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ABSTRACT 

This teacher research study utilized a multiple case study approach to explore 

how 7th grade students in three concurrent ELA settings perceived teaching and 

learning in classroom environments with varying degree of new literacies 

implementation. Students were studied in a supplemental ELA class known as TEAM 

time and during their voluntary participation in a digital video club after school. Students’ 

experiences in their traditional ELA class with limited work in new literacies was used as 

a point of comparison. 

The study also explored students’ perception of how the multimodal work in a 

new literacies classroom met the demands of the New York State Common Core 

Standards and examined how student achievement was impacted as a result. Research 

in new literacies has found high levels of student engagement and motivation. However, 

very few studies have explored how multimodal literacy in new literacies pedagogy 

aligns with the New York State Common Core Standards or the impact it has on student 

achievement on standardized assessments and measures of student growth. 

Research questions for this study included (1) How do students describe their 

learning experiences with multimodal texts?; (2) How do students describe their learning 

experiences with traditional print literacy?; (3) In what ways, if any, does student work 

with new literacies align with grade level learning standards?; and, (4) In what ways, if 

any, do students’ experiences with multimodal texts influence their traditional views of 

print literacy? 

xi 
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As a multiple case study (i.e., Creswell, 2007; Efron & Ravid, 2013), data were 

collected over the second half of a school year for six months in an enrichment ELA 

period (known as TEAM time) and during a digital video club after school and were rich 

and varied. Data sources included: (1) Field notes from classroom observations during 

TEAM time spanning the duration of the second semester of the school year and Digital 

Video Club activities with subsequent reflective notes; (2) Student artifacts including 

planning products, final products, and student assessment data; (3) Audio recordings 

and transcripts of the 9 focal study participants’ interviews; (4) Teacher artifacts 

including lesson plans, the Common Core Standards, and the New York State ELA 

modules; and (5) one student questionnaire. 

Through new literacies pedagogy in varying degrees in each of the three 

settings, students composed in multiple modes, met New York State learning standards, 

demonstrated reading level growth, and succeeded on the New York State English 

Language Arts Assessment. 

Keywords: New Literacies, transmediation, technology, multimodality, ELA, 

Common Core Standards, high stakes assessments 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction to the Research Problem 

Introduction 

I entered the field of education as an adult who had already had various fulfilling 

careers. However, when the opportunity presented itself in 2007 to pursue my life 

calling, I took a leap of faith and dove head first into a career in education. 

At that point, I was experiencing education not as a student or a teacher but as a 

parent of three young boys. It shocked me that much of their educational experiences 

mirrored my own decades sooner. When I was finally given the chance to observe 

classroom culture and practice, I was saddened to see that teachers were still teaching 

as they did when I was in middle and high school and that students were still learning in 

the same ways. Teachers distributed knowledge and students were assessed based on 

how much and how well they could produce the information on tests. 

I found it peculiar that in the 21st century, teaching and learning appeared 

remarkably similar to education in the 1970s and 1980s. Certainly technology had 

changed the way we lived and I had hoped that what it meant to be educated had 

changed with the times. In my first student teaching placement, I watched as a highly 

respected ELA teacher created lessons and assessed students on surface level 

knowledge. I observed very little critical thinking or student creation of texts beyond 

traditional high school literary response essays. Hoping that this was not an accurate 

depiction of education in the early years of the new century, I asked one of my son’s 

ELA teachers if I could observe her classroom. It was there that I saw that what I know 

identify as a new literacies classroom. 

1 
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As I neared the end of my Master’s program in 2009, I had begun to study new 

literacies and was eager to implement lessons, activities, and assessments that would 

align with a new literacies stance. When I look back now on my first years in the 

classroom, I am reminded of the adage, “If I only knew then what I know now”. 

Although that classroom was considered innovative by all accounts, I have grown in my 

understanding of the pedagogy behind new literacies and how to utilize the stance not 

as an “add on” in ELA classrooms but as the authentic, meaningful work in ELA 

education. 

Now that I have been an educator for 10 years, I have had numerous 

opportunities to casually observe other teachers. I have been blessed with colleagues 

who not only understand my view of education but who have challenged me to cite 

sound pedagogical purposes for embracing a new literacies stance. I have witnessed 

some classrooms where students sit in rows and are expected to reiterate information 

back as an assessment of knowledge. I have seen some teachers embrace technology 

integration. I have watched as some educators are questioned about the validity of new 

literacies work. 

My own journey in new literacies has certainly been driven by these factors and 

by my post-graduate doctoral work. Although I have not conducted numerous formal 

studies in my classroom, I have done casual qualitative research on a constant basis. 

Student feedback has been crucial to helping me understand what students perceive as 

high quality learning. Data on student success on high stakes tests and in other 

qualitative measures of data used by school districts have reinforced my belief in the 

power of a new literacies. Anecdotal observations and reflections have allowed me to 

2 
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become a more deliberate practitioner as I try to create a classroom culture that is 

based in the lived experiences of students that not only prepares them for the current 

academic year but for their lifetimes, all while being cognizant of the demands of the 

appropriate standards. 

All of this work was rewarded when I was awarded the National Council 

Teachers of English Media Literacy Award in 2014. On the persuasion of a trusted 

professor, I applied for the award. At the time, I did not think what my students and I did 

in the classroom was all that unique. The work my students and I did in the classroom 

every day put into practice theory and research in the field of new literacies. Throughout 

my doctoral work, I deliberately sought ways to implement research in the field and then 

reflect on the outcomes. As such, my metamorphosis as a new literacies educator 

continues to be formed not only with the work of new literacies scholars but also my 

informal ongoing research in my classroom. 

This research is a result of the reluctance of educators, administrators, and 

policymakers to bring teaching and learning into the 21st century despite what I have 

personally found to be effective pedagogy. With so much pressure for students to 

succeed on high stakes tests and student growth measures, it can be intimidating to 

change practice. Even though teachers hope to provide students with meaningful 

learning experiences, the hesitation over the efficacy of such a change and the 

unfamiliarity with how to even begin to undertake such a change is overwhelming. 

The goal of this teacher research is not only to help me better understand my 

students’ educational experiences and how I can improve as a teacher but to provide 

some much needed discussion on the solid pedagogical strategies that all teachers 

3 
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should move towards. It is foolish to treat “21st century” teaching and learning as some 

sort of extra in the curriculum. This is the 21st century. Life outside school halls is 

rapidly changing due to technological advances. As a result, literacy, the process of 

making meaning and understanding the world, is changing. It is crucial that ELA 

teachers, in particular, understand what new literacies mean, how they can implement 

them, and the potential student outcomes of being immersed in such a classroom 

environment. If our goal as educators is to prepare students for college and career, as is 

the mantra of the Common Core Standards, we would be negligent to ignore the many 

ways in which literacy is undertaken not only in schools but in society as a whole. 

Introduction to the Research Problem 

In the following section, I will identify some of the root causes of what I perceive 

as an educational system unwilling or unable to embrace new literacies as the real work 

of schools and, in particular, in literacy instruction and assessment in ELA classrooms. 

A major area of concern in K-12 educational settings is the presence of the Common 

Core Learning Standards and the high stakes testing associated with them. Further, 

these pose significant implications to teaching and assessment. Then, I will trace my 

development as a new literacies practitioner and reflect on my experiences as an 

educator in an attempt to understand some of the concerns policymakers and educators 

may have when enacting new literacies classroom practice. Finally, I will explore how 

my research interest was born as I examine student outcomes on multiple high stakes 

tests throughout my teaching career. 

This teacher research study will utilize a multiple case study approach to explore 

how students perceive teaching and learning in a classroom environment foundationally 

4 



    

	 	

            

         

        

           

            

           

         

          

         

          

    

         

        

        

          

           

            

          

        

            

      

             

          

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

situated with new literacies pedagogy. Further, the degree by which they learned, both 

anecdotally and via achievement measures such as reading level growth measured 

three times each academic year and the rate of passing scores on high stakes 

examinations will add to the understanding of the academic feasibility of new literacies 

in the ELA classroom. To that end, the study will explore how the multimodal work in a 

new literacies classroom might meet the demands of the New York State Common Core 

Standards. Although research in new literacies pedagogy has revealed high levels of 

student engagement and motivation, very few studies have sought to align the New 

York State Common Core Standards with the practices of a New Literacies classroom. 

Finally, the study will explore how students’ work within multimodal texts influence their 

traditional views of print literacy. 

Without this information, the fundamental barrier to broad integration of new 

literacies practices in ELA classrooms will remain an issue. As a result, classroom 

practices will remain as they have for decades. Students’ lived experiences and 

interests will remain separate from the work of the ELA classroom. If we as educators 

and policymakers continue to ignore the truth that our students’ are engaging with 

literacies beyond the school walls and refuse to allow those into the sacred spaces of 

schools, we risk failing in our essential duty of preparing students for college and 

career, as the Common Core Standards tout. Our literate worlds are changing 

dynamically. We cannot afford to ignore the ways in which we can help students 

improve their literacies across modes and across purposes. Literacy is not just for 

school. Literacy is a central skill required of all people for the duration of their lives. New 

literacies offers students the opportunity to engage in all types of literacy including those 

5 
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that are not traditionally associated with the academic literacy of reading texts and 

writing traditional school responses. 

The Common Core Standards and high stakes testing. 

One of the barriers to implementing changes to the ELA curriculum has been the 

Common Core Learning Standards and associated testing. Although the ELA standards 

are a result of education reform, they do not include appropriate space for new literacies 

practices. In 2009, states across the country were tasked with compiling a list of 

standards students should be working toward at each grade level. Proponents argued 

that education standards varied depending on which state a student lived in and this 

was seen as problematic. Depending on which state a student lived in, education 

standards and expectations varied. This could potentially cause issues if a student 

transferred to a school in another state. Similarly, some saw the wide range of 

standards and skill development as an educational equity issue. Further, upon 

graduating from high school, students often attend colleges not in their home state. 

Proponents argued that a requirement that every American student graduate from high 

school with the same skillset would make sense. 

These new standards sought to prepare students for “college and career” 

readiness. The ELA standards included skills aimed at developing a student’s ability to 

read literature and informational texts, to develop writing proficiency, to develop 

speaking and listening skills, and to establish and perfect language usage skills. At each 

grade level, starting with foundational skills in pre-kindergarten, each of these standards 

specifically outlined what students should be able to do within those subsets. 

6 
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During the 2011/12 academic year, states were charged with implementing these 

new Common Core Learning Standards in their schools. Then, in the spring of 2013, the 

first standardized statewide assessment of the new standards was administered to 

students. At the same time, the New York State Education Department stipulated that a 

portion of a teacher’s yearly evaluation would include a score based on the teacher’s 

students’ performance on these Common Core assessments. 20% of a teacher’s overall 

performance rating was to be based on student growth on state assessments or other 

comparable measures of student growth if no state test was administered in a subject 

area. 

This posed a significant dilemma for educators. Would they continue to adopt the 

new standards slowly while honoring their teaching practices they had honed prior to 

the standards? Would they be forced, as was the case in numerous districts, to adhere 

to a scripted curriculum or, later, follow the New York State English Language Arts 

modules, which were marketed as guaranteed adherence to the standards with the 

lucrative promise of student success on the standardized test? Would they lose some of 

their creative freedom to design lessons they thought would engage students? These 

became serious discussions in light of the mandate that student test scores be linked 

with teacher performance reviews. 

Adding to the uncertainty, parent groups formed to protest these tests. Parents 

argued the tests were developmentally inappropriate for students. Further, parents were 

outraged that these test results would be used to measure a teacher’s efficacy. As 

teachers were faced with serious implications for their students performing well on tests, 

some instruction became narrowly focused on preparing students to pass the test. 

7 
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Parents and students lamented that teachers were merely “teaching to the test” and, 

thus, abandoning authentic teaching. Teachers defended their actions with reasoning 

that included they had to “teach to the test” because their evaluations were directly 

linked with student testing outcomes. 

For these reasons, teachers became stifled. Although technological advances 

and literacy practices were rapidly evolving during this time period, the reality for many 

was that instruction would need to be focused strictly on the standards assessed on the 

high stakes tests. Educators worried that if teaching practice strayed too far from 

traditional methods, students would not build the skills mandated by the standards and, 

as a consequence, would not succeed on exams meant to assess those standards. 

New literacies pedagogy remained out of the question for many educators as they 

attempted to ascertain how the standards should be taught and how they would be 

assessed. 

Evolution of my new literacies stance. 

I became a teacher in 2009 when these new standards were just beginning to be 

introduced to districts. I remember being confused, as were most of my colleagues, 

about what this meant for the daily work of the ELA classroom. As a recent college 

graduate and New York State certified teacher, I was also privy to research in new 

literacies and was immediately energized by what these concepts might do to enhance 

learning in the ELA classroom. New literacies meant that students should be tasked 

with comprehending print-based texts and creating traditional writing pieces in print but 

that they should also be encouraged to read and write in many different modes 

including image, video, and sound. I assumed that if my students were engaged in 
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meaningful, challenging work, they would grow as critical readers, writers, and thinkers. 

As a result, the rigor and unfamiliarity of the Common Core Learning Standards would 

not pose a problem for my students or me. 

I took up a stance as a new literacies practitioner although, at the time, I did not 

know that was what I was doing. I did have an understanding of sociocultural theory. I 

believed the best way to educate students was to meet them where they were 

developmentally and cognitively and to make connections with their lived experiences 

as much as possible. I believed in the power of scaffolding to help students do on their 

own what they previously could do only with the help of another. As I learned more 

about new literacies in graduate school classes, I experimented in my classroom. As a 

result, my classroom did not look like other ELA classrooms in the building. My new 

literacies stance began to evolve and continues to do so each year as I learn more from 

my students’ experiences in the classroom. 

From my experience, I can appreciate the apprehension teachers feel in 

employing new ways of teaching and learning. It is not uncommon to hear teachers 

complain about new programs as being the “flavor of the day”. I can also understand 

how something as unfamiliar as new literacies may be intimidating to teachers who do 

not fully understand it nor have the time to explore it either on their own or in 

professional development courses. The fear of the unknown can be crippling and when 

educators are overwhelmed in their daily work, it is not unreasonable that they may not 

seek out new ways to teach. 
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Student achievement on high stakes tests. 

Although educators may not wish to acknowledge the tremendous impact high 

stakes testing has on their practice, the reality is those tests do play a critical role in 

what goes on in classrooms every day. The hesitation to enact new literacies is even 

more understanding when considering the reality of these tests. Since so much is 

unknown about how students perform when they are exposed to new literacies, another 

major barrier to implementing new literacies in the ELA classroom is the uncertainty 

over its impact on student performance on both the 3rd-8th grade ELA assessments or 

on the 11th grade Common Core Regents exam, which students must pass in order to 

graduate from high school. 

In my first teaching job as a high school ELA teacher in a small, rural, public 

school district, I immediately saw high levels of engagement and motivation in students 

who might otherwise be considered apathetic learners in my primitive new literacies 

practice. As I learned new strategies to develop literacy in the classroom by increasing 

and improving my new literacies stance, I began to understand the potential power of 

this type of learning. I did not worry about what my high school students would do on 

their ELA Regents exam at the end of the year because I knew they were actively 

engaged in high levels of reading and writing in multiple forms on a daily basis. 

In each of the two years in which I taught students who took the New York State 

English Regents exam, 100% of my students passed the exam. All but 1 student each 

year earned mastery, as designated by a score of 85% or higher on the exam. In the 

first year, one student earned a perfect score; in the second year four students earned 

perfect scores. Although I could not pinpoint the reason for their success, I posited that 
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being engaged in numerous types of reading and writing on a daily basis and 

participating in rich dialogue about learning afforded students ample work in the 

standards, which had prepared them well for success. 

In 2012, I moved to another school and to a different grade level: middle school. 

In this new assignment at a large, private, suburban school, I taught 7th and 8th graders 

and continued to build my teaching practice on what I now understood as new literacies. 

By this point, the stakes were much higher. The middle school ELA assessments were 

rigorous and were receiving extensive criticism over their fairness as developmentally 

appropriate assessments. Opponents argued the passages on the test were not at the 

appropriate grade level, the quantity of the assessment tools including multiple choice 

questions, short responses, and full essays was excessive for the students’ 

development, and the test was mentally exhausting as it was administered over three 

days at 90 minute per day maximum increments. I understood these concerns but was 

committed to exposing students to multiliteracies over the course of the year as I had in 

my previous district with the intention of teaching them test-taking strategies as the 

spring administration of the exam approached. Again, my students outperformed 

county and state data and yet had not been exposed to instruction that merely “taught to 

the test”. 

Then, in 2015, I was hired in a large, suburban, public school district. By this 

point, my pedagogical stance was solid: I was a new literacies practitioner. However, it 

was at this point in my career that I was faced with the mandate that instruction follow 

the New York State ELA modules. I taught at both the high school and middle school 

levels in my first year in the district. At the high school level, the modules were not 
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mandated but were highly recommended; at the middle school level they were required. 

The district was faced with overcoming low student achievement on the high stakes 

assessments and administrators were hopeful that the modules would help teachers 

implement the standards more efficiently, which would, in turn, improve state test 

results. 

However, I refused to abandon what I had known to be effective instruction and 

found ways to work in new literacies in those middle and high school classrooms. The 

understanding was teachers could “supplement” the modules but that the bulk of 

instruction was to come from the modules. Again, my 7th grade students outperformed 

the district, county, and state on the middle school NYS ELA Assessment. All but two of 

my high school students (11th graders in a self-contained special education classroom 

setting) passed that year’s Regents exam, which was a significant improvement over 

previous years’ results. 

The following year, I was transferred to a different position in the same district 

and was tasked with teaching just 7th grade. At this point, district teachers were 

encouraged to make curricular modifications as long as the texts and tasks still fit within 

the model set forth by the New York State modules. During the summer of 2015/16, I 

was part of a team of teachers that evaluated the standing modules and modified those 

to suit our needs. Eventually, the mandated module edict was lifted in late winter of the 

2016/17 school year. 

The 2016/17 academic year was a unique opportunity in which to conduct the 

research for this dissertation. Students in the study not only had a regular ELA class on 

their daily schedule but were also scheduled for a TEAM class every day. Students 
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rotated through each of their four core classes (Math, Science, Social Studies, and 

English) once every four days in a separate TEAM class. In this ELA TEAM setting, I 

was free to develop a curriculum as I saw fit, as long as the standards were still 

addressed. This supplemental class time proved to be an exceptional opportunity to 

study the same students in two distinct settings: an ELA classroom largely based in 

mandated module work (although the mandate was lifted in late winter 2017, I did not 

abandon the district-created lessons aligned to the modules) and a TEAM setting 

completely developed with a solid foundation in new literacies. It was an opportunity to 

test my beliefs that students could indeed prosper in a full new literacies classroom 

environment. 

Yet again, my 7th grade students outperformed the district, county, and state on 

the 2017 NYS ELA Assessment. Interesting, though, the margin of outperformance was 

the smallest of my teaching career, despite these students “being raised” in the module 

culture for three previous years. The modules, a panacea for low student performance 

on standardized tests, seemed ineffective in increasing pass rates across the board in 

the district. Although I felt a bit more freedom than I had in my first year in this district 

when modules were strictly mandated, I still felt much more restricted in how to deliver 

instruction to students that year than I had in previous years. Outside of TEAM time, 

instruction remained traditional. Students read only print-based texts and wrote mostly 

short responses and long essays in preparation for the Common Core ELA assessment. 

The once every four day cycle of TEAM time was a time for ELA enrichment. In this 

time, students read and wrote in many different modes. I surmised the skills they 
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developed in ELA class would help them succeed in TEAM time but I was also staunch 

in my belief that their work in TEAM time would inform their work in ELA. 

In an era of accountability, high stakes testing, Common Core standards, and 

cries of a lack of authentic teaching and learning in favor of “teaching to the test”, it is 

important that ELA educators find a way to meet the challenges and succeed in 

developing students’ literacies to not only pass a test but to prepare them well for their 

livelihoods beyond school. In my classroom practice over the last 10 years, I have 

gradually worked on developing a stronger New Literacies stance because I believe it 

empowers students, embraces the multiple literacies students are engaged with outside 

of school, gives students authentic literacy experiences they will encounter through their 

lives, all while encompassing the Common Core standards and developing literacies 

they need to pass high stakes tests. 

The study is unique in that it will look at the same group of students in the same 

academic year but does so in three distinct settings: an ELA classroom where module-

based instruction was expected and a TEAM class period where a new literacies stance 

could be enacted freely. Some participants were also members of an after school Digital 

Video Club in which a new literacies stance celebrated alternative literacies. Teacher 

research is undertaken “to enhance the lives of students and teachers through positive 

educational change” (Mills, 2000, p. 128). This teacher research will give valuable 

student perspectives about teaching and learning in the ELA classroom and will help 

inform curricular decisions and pedagogical choices to move ELA education into the 

21st century and beyond. 
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Research Questions 

As this study is purposed as teacher research, the main goals will be to better 

understand the student experience in a new literacies ELA classroom and to identify 

any alignment with the Common Core Learning Standards in their new literacies 

exposure in the hopes of affecting positive education change. Focal students will be 

studied in their supplemental 7th grade TEAM time class period and during an after 

school Digital Video Club. As these students also are students in the traditional ELA 

classroom, comparisons and contrasting points will provide insight into the ELA student 

experience in multiple educational settings. Further, it will explore student perspectives 

about teaching and learning in both a traditional classroom environment and one built 

on new literacies. It will examine how the work within a new literacies classroom, which 

is often viewed as “add on” and “not the real work” of the ELA classroom, is very much 

situated within the context of the Common Core Learning Standards and, as such, 

develops students’ academic literacy (that is, traditional school reading and writing) 

while also encouraging the development of the literacies they are engaged in freely and 

frequently outside of school. 

As student assessment data and reading level growth measures will be included 

in this study, student perception about why they were successful on these marks will be 

valuable to understanding the educational credence of new literacies pedagogy. The 

study will explore the claim that students within a new literacies classroom are well-

prepared for high stakes assessments without being “raised” in a “teach to the test” 

environment. 
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The aim of this study will be to contribute to the understanding of new literacies 

pedagogy that moves beyond student engagement and motivation and toward a 

discussion of its feasibility aligned with the Common Core Learning Standards and 

student achievement. In doing so, student perceptions about their educational 

experiences in a traditional ELA setting and one more aligned with innovative new 

literacies pedagogy will drive the inquiry. 

Guiding research questions for this study include: 

1. How do students describe their learning experiences with multimodal texts? 

2. How do students describe their learning experiences with traditional print 

literacy? 

3. In what ways, if any, does student work with new literacies align with grade 

level learning standards? 

4. In what ways, if any, do students’ experiences with multimodal texts influence 

their traditional views of print literacy? 

This purpose of this teacher research is to understand how embracing new 

literacies pedagogy is not only engaging and motivating for students but also gives them 

opportunities to work in the Common Core Standards to develop critical reading, writing, 

speaking, listening, and thinking. Further, since the work of a new literacies classroom 

is deeply rooted in the standards, it makes sense that students will succeed on the high 

stakes tests. This evidence should support educators, policymakers, and administrators 

in their confidence as they embrace 21st century learning not as a supplemental activity 

in ELA curriculum but the central work of the classroom. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

In this review of research, I will explore research pertinent to my view of new 

literacies pedagogy and explore related research to key components of new literacies 

integration in the ELA classroom. I will begin with a discussion of new literacies as an 

overarching theory and define it in the context of my classroom. In this discussion, I will 

define new literacies in the construct of this research. I will then approach related topics 

of new literacies theory that are of particular importance to my study including the 

nature of participatory culture, students’ out of school literacy practices, multiliteracies, 

and digital video composition. 

I will then delineate what it means when a teacher embraces a new literacies 

stance in classroom practice. I will end this discussion by suggesting a few impediments 

to the integration of a new literacies stance in the classroom. In the next section of this 

chapter, I will argue for expanding the definition of school-based literacy that will include 

new literacies at its core. 

Then, I will connect the work of new literacies practitioner to the theory of 

transmediation. In this discussion, I will define transmediation and discuss findings from 

research in classroom practice and student outcome when transmediation was 

embraced. As transmediation is based in social semiotics, a discussion of social 

semiotics will follow. 

Finally, as all aspects of new literacies pedagogy support sociocultural theory, a 

discussion of the theory based on the work of Vygotsky will be undertaken with 
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connections to demonstrate how new literacies is sociocultural theory in its modern 

practice. 

It is important to then discuss key issues facing the ELA teacher today. I will 

begin with exploring the Common Core Learning Standards and the accompanying high 

stakes testing environment. I will include a timeline of the history of ELA standards in 

New York before moving on to a discussion of how the testing impacts how the 

standards are addressed in the classroom. In that section, I will define 

what makes an assessment “high stakes” before I move on to the impact of such testing 

on the classroom culture, the teacher, and the students. Finally, I will review some of 

the public controversy surrounding high stakes testing in New York. 

I will conclude this chapter with a discussion encouraging rethinking literacy in 

the age of the Common Core Learning Standards and the testing scenario. 

Theoretical Framework 

New literacies. 

In this section, I will define new literacies theory in the context of my study. 

Different researchers take varying perspectives of new literacies including analyzing 

mass media communication, successfully implementing technology in the classroom, or 

focusing on how reading has changed in the age of the Internet. For the purpose of my 

student, I will focus my attention on new literacies theory to explain how students read 

and write in multiple modes often frequently and voluntarily outside of school. I will 

advocate for finding ways to welcome those literacies into the classroom to not only 

develop those literacies but to utilize them to develop the literacy skills valued and 

assessed in school settings. I will support a more inclusive view of literacy to include 
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multimodal texts in addition to the time-honored print texts. For this study, new literacies 

theory will focus on the multimodal nature of literacy. 

New literacies theory defined. 

New literacies theory arose as part of the understanding of the way technology 

integration impacts education in what is frequently termed 21st century learning. As 

technology continues to develop and our ways of making meaning (writing) and 

understanding the world (reading) changes as a result of technology, the concept of 

what new literacies in educational practice must also change. The texts that hold value 

from a cultural standpoint differs significantly from what was respected just a few years 

ago and that phenomenon is ever-occurring. The New London Group (1996) attempted 

to establish a purpose for education in its general sense. They wrote, “one could say 

that its fundamental purpose (of education) is to ensure that all students benefit from 

learning in ways that allow them to participate fully in their public, community, and 

economic life” (p. 60). If this is indeed the case, it is impossible to not find tremendous 

value in the work of new literacies theory. Miller (2007) further illustrates this point when 

she writes, "traditional schooling and literacy are not adequate for the 21st century 

public, civic, and workplace sphere" (p. 63). If we are to prepare students for their lives, 

we cannot simply educate them as their parents or teachers were taught. As times 

change, as culture changes, so must educational paradigms. 

Much of the discussion around new literacies referred to giving adolescents 

experiences in 21st century skills and learning conducive to their lived experiences in an 

ever-changing world. New literacies innately realizes that the ways we communicate 

with and make sense of our world is vastly different from just a generation ago and, 
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perhaps just as importantly, will continue to morph as new technologies are developed. 

The “new” in new literacies is not a static entity and is adjusted, modified, and expanded 

based on social and cultural practices. Just as with all sound pedagogical approaches, 

new literacies theory embraces students’ experiences and seeks opportunities to 

incorporate their experiences into their learning. 

Aligned with this view, my understanding of new literacies in the ELA classroom 

means instruction must be a rich tapestry of literacy activities aimed at developing 

students’ literacy in multiple modes. My view of new literacies theory embraces 

multimodality while still honoring print texts. However, it does not give exclusivity to 

print. New literacies theory in the context of my study comprises numerous ways in 

which students are engaged in literacy both in a more traditional sense and in a cultural 

sense. 

My understanding of new literacies theory is that it cannot stand alone in 

educational settings. This is where the other major theories interact to bring about the 

full potential of new literacies. Students who create or “write” and make sense of what 

they experience or “read” multimodally can then transfer those cognitive skills, all based 

in the learning standards, to other modes, including print. Relying on the theory of 

transmediation, students can be instructed to transfer what they know to different 

literacy experiences. Additionally, students are encouraged to bring their out-of-school 

literacies to the classroom by incorporating cultural artifacts and literacy experiences. 

Finally, true to sociocultural views of education, they can then use those familiar literacy 

practices as scaffolds to develop close reading and writing. New literacies theory, then, 
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can become the serious work of literacy acquisition by combining these other concepts, 

which will be discussed in upcoming sections. 

Review of Related Literature 

In what follows, I will review related literature pertaining to a new literacies 

theory. First, I will discuss participatory culture and the power it has to transform student 

reading and writing. As much of participatory culture involves students’ literacy activities 

outside of school hours, I will then review literature related to out of school literacy 

practices. I will then explore multiliteracies and the possibilities those offer students. In 

this discussion, I will focus on multiple modes of “reading” and “writing” and give special 

attention to digital video creation. I will then move on to a discussion of how, despite a 

significant body of research in new literacies, implementation of new literacies 

pedagogy is not yet widespread. In that discussion, I will highlight the lack of research in 

how integration of a new literacies theory is not only engaging and motivating but how it 

also improves overall student literacy achievement. Without this piece of the equation, 

teachers may be hesitant to embrace new literacies as a valid approach to literacy 

instruction and assessment in their classrooms. 

Participatory culture. 

Adding to the understanding of literacies in the 21st century is the increasingly 

common collaborative nature of communication. Due to web 2.0 technologies, readers 

are no longer passive recipients of information delivered via printed text or screen. 

Readers engage with text in online environments differently. Thanks to the participatory 

nature of the Internet, the common person can become a published author of content 
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for audiences known, unknown, intended, and unintended. This poses both a dilemma 

and a tremendous opportunity to literacy educators. 

Jenkins et al (2006) cite key characteristics of the participatory culture. These 

include a “relatively low barrier to artistic expression and civic engagement” with “strong 

support for creating and sharing one’s creations with others” while enacting an “informal 

mentorship whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along to 

novices” (p. 6). This is a tremendously powerful realization for educators. Because of 

the Internet, students are engaged in literacy practices beyond the educational setting. 

Students are sharing their work with others and it is not necessarily the teacher who is 

the guide. This has tremendous potential to develop literacy skills that are relevant to 

their lived experiences (Gleason, 2018). 

Further, Sperry & Baker (2016) argue that “the participatory nature of new media 

forms (such as gaming and social media) gives our students the expectation of being 

involved in choosing, manipulating, and producing their own social messages" (p. 183). 

This is distinctly different from how students are expected to create content for their 

teachers. This offers a glimmer of insight into how new literacies theory, when combined 

with the participatory nature of the Internet, can expand literacy instruction. 

Greenbow, Robelia, & Hughes (2009) discuss the potential academic power of 

the participatory nature of the Internet. "The transformed Web…is changing the way we 

as researchers and educators think about learners’ participatory and creative practices 

with various Web 2.0 technologies, especially about what, how, with whom, and for 

what purposes learning occurs through such practices" (p. 249). It is intriguing to 

consider how these practices can enhance traditional school learning. Additionally, this 
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poses a new curricular consideration: if our students are producing content on the web, 

might it make sense to expand our view of literacy to include these experiences so that 

students’ educations align with their lived experiences? It would be wise to help 

students navigate the complicated arena of Internet-based literacy participation so they 

can build skills necessary to participate appropriately and responsibly. 

New literacies theory recognizes these changing ways of reading and writing and 

seeks to explore how these voluntary, frequent engagements with reading and writing 

can be brought into classroom spaces to both acknowledge students’ out of school 

literacy practices and draw upon them to help students succeed in all facets of 

academia. It does not, however, encourage discarding traditional modes of reading and 

writing in favor of just the “new” literacies (Leander, 2009). Finding a balance between 

what is considered traditional school literacies and technology-infused, participatory 

new literacies “deliberately juxtapose(s) the old and the new, and might just make good 

pedagogic sense” (Leander, 2009, p. 161). Sperry & Baker (2016) conclude, “while print 

literacy continues to be a key priority in K-12 schools, there is a growing consensus that 

this new information landscape requires new approaches to teaching and learning" (p. 

183). 

The struggle to find that balance is of urgent importance. It is not a new 

phenomenon that schools have not historically kept up with the social and cultural 

advancements of their time. As far back as 1903, John Dewey argued: 

...the school has lagged behind the general contemporary social movement; and 

much that is unsatisfactory, much of conflict and of defect, comes from the 

discrepancy between the relatively undemocratic organization of the school, as it 
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affects the mind of both teacher and pupil, and the growth and extension of the 

democratic principle in life beyond school doors... (p. 193). 

Web 2.0 brought with it fundamental changes in the ways we consume and 

distribute information via the web. Gone are the days when text was sent to an editor for 

approval for publication. No longer is content on the Internet static. Web 2.0 brought 

with it user-created content and the growth of social media. Now anyone with Internet 

connection and a device can post content in a variety of forms including social media 

platforms, blogging, YouTube, and other collaborative spaces. The editor is left out of 

the equation as people create and publish content for a waiting audience. 

According to a 2015 study from the Pew Research Center because of the 

convenience and availability of mobile devices, 92% of teens aged 13-17 are online 

every day with 24% of them reporting they are online “almost constantly” (Lenhart, 

2015). Young people are extremely likely to use numerous social media platforms each 

day including Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat and visit these sites more 

than once per day. The report states that 88% of this age group has a cell phone with 

73% own a smartphone capable of accessing and publishing content to the internet 

(Lenhart, 2015). 

Students are not living two separate lives: their 21st century lived experiences 

and their academic lives. If we are truly to prepare students, as the Common Core 

mantra states, for “college and career readiness”, how can we do so if we fail to 

acknowledge the cultural and social ways in which they are now engaging in “reading 

and writing” and will be expected to have mastered as they grow into adulthood? It is 

time to stop calling 21st century learning and literacies as something other than what 
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they should be called: vital learning for our students’ successes throughout their lives. 

New literacies theory embraces students’ many literacies, in their nuanced and complex 

ways, and looks to incorporate them into a rich tapestry of literacy experiences. We 

cannot afford to treat them as luxuries or supplemental work. 

Out of school literacy practices. 

Here, I will counter a common lamentation by educators that students today are 

not engaging in literacy activities as much as their teachers or parents may have in 

years past. There is a sentiment that today’s youth do not read or write as much as 

adolescents did in the past. I will contend, however, that students are engaged in 

frequent, voluntary literacy activities throughout their time outside of school. Thanks in 

large part to technology and personal devices such as tablets, computers, and 

smartphones, today’s youth are actively engaged in literacy practices perhaps more 

frequently than in previous generations. These practices appear different because the 

technology is new and ever evolving. I will argue that embracing those out of school 

literacy practices in classroom settings has the power to develop close reading and 

writing in multiple modes. 

Studying the effect of out of school literacy practices on student achievement has 

been a focus of literacy research and debate for decades. In their review of theory and 

research in the area, Hull and Schulz (2001) argued that there needs to be an 

“examination of the relationships between school and non-school contexts as a new 

direction for theory and research” (p. 577). Researchers point out that students are 

engaged in “official” practices of learning (the traditional view of education as happening 

in a classroom with a teacher and a narrow focus of what counts as reading and writing) 
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and “unofficial practices” of learning that youth are engaged in without the guidance of 

educators and in spaces outside the traditional classroom environment (Hull & Schultz, 

2001; Kirkland, 2009; Moje, 2004). 

Despite some traditional ELA educators’ lamentations that students cannot read 

and write as well as generations past, the truth is students are engaging in literacy 

practices in numerous modes outside of school far more frequently than those well-

meaning critics (Kress, 2005; Street, 1993). That these practices are not recognized as 

worthy of academic recognition is again based in the reality that school literacy gives 

privilege to print. Throughout his work in out of school literacy practices, Street (1993) 

posits that the ideology of schooling or academic literacy as being the sole literacy is 

false. Traditional school literacy is but one form of literacy among the many ways in 

which we read the world and express our understanding of it and contribute texts. He 

continually asks us to consider why what counts as the sole valuable literacy is routinely 

summed up as academic reading and writing. In doing so, ““Bringing into the classroom 

multimodal texts that students enjoy out of school also provides an important space for 

educators to help students critically evaluate the texts they encounter both in and out 

of school” (Lenters, 2018, p. 645). 

Largely due to the accessibility of technology via portable devices such as 

tablets, laptops, and smartphones, today’s adolescent is engaged in numerous literacy 

activities throughout the course of the day albeit not the literacy that is valued and 

honored in schools. The participatory nature of Web 2.0 means that anyone with an 

Internet connection and access to a platform can become a “published” writer of 

content. These multiliteracies open up the debate about how these unofficial literacies 
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can be viewed as both valuable and pedagogically sound approaches. The New London 

Group (1996) state “multiliteracies create a different kind of pedagogy, one in which 

language and other modes of meaning are dynamic representational resources, 

constantly being remade by their users as they work to achieve their various cultural 

purposes” (p. 64). It is undeniable that today’s students are very much at the center of 

these complex cultural and social literacy practices. 

Adding to the discussion of how literacy practices change and develop, the 

concept of affordances is another valuable aspect to consider in the broad discussion of 

literacy. Each mode of communication has its own affordances, rules, and limitations 

(Jenkins, et al., 2006; Kress, 2005). In effect, each mode offers certain possibilities and 

yet, may not be as capable of producing results other modes might. It is up to the 

creator of the content to decide which mode offers the optimum meaning making 

experience. Similarly, each mode has different rules, or grammars. When curriculum 

places all literacy among print-based texts, they perpetuate the traditional rules of 

academic, formal English grammar. This is why new literacies theory supports teaching 

students that what is acceptable and correct in one mode may not be so in another. 

This is often the case when students include text message language in their more 

formal written pieces. They are not making mistakes; they are just not aware that 

different modes require different rules. 

Students who are engaging in these out of school literacy practices employ 

similar strategies to their compositions outside of school. They are intrinsically aware 

they must have strong ideas and they must skillfully communicate those ideas. They 

understand there will be an authentic audience who will “consume” their information. 
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However, when creating texts for publication on the Internet, writers run into a few 

possibilities that traditional school writing meant for only the teacher’s eyes never 

experiences. There is the idea that the writing may reach an imagined, unknown or 

unintended audience. There is the possibility of miscommunication because of writing 

being shared beyond cultural or personal boundaries. Despite the potential difficulties in 

these digital spaces, adolescents are active, frequent contributors to these digital 

spaces. Their literacy instruction should include strategies to participate in them 

appropriately. Li (2017) writes, “given the widespread access to and use of New Media 

outside of school by adolescent Learners, researchers have called for the introduction 

of new literacies practices is a means to bridge old literacy achievement gaps in 

adolescence literacy instruction in the official curriculum” (242). 

Beyond Internet access and social media use, text messaging is a common 

practice among this age group. A Pew Research Center survey in 2015 showed that 

teens send and receive, on average, 30 text messages each day (Lenhart, 2015). As 

social practices change, so too do the modes and methods of communication. While 

some may lament the loss of face-to-face interactions, acknowledging how 

communication is transforming and examining how this impacts the user are prudent 

responses to this phenomenon. 

Ignoring adolescents’ out of school literacy practices, those they engage in and 

with frequently and voluntarily, outside of schools seems to make little sense (Jenkins, 

et al, 2006; King & Oo, 2002; Leander, 2009). They are participating in literacy activities 

in multiple ways throughout their days outside of school. Thanks in large part to mobile 

technology, adolescents can access information via the Internet easily. In doing so, they 
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are evaluating sources, making judgments about credibility, and synthesizing 

information from multiple sources. Further, they are creating and publishing content to 

the Internet via social media platforms, communication apps, and various other sites. 

They are engaging in literacy activities beyond the school walls, away from the watchful 

eye of an educator. Lankshear and Knobel (2018) suggest that the best way to include 

new literacies in the curriculum is to encourage “students (to produce) real knowledge of 

all kinds by attending to the model of ‘new literacy practices’ rather than simply trying to 

import new literacies into classrooms and making them the focal point of learning” (p. 

15). 

One of the biggest barriers to implementation of new literacies in schools is the 

fact that most new literacies scholars have not placed focus on the ways in which 

students’ achievement is impacted by such work. “New literacies has embraced out-of-

school contexts, almost to the exclusion of looking at schools, and has unabashedly 

valued out-of-school literacy practices as distinct from those associated with schools” 

(Hull and Schultz, 2001, p. 589). While school literacy development may not have been 

the original intention of exploring new literacies, in light of high stakes testing and state 

learning standards, educators cannot be as free as these scholars might wish. Teachers 

are under tremendous pressure to build learning activities that are situated within the 

standards. They cannot abandon mandates and expectations in favor of embracing 

students’ out of school literacy practices to include multimodality. There must be a 

strong connection between the standards and a new literacies stance if classroom 

routines and practice are to change to reflect the power of new literacies. 
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Multiliteracies. 

Beyond looking at the participatory nature of Web 2.0 technologies and the ways 

that it changes literacy both in schools and in students’ lives outside of school, multiple 

ways of knowing and demonstrating understanding is a major aspect of both learning 

and life in the 21st century. In 1996, the New London Group attempted to move the 

discussion of what literacy should encompass as the 21st century was fast approaching. 

They argued, rightfully so, that the landscape of knowing was rapidly changing thanks in 

large part to technological advancements and that the established view of literacy as a 

practice of reading and writing in print could no longer capture the many ways in which 

students, teachers, and the general public accessed information and created meaning 

through textual representations. They argued that embracing a multiliteracies approach 

would better meet the needs of students as they prepared to “participate fully in public, 

community, and economic life” (New London Group, 1996, p. 60). 

Since their theoretical work, new literacies has taken a few different shapes. 

Terms such as “media literacy”, “21st century learning”, and “multimodal literacy” seek 

to look at the social and cultural practices that have evolved since the late 1990s when 

their applications could not have been understood at the time of the initial discussions 

(i.e., Bruce, 2010; Buckingham, 2007; Gee, 2010; Jewitt, 2013; Kalantzis & Cope, 2012; 

Kress, 2005; Miller, 2007; Sperry & Baker, 2016). The definition of literacy and what 

counts as literacy should be in a fluid state of flux. As the social practices students are 

engaged in change, the literacy activities in schools also need to reflect these changes. 

The “new” in new literacies is not stagnant. With every technological development or 

socially constructed method of meaning making, the definition of literacy must be 
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adapted to reflect these changes. Further, literacy is not viewed as merely a cognitive 

function and stage of adolescent and cognitive development among new literacies 

scholars. Instead, “New Literacy argued that literacy was not primarily a mental 

phenomenon, but, rather, a sociocultural one" (Gee, 2010, p. 166). Again, if students 

are to develop all the literacy skills they need throughout their lives, multiliteracies 

should be a central part of their in-school literacy instruction. 

Recently, researchers have explored the potential pedagogical implications of 

embracing multiliteracies in the traditional ELA classroom. For example, Seglem & 

Garcia (2018) found that students’ work in multiliteracies afforded them the opportunity 

to be “exposed to different ways of making meaning” (p. 61). This, in turn, empowered 

learners, providing them with insights about how they learn best and giving her the 

power to make choices about the ways they could approach new learning. Howard, 

Butler, & Reinking (2017) noted that students were actively engaged in their learning. 

They expressed enthusiasm with being able to use multimodality and having options in 

how to demonstrate their learning of topics in their 11th grade ELA class. The authors 

also concluded that there was “mixed progress” (p. 198) towards working in 

multimodality and being able to produce academic responses, and, in particular, 

argument writing. 

Digital video composition. 

One of the most studied multimodalities among new literacies scholars has been 

student creation of digital video. In this section, I will discuss some of the findings from 

key pieces of research as they pertain to student learning and achievement when they 

are given the chance to create using digital video. This will build on the understanding 
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that texts do not have to remain solely in print. Texts can take on different forms and 

can include image, audio, as well as words and that the meanings created in this way 

are often complex and nuanced. 

With accessibility to user-friendly tools that allow for the creation of digital videos, 

researchers have explored how student creation of such artifacts impacts student 

learning. A conclusion drawn from most studies indicates that students use parallel 

compositional strategies when creating digital video as they do when they were more 

traditional school writing pieces. Again, student engagement and motivation in creating 

digital video is apparent. Students who may struggle with time-honored ELA activities of 

print-based reading and writing may find a creative and expressive outlet in digital 

video. 

In their study on the use of student-created digital video projects, Schuck & 

Kearney (2006) found “student engagement and autonomous learner roles, plus a wide 

range of other valuable learning outcomes including traditional and new literacy skills" 

(p. 17). Similarly, Ayotte & Collins (2017) found that student creation of digital video 

projects in the ELA classroom were deeply engaging. Further, students who struggled in 

traditional literacy forms involving print-based texts were successful in creating meaning 

using digital video. Students were able to identify literary devices and seemed adept at 

discussing literature as a whole as a result of their work in digital video. This study 

supported the ideology that digital video creation supports learning standards in that 

students used similar language in creating the videos as they would be expected to 

know in a more traditional ELA classroom study of literature. 
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Bruce has devoted a tremendous amount of work around understanding the 

literacy practices student engage with and improve upon when they compose digital 

video. Bruce (2008) found students were better able to express themselves in digital 

video than they could in print. The lower achieving students in this study “detailed their 

ability to express their ideas with video much easier than they could with print [. . .] 

Students clearly articulated their penchant toward using the camera and editing as 

means for self-expression” (p. 272). Bruce also recognized that print composition is not 

going to go by the wayside in educational settings but argued that there is room for all 

types of compositions in multiple modes. He suggested that using digital video may help 

students make connections with print composition, connections they may struggle with 

in traditional literacy activities. 

Similarly, Bruce (2010) found that students demonstrated “knowledge of literary 

devices” and mentioned “aspects of composition” including ideas such as brainstorming, 

planning, editing, rafting, and revision (p. 117). Further, students demonstrated an acute 

sense of audience awareness, something that is “difficult to do with print assignments, 

as students in English classrooms are most often writing for the singular audience of the 

teacher” (Bruce, 2010, p. 119). This tool of new literacies can be an empowering 

method to overcome student frustration and struggles. 

Similarly, Thibaut & Curwood (2018) found that students used digital video as a 

mode for demonstrating not only knowledge of filmmaking but also knowledge of the 

curriculum. They conclude, “by remixing old and new ways of filmmaking to convey 

meaning, students demonstrated competency in new literacies and actively constructed 

meaning, through the incorporation of their own perspective in their narratives. In 
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addition, the video showed how formal content knowledge can be reshaped through 

multimodal production” (p. 54). This study supports the concept that digital video is a 

pedagogical sound tool that allows students to create content that reflects their 

understanding. 

Miller (2007) documented how a digital video program called City Voices, City 

Visions impacted student digital video creation. She noted that one of the potential 

issues in taking on a new literacies view is that some teachers may be leery of a loss of 

perceived control and in their position as the expert in the classroom. Certainly in 2007 

when the study was conducted and even more so today, students may be able to enact 

the skills necessary to create digital video easily and more intuitively than their teacher. 

To some educators, this can be intimidating. However, Miller found that 

once digital video composing is at work inside classrooms and schools with 

savvy teachers, what can happen is startling: merging curriculum with student 

lifeworlds, democratizing media production, repositioning students as competent, 

bridging from multimodal to academic and critical literacies" (Miller, 2007, 79). 

Combining their expertise on the topic of digital video integration in the ELA 

classroom, Bruce & Miller (2017) acknowledge that some may be hesitant to use digital 

video because the “Common Core and state standards with their accompanying tests 

make school uses of digital media too difficult to integrate" (p. 14). Yet, in a review of 40 

studies that explored digital video use in the classroom as part of the teaching and 

learning, they found several themes that align with the standards including the 

“importance of collaborative work to engage diverse low and high achieving students, 

affordances for students to engage in a complex range of representational and 
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compositional modalities, and the processes of representing meaning and engaging 

students in embodied learning" (p. 15). 

Cercone (2012) discussed one student who had failed ELA in her 11th grade 

year but who, when presented with the option of making digital video, 

…created a well-composed and engaging text. She worked hard to bring the 

project to its fruition. She was attentive to her audience, following her teacher’s 

advice and juxtaposing various shots to maintain audience attention during long 

sequences. She was equally attentive to the types of shots she included and 

worked to arrange each so they would be impactful” (p. 75). 

His findings supplement numerous research findings that work in digital video is 

motivating, engaging, and deliberate and, when purposefully integrated, can lead to 

student success in measures valued by schools. 

Adding to the body of research which draws on the curricular benefits of digital 

video production, Cercone (2017) also found that “digital video composing-a rigorous, 

academically challenging 21st century composing practice that engages students in 

serious literacy learning-can play a role in (the) design” (p. 30-31) of a classroom firmly 

rooted in new literacies theory. This supports the concept that digital video is not a 

bonus activity or one that should be used outside of the real work of the ELA classroom. 

The rigorous cognitive and creative energies required to create digital video very much 

aligns with the demanding learning standards all teachers must adhere to in their 

curricular decisions. 

Ranker (2008) draws more connections between the cognitive work students do 

in digital video and the applicable usage of that in more traditional ELA classroom 
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settings. Middle school students in his study often engaged in all of the ELA basic 

standards of reading, writing, speaking, and listening while composing in digital video. 

While creating digital video, the “literacy processes enhanced and built upon the 

reading, writing, and discussion processes that students would normally be engaged in 

as part of a traditional inquiry project” (p. 421). To this end, work done in digital video 

not only meets the demands of the learning standards but may also help build skills 

required of them in preparation for student growth measures. 

In ELA curricula in most schools around the country, the focus of instruction, 

learning, and assessment remains in print. Historically, students read a teacher-chosen 

text and a culminating essay is written to demonstrate student learning. Digital video 

has the power to improve these types of literacy activities as well. Miller (2010) found 

that “students developed deep understanding of these print texts from digital video 

composing, which provided support for their thinking in timed essays of academic 

writing” (p. 207). For this reason, digital video should not be viewed as a “break from the 

‘hard work’ of school [. . .] a break from the necessary tedium.” (Miller, 2010, p. 203). 

Digital video production, from its conceptualization to its planning through it editing, 

revising, and eventual publishing has the potential to allow students to demonstrate 

their understanding in one mode while giving them strategies to use when composing in 

those modes most often assessed in academic settings. Miller concluded that exposure 

to digital video in traditional classroom settings may very well help students develop a 

“deep understanding through digital video composing can provide…a foundation for 

timed-writing tests” (Miller, 2010, p. 213) including high stakes tests that determine so 

much of a student’s placement and a teacher’s value in New York State. 
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Another study by Miller, Knips, & Goss (2013) explores the experiences of 24 

teachers who incorporated digital video into their curricular activities. Among other 

findings, the group discovered that through exposure to digital video as part of the real 

work of classroom learning, students were better equipped to understand common 

types of texts explored in ELA classrooms. “Multimodal engagement in learning through 

modes of perception in everyday activity— the familiar way of transacting in the world— 

was enacted through digital video composing in the classrooms to create meaningful, 

purposeful understanding about literary text” (p. 93). This learning also carried over to 

student success on high stakes testing situations. 

Finally, Bruce (2015) examines students’ video composition process in response 

to William Carlos Williams’ “The Red Wheelbarrow”. While at first it may have appeared 

that the work did not meet the standards as many of the standards place heavy 

emphasis on print texts, he found that in doing the digital video project, “a video poem is 

actually in concert with the spirit of the standards” (p. 17). He acknowledged that 

although teachers are bound by the Common Core standards, he suggested they “use 

the language in the introduction to broadly interpret what it means to read and write as a 

21st century citizen” (p. 18). However, this can be precarious for teachers who must 

also follow a mandate to use the highly prescriptive New York State ELA modules. 

New Literacies Stance 

In this section, I will delineate between my understanding of traditional literacy 

stance and its accompanying pedagogical decisions with a new literacies stance and 

what that the classroom environment looks like with a new literacies practitioner. With 

so much attention to Common Core Learning Standards and high stakes testing 
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environments, it is not surprising that the majority of classroom environments remain 

largely unchanged from previous decades. Canonical texts take center stage in middle 

and high school level ELA curricula. Skills-based standards that focus on reading print 

and composing academic writing are expected. Although there has been a broader 

focus in collaborative lessons, the stance taken by many educators continues to focus 

on the transmission of knowledge with little emphasis on creativity. In fact, the push in 

the CCLS and on high stakes testing is to move students away from personal 

responses and have them create only text evidence-based writing. 

New literacies stance in practice. 

When a teacher makes a concerted effort to integrate multimodality in the ELA 

curriculum, he or she can be said to be taking a new literacies stance. According to 

Nancy Bailey (2013), a new literacies stance is explained as the “positioning taken up 

by a literacy teacher as she attempts to integrate new literacies into her curriculum” (p. 

45). Such a stance embraces sociocultural approaches to education. Further, it 

acknowledges multimodality and multiliteracies as not only viable but critical 

components of literacy instruction and assessment. In these types of classrooms, 

knowledge is a community effort, full of collaboration and dialogue in multiple forms. 

For the purpose of this study and in the context of my classroom practices, 

embracing a new literacies stances means: 1) students have opportunities to read and 

write in multiple modes; 2) students are given assessment options and creative 

freedom; 3) teacher stance turns from the sole expert in the room to a guide and co-

learner; and, 4) deliberate integration of students’ out-of-school literacy practices and 

cultural knowledge. 
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Research undertaken to explore educators who have made the intentional turn 

towards a new literacies stance have found an increase in student engagement and 

anecdotal student learning (e.g. Bailey, 2009; Kist, 2003; Miller & Borowicz, 2005; 

Reed, 2017). Very little research has been conducted on the impact of such a stance in 

terms of student achievement, especially on high stakes testing results or student 

growth on literacy measures such as Lexile level or writing proficiency. Kist (2003) 

alludes to the philosophical issue of “achievement” when he writes that “there exists 

‘official’ achievement and ‘unofficial’ achievement and many of the new literacies 

teachers struggle with their own definitions of achievement” (pp. 8-9). This tension is 

despite the fact that in many daily classroom activities, student growth and achievement 

may be measured in various ways in “daily reading and writing in multiple forms of 

representation, including both print and non-print” (Kist, 2003, p. 10), 

Traditionally, ELA curriculum is focused on reading print texts, often canonical or 

classic pieces of literature. In reading, students are expected to understand how 

elements of literature interact to build meaning. There is often discussion of theme, 

characterization, and conflict. There is a focus on literary devices such as symbolism, 

imagery, irony, and metaphor and how students both identify these in the text and how 

these devices build deeper meaning in texts. 

Writing often comes in the form of academic essays. In the current educational 

climate, this means that students must be able to cite textual evidence in support of 

claims and fully explain how the evidence makes their answer correct. Essays follow the 

standards of academic English and the expected format and content of such writing. 
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When multimodality is used in these traditional classrooms, it is often in the form 

of comparing a filmed version of a book to its print version. Again, the tasks around this 

activity usually culminate in some type of written response in which students compare 

and contrast the two products. 

In traditional ELA classrooms, the teacher is often the center of knowledge. 

Lecture may be the main mode of transmission of knowledge. There may be little 

student dialogue or opportunities for active engagement with learning. Students may 

demonstrate their learning in ELA classrooms in mostly traditional ways such as writing 

responses and essays. If there is the option to create an artifact beyond print, it is often 

a supplementary activity and not the primary source of assessment. 

New literacies is understood to be rooted in sociocultural theory and in theories 

of multimodality (e.g., Kress, 2003; Miller & Borowicz, 2006) and multiliteracies (e.g., 

New London Group, 1996). A new literacies stance encourages the “consumption and 

production of all types of text” (Bailey, 2013, p. 45). Following sociocultural theory, it 

“emphasize(s) dialogic and collaborative construction of knowledge, inquiry based 

learning, and guided participation” (Bailey, 2013 p. 45). For some educators, the turn 

towards a new literacies stance can be intimidating. It is not easy to leave behind 

teacher practices in favor of something new. Without evidence that exposure to such a 

stance is educationally valuable, little will change. 

New literacies are often discussed when trying to bring the American classroom 

into the 21st century. Advocates of new literacies argue that today’s student should not 

be exposed to just print-based texts. There should be an acceptance of the texts they 

are encountering outside of school and these should be used to help students gain a 
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deeper understanding of academic literacy in the forms of reading and writing. To take a 

new literacies stance is to make a deliberate effort to incorporate the tenets of new 

literacies in the curriculum (Bailey, 2013). Lankshear & Knobel (2018) suggest that “at a 

specific level of ‘new literacies’, participants engage in meaning making, mediated by 

tools and communicated and negotiated as ‘texts’ (i.e., inscribed cultural artifacts), of 

the kinds involved in pursuing their particular interests and purposes. At the level of the 

‘structure’ of new literacies, however, they encounter a profoundly social approach to 

learning, driven by shared passions, and steeped in collaboration and companionship. 

And it is this structure that is most important for reforming education: the ‘lesson’ for 

educators to take from new literacies” (p. 8-9). In action, new literacies are social, 

engaging, and collaborative. 

It is important at this point to discuss what new literacies is not. Researchers 

(Bailey, 2013; Kist, 2005; Hunter & Caraway, 2014; Miller & Bruce, 2017) point out that 

a new literacies stance is not merely adding these pieces to the curriculum to make 

learning more appealing to students. It is not simply using some technological tool that 

mimics instruction in more traditional methods. It is not an “add on” feature of the 

curriculum or work done when the “real work” of the ELA classroom is completed. 

Taking a new literacies stance does not mean abandoning teaching and learning in 

traditional modes in favor of only technology integration or multimodality. It does not 

abandon print in favor of a digital environment. A new literacies classroom means 

shifting the everyday workings of the classroom to encompass multiple ways of reading 

and writing. 
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In traditional models of teaching and learning, the teacher does most of the 

talking and is the primary, if not sole, source of information. Students are passive 

recipients of information. Their success in the class is based on how well they can 

regurgitate the information provided to them in lecture via assessments. 

In a new literacies classroom, students are actively constructing knowledge using 

a variety of texts and methods. The classroom may seem noisier than traditional 

classrooms because every member of the learning community is playing a role in the 

learning. Literacy is recognized as not only the work done in print but, rather, 

acknowledges the many ways the modern student consumes and produces information. 

There is explicit instruction in the affordances and limitations of modes. Students are 

encouraged to make choices about their texts as frequently as possible and to bring 

their out of school literacies into the classroom to help them succeed in ELA class 

(Bailey, 2013) 

New literacies is the lived experience of literacy as “sets of personal, social, and 

cultural practices" (Cervetti, D’Amico, & Pearson, 2006, p. 383). It is undeniable that the 

availability of technology and mobile devices is changing the ways young people live. 

It makes sound pedagogical sense to find a way to embrace those literacies by taking 

up a new literacies stance in the ELA classroom. True to the zone of proximal 

development, these tools and practices can be the foundation upon which teachers help 

guide students in the school-honored literacies. As Miller & Bruce (2017) acknowledged, 

these are teachers who see the future as dominated by image and sound—as 

much as by print—and who see their roles as coaches and performance spotters 
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at points of need who sustain support for student learning and understanding 

during the composition process” (p. 16). 

These teachers are scaffolding learning for their students and, honoring sociocultural 

theory, are meeting their students where they are to take them further. 

Skerett (2016) discusses key components to successful new literacies 

implementation in the classroom. First, teacher should “creat(e) learning communities in 

which everyone becomes familiar with, and recognizes the value in, one another’s 

literate lives” (p. 119). This is implying that a new literacies stance is both intentional 

and deliberate. Further, Skerett (2016) also writes that it is important to “pursu(e) literate 

objectives that students and teachers agree on as valuable. We can determine these 

objectives by identifying interconnections among the goals, values, and processes 

involved in the literacy activities that our students engage across many social contexts 

and those within the academic curriculum (p. 120). This lens embraces the many 

literacy activities students are engaged with in and outside of school. 

Impediments to New Literacies implementation. 

If and how educational policy makers, teachers, administrators, and teacher 

education programs move to implement new literacies in ELA curricular decisions is 

uncertain. Faced with high stakes tests, accountability, pressure from the public arena, 

and unfamiliarity with the theory and concepts of new literacies, classroom culture may 

continue to perpetuate a mostly teacher-centered classroom, one that is largely 

unchanged from decades past. It is risky to some to embrace something so “new”. 

However, at what cost to our students? If the goal of education is to prepare students to 

be “college and career ready”, how can we ignore the social and cultural contexts in 
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which they live? How can we discard the potential trajectory of their adult lives, 

experiences that will undoubtedly require them to gather information from multiple 

sources, often almost instantly, and then create content and share content with ease? 

The term “21st century learning” is often mentioned with a discussion of new 

literacies. 21st century learning is often seen as an “add on” activity, one separate from 

the “real” work of schools. However, this is the 21st century. New literacies integration 

should be the work of every ELA classroom. To perpetuate the thinking that 21st 

century skills can be taught and learned in isolation of lived experiences is to do a great 

disservice to our young people. To continue to value just print and to limit literacy to just 

reading and writing traditional texts is to rob our students of the skills and experiences 

they need to be productive, contributing members of an increasingly global and 

interactive world. Over seven decades ago, John Dewey (1944) cautioned that “if we 

teach today’s students as we taught yesterday’s, we rob them of tomorrow” (p. 167). 

That statement continues to be relevant as educators seek to develop schools and 

curricula that meet the needs of all of the students. 

Perhaps the bigger question is what is the purpose of an education? Is it to fill 

young people’s brains with information (Friere, 1970)? Is it to develop skills in isolation 

that are assessed on tests and then forgotten? Or is it, as the New London Group 

(1996) argued, that the purpose of education is to “ensure that all students benefit from 

learning in ways that allow them to participate fully in public, community, creative and 

economic life” (p. 9). If this is the overarching purpose of education, new literacies 

cannot continue to be seen as a bonus to education. It must be integrated into the work 

of classrooms, teachers, and students every day. However, the new literacies work that 
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is undertaken is often done in isolation by educators who have experience working 

within a new literacies understanding. In short, taking up a new literacies stance should 

not be considered pioneering nor should it be left to the “teachers who have chosen to 

blaze a new literacies trail for us” (Kist, 2005, p. 151). 

What, then, prevents educators from embracing a more modern approach to 

literacy? One of the reasons such a stance is not assumed is that teachers may be 

unfamiliar with how to operate the multimodal tools their students are freely and 

frequently engaging with outside of school. For some educators who are more familiar 

with a teacher-centered model of education, relinquishing some of the control and 

knowing to students can be intimidating. This can be difficult for educators because 

“teachers must do the kind of thinking and doing that their students who are insiders or 

digital natives engage in regularly” (Bailey, 2013, p. 45). Some teachers may not see 

the value in the literacy practices their students engage in outside of school or they may 

fail to recognize the potential power to transform students’ school-based literacy 

practices by integrating these new literacies in the classroom. 

Yet another barrier to implementation of a new literacies stance is the ongoing 

focus on student achievement and especially so on high stakes testing. Leander (2009) 

writes, 

educators are under great pressure to ensure that all students can compose 

conventional academic prose for standardized assessments. On the other hand, 

many of the literary practices that students engage in outside of school 

increasingly involve visuals and other media, and these practices seem 

increasingly remote from conventional academic prose” (p. 160). 
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Without research that explores a connection between submersion in new literacies 

pedagogy and student outcomes on these more traditional assessment models, 

teachers will continue to hesitate to implement new literacies practices. Bruce (2010) 

echoed the concern of many educators in describing his research with preservice 

teachers who had been exposed to the power of multimodality. A comment from one of 

his research subjects was “so what if they are making a video poem? They still need to 

pass a high stakes test based around print literacy skills” (p. 101). The uncertainty of 

how new literacies pedagogy impacts student achievement on these examinations will 

continue to be a major area of concern. 

Some researchers have studied teaching practice as educators develop a new 

literacies classroom. Bailey’s (2009) study of a high school English teacher who was 

gradually taking on a more dynamic new literacies stance found that as the teacher took 

a more active new literacies stance, she began to appreciate the value of new literacies 

in the curriculum as more of the “real” work of the classroom and less of a solely 

interesting and engaging hooks to lead student learning. Further, as the classroom 

instruction became more purposefully integrated into new literacies, students not only 

seemed to learn more but also viewed themselves in more powerful ways as they 

developed necessary literacy practices. 

Other research has found positive correlations between new literacies 

classrooms and student achievