it's really working 
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with the other kids, they build on the other kids. So, when I have a small group or a large 

group, they can hear what other kids are thinking like, ‘oh, I didn't think of it that way.’ 

Or, ‘oh, that's what that word means.’ Or, ‘oh, I don't know how to pronounce that.’ And 

they listened to each other. And it makes such amazing progress with these kids because 

they have each other. And, what I might be sharing, might not be what they're thinking 

about since my age is quite different than their age. My thoughts may be different than 

their thoughts, even though I may think, ‘this is really cool.’ They're like, ‘not so much.’ 

 

Students gained not just conversational skills, but deeper comprehension when they were able to 

sit next to each other and interact in the same space together. It is a crucial realization to 

recognize that learning, particularly literacy comprehension, thrives on peer-to-peer dialogue. 

Bakhtin (1981, 1984, 1993) across several of his works, described the concept of unfinalizability 

within his theory of dialogic discourse to express how the utterances humans use is always open 

to further exploration, interpretation, revision, and creativity. This openness is where learners are 

able to co-construct meaning. Elementary students benefit from not only listening to and building 

upon ideas from their peers but also being able to clarify meaning and pronunciation of words 

which allows for more dialogical spaces. They are also able to consider ideas and perspectives 

they may not have considered before as evident in the story of the student acknowledging they 

had not thought of something the same way as their peers. From each of their stories, we can see, 

the move to online teaching created barriers teachers struggled to adapt to.  

 

Teachers observed that the lack of in-person interaction during the pandemic seemed to 

negatively impact students' conversational skills and ability to engage in dialogic discourse upon 

returning to the classroom. Teacher-participants had to explicitly reteach basic discussion 

etiquette, like raising hands and taking turns, due to the prevalence of interrupting and difficulty 

listening to peers. For example, Rhiannon, a teacher-participant, noticed,   

 

I really noticed it with my kids...really low in social skills, a lot of blurting out, you 

know, you could tell they were used to just themselves, and so at the end of the school 

year, I felt I had to put a lot more time on, ‘How do we have discussion with people?’ and 

‘Raise your hand instead of just blurting the answer...’ 

 

The need for increased scaffolding and more direct prompting to elicit responses from students, 

particularly those who had not attended preschool due to the pandemic, also points to the impact 

of reduced social interaction during virtual learning. Teachers found that students needed more 

support in formulating their thoughts and ideas, suggesting that the natural development of these 

skills through regular classroom interaction may have been affected by the pandemic. Ayden, a 

teacher-participant stated,  

 

I would say that I had to use a lot more scaffolding. They weren't really getting there. 

And I think the discussion piece there, all around, you know, just needed a little more 

foundation built before they could kind of get there. So, I feel like they needed a few 

more prompts, probably more prompts than normal. And then maybe, like, an example or, 

you know, modeling a little bit more than before, because I think their experiences were 

less, so they didn't have that prior knowledge and schema of some of those things. 
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Strategies for Cultivating Discourse 

 

Teacher-participants were quick to name strategies used prior to the pandemic but also noted the 

challenges they faced in trying to feel adequately prepared for online teaching with elementary 

school students. For instance, Alexis, a teacher-participant, emphasized using “Turn and Talk” in 

almost every lesson prior to the pandemic, which encouraged student-led discussions in the 

classroom. “Turn and Talk” is a dialogical instructional strategy where teachers can, at any point 

in the lesson, have students “turn” and then “talk” with students nearby. Teachers can ask 

students to share answers to a question, retell the story, make connections, and several other 

conversational tasks by simply having students “turn and talk”. When moving online, teacher-

participants adapted by having all students set their microphones to “mute” and only allowing 

one person to share out loud at a time. This greatly limited dialogic conversations, and the 

quality of these conversations, according to teacher-participants. While students were expected 

to listen to their peers during the ZOOM session, the teacher-participants recalled students being 

distracted by things going on in their home, falling asleep, and other behaviors which indicated 

students might not be listening.   

 

Cooperative learning (Kagan & Kagan, 2009) was also described by teacher-participants as a 

dialogic instructional strategy used heavily prior to and after the pandemic that allowed time for 

questioning around text to occur. While using virtual learning platforms, cooperative learning 

structures did not work as well. Teacher-participants felt having students in smaller groups, 

engaging directly with each other allowed them to share their thoughts and interpretations of the 

text in more effective ways. Charolette, one teacher-participant explained,   

 

Sometimes I would only have like, you know, five or six kids on camera, and it was much 

more doable. And then, one thing that I tried in 2020, during the pandemic, it was so 

crazy, one time, I tried to do instruction with 17 kids all at once, and it was not 

happening. So, I set up 20-minute increments, and I put kids in groups of like five and so 

the parents knew what time their student was expected to be on. And if it wasn't their 

time, then they could go do something else...and that worked out well. And that took 

about three weeks for me to figure out that strategy. But that worked. Well, once I got it 

going. 

 

Teacher-participants also recognized how heavily they relied on scripted curriculums and online 

resources during this time rather than more authentic, dialogic conversations. While they could 

each name one or two strategies to use to develop high quality questions to promote dialogic 

discourse, their responses indicated they were not developing the questions themselves, but were 

using teacher’s manual, online lesson plans, and other forms of scripted curriculum. Most 

teacher-participants were not able to name strategies for developing questions on their own, such 

as using sentence stems or using word banks associated with Bloom’s Taxonomy or Webb’s 

Depth of Knowledge. Teacher-participants also described how the questions they were asking 

during virtual learning felt like more surface level, one-right-answer questions due to the 

difficulty of facilitating more dialogic conversations around text online. For instance, when 

considering the reliance on direct questioning and scaffolding, Charolette, stated,  
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If I think about before the pandemic, I was able to kind of delve into higher level 

questioning a little bit more. Just because they had had those social settings. This year. I 

mean, despite the fact that they are great group, their social skills, and just attentiveness is 

a lot lower than years past. 

 

 

Teacher-participants emphasized the need to spend time explicitly teaching discussion skills to 

students after the pandemic as they each struggled to create authentic, meaningful dialogic 

dialogue in online settings. This implies the absence of regular, face-to-face interaction may have 

hampered the development of these essential conversational skills, leading to less dialogic spaces 

and a lack of higher-level thinking questions.   

 

Time spent developing meaningful, critical questions does not seem to be at the forefront, based 

on the stories of the teacher-participants. Information related to questions found in the teacher’s 

manual of scripted curriculum is often used to guide the discussions around text. However, 

scripted curriculums often ask low-level thinking questions with one right answer. As Parks and 

Bridges-Rhoads (2012) stated, “Relying too heavily on knowledge of automatized responses that 

may be laid out by a scripted curriculum can limit a teacher’s ability to take advantage of an 

unexpected student comment to build content knowledge, while drawing on students’ thoughts 

and experiences” (p. 310). Teachers need to be able to discern high quality questions from low 

quality questions, if they are going to effectively guide dialogic conversations.   

 

The pandemic challenged teachers to use questioning and dialogic discourse in new ways. While 

some teachers were able to adapt and modify in ways that allowed for some discourse to occur, 

many struggled to get students talking. This may have been because of a guardian being close by 

when they were in their virtual classroom or because the virtual platform made them 

uncomfortable. Some tried to use techniques like breakout rooms and using the chat features but 

felt like it was still difficult to guide learning and facilitate a conversation in this way. They 

reported doing things like creating YouTube videos of them reading aloud for the students to 

view and then having students write a written response related to the text. This removes oral 

discourse opportunities from the lesson, which could hinder learning. It was clear from the 

responses from teacher-participants they felt ill-equipped for online learning. When asked about 

the pandemic, most struggled to find words to express their experiences, acknowledging they 

have mostly tried to block out, or forget, their time teaching during the pandemic. One must 

wonder how teachers can be better prepared through teacher preparation programs and 

professional learning in how to plan for dialogic discourse to take place, how to develop high 

quality questions, and how to encourage discourse in various learning environments.  

 

Several teachers made note of pulling a book and asking questions as they were reading; being a 

teacher for a long period of time made them feel confident in their ability to ask questions and 

guide learning as they engaged the students with the text. Knowing the importance of intentional 

planning (Farhang et al., 2023), one might wonder if the questions asked are the most impactful 

for moving students forward in their thinking. Lack of intentional planning may also mean 

students are not always getting the opportunity to discuss the text with their peers in meaningful 

ways, as techniques and strategies used for promoting dialogic discourse may not have been fully 

considered and prepared prior to the lesson taking place.   
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Implications for Practice 

 

Considering the stories of each of the teacher-participants in this study, implications for practice 

can and should be explored further. Based on the data collected, it was evident that each teacher-

participant recognized how critical they are in creating relational, dialogical spaces, the 

importance of supporting conversational skills, and the need to refine their questioning 

techniques to support dialogic discourse in their learning environments.  

 

Relational Pedagogy: The Heart of Dialogic Discourse 

 

Relationships matter. If teachers want students to engage in meaningful conversations, time must 

be spent cultivating meaningful relationships. While this may seem simple, it can be quite 

complex and nuanced. Hinsdale (2016) explained relational pedagogy as an ongoing practice 

which invites us to “place the human relationship between teacher and student at the center of 

educational exchanges and to deeply question both the nature of that relationship and what that 

relationship might mean to teaching and learning” (p. 2). Relational pedagogy applies ethic of 

care (Noddings, 1984), contextual understandings of interactions and spaces (Boyd & Markarian, 

2015; Boyd et al., 2024), openness to difference and interdependence, a rejection of hierarchy in 

the classroom (Freire, 2000), and trustworthiness (Hinsdale, 2016). Teaching is often dynamic 

and situational, as Hickey and Riddle (2024) explained, “A relational pedagogy accounts for 

these forces in ‘recognition of the idiosyncratic, in-the-moment character of the pedagogical 

encounter’ (Hickey et al., 2022, p. 296) to provoke modes of teaching and learning that are 

deliberative, participatory and relevant to both teachers and students” (p. 3274). If teachers want 

to create dialogic spaces in the classroom, relational pedagogy is a necessary component.  

 

Reprioritize Conversational Skills and Dialogic Conversations 

 

Time must be given in the classroom to allow students to engage in dialogue. Priority at the 

beginning of the school year should be given to explicitly teach conversational skills. Creating 

classroom norms, or expectations, for how everyone will engage in conversation with each other 

can help students understand the importance of skills such as, waiting to speak until someone has 

finished speaking, asking clarifying questions, and turning towards the speaker. If teachers want 

students to engage in dialogic conversations, students first need to understand how to listen and 

watch for conversational cues and how to make conversational moves that promote meaningful 

discourse. Taking time to model and explicitly teach conversational skills will create a stronger 

foundation for meaningful dialogic discourse. Maximizing peer-to-peer interactions, especially 

around text, is also vital. Cooperative learning (Kagan & Kagan, 2019) structures, structured 

play centers, and the use of Turn and Talk can allow for students to share in the openness that is 

dialogic discourse. 

 

Refine Questioning Techniques  

 

Constructing questions can be challenging, especially when considering the needs of the 

students, the depth of knowledge sought when asking the question, the clarity of the questions 

and many other factors that go into developing questions to support more dialogic spaces. 
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Teachers should use intentionality when planning lessons to ensure they have questions which 

promote deeper conversations and provide opportunities for students to engage in dialogic 

discourse. Prior to the lesson, teachers should consider when and how they can model thinking 

out loud about the text, how they can prompt the students in a way that provokes curiosity and 

deeper thinking, and what questions and response stems they may be able to provide the students 

to begin cultivating the conversation. Asking questions that remove the teacher from the center 

of the conversation to avoid monological spaces with passive learners is necessary in dialogic 

classrooms. Modeling what this looks like is also vital. By modeling how to ask meaningful 

questions, listening, constructing meaning, and building on those questions, teachers can provide 

students with clear examples of what it means to engage in discourse. Integrating higher-order 

thinking questions into lessons that help launch the discussion while also providing scaffolds, 

prompts and the use of structures, such as Turn and Talk, will likely lead to more meaningful 

discussions. Students also need opportunities to construct, ask, and discuss questions with their 

peers.  

 

Table 2. Toolbox for supporting questioning and dialogic discourse. 

 

Relational Pedagogy Conversational Skills Questioning Techniques 

• Practice ethic of care 

(Noddings, 1994) 

• Create 

conversational 

spaces (Boyd & 

Markarian, 2015; 

Boyd et al. 2024) 

• Build trustworthiness 

(Hinsdale, 2016) 

• Create Classroom 

Conversation Norms 

and model how to 

have a conversation 

with others 

• Use Turn and Talk to 

encourage peer-

conversations in the 

classroom 

• Design literacy and 

play stations to 

promote discourse 

between students  

• Implement 

Cooperative 

Learning structures 

(Kagan & Kagan, 

2009) to encourage 

active participation 

• Use prompts that 

include modeling 

thinking and talking 

about the text, 

prompting students 

with a question, and 

providing a stem for 

students to use 

• Examine lessons for 

the types of 

questions being 

asked throughout the 

lesson  

• Use questioning 

stems that promote 

more open-ended 

responses 

 

Conclusion 

 

As Boyd et al. (2024) pointed out, simply holding conversation is not what makes a space 

dialogical. Creating a dialogic space requires a commitment to modeling conversational moves, 

intentional question asking, and relational pedagogies. The teacher-participants in this study all 

recognized the importance of social skills and close proximity with students when trying to 

create dialogic spaces where questioning can bring students into the reading. Boyd et al. (2024) 

said it best,   
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If we want to prepare our students for civil, democratic discourse—to teach students to 

hold an unstructured conversation, one that involves disagreement and conflict—we must 

seek to learn how to handle these kinds of conversations. We must practice and teach our 

students how to hear others and make ourselves heard—how to take in what other people 

are saying and have it affect our thinking.  

 

Previous research supports the use of questioning as an effective technique in creating dialogic 

classrooms (Reznitskaya, 2012). However, not all teachers feel prepared or confident in their 

abilities to create questions and sustain dialogic conversations, as seen in this study. Simply 

reading texts is not enough to develop deep understanding of the message, which was evident as 

teacher-participants spoke about trying to sustain conversation during virtual learning sessions. 

Dialogic discourse needs to be in place. By studying how current lived experiences of teaching 

during a pandemic have impacted or shifted pedagogical stances regarding questioning as an 

instructional technique to support dialogic discourse, teacher preparation programs can better 

understand how to prepare preservice teachers in using dialogue around text to move students 

forward in literacy. 

 

Based on the lived experiences of the teacher-participants in this study and the findings 

highlighting a lack of preparation in applying effective questioning techniques to sustain dialogic 

discourse, more time needs to be spent in teacher preparation programs teaching preservice 

teachers how to develop high quality questions around text. The ability to develop questions in a 

way that cultivates dialogic classrooms requires explicit teaching on how to craft questions and 

how to ask follow-up questions to sustain conversations. Teachers, along with those preparing to 

become teachers, need to be taught strategies for facilitating dialogic discourse in a variety of 

settings within whole group, small group, and one-on-one instruction. 

 

Future studies should examine how teachers use specific questioning techniques to create and 

use questioning to promote dialogic discourse and how the dialogic discourse around text helps 

students construct meaning across different learning modalities. Additionally, studies examining 

how to best prepare preservice teachers with constructing questions to promote dialogic 

discourse during their literacy courses should also build on this current study.   
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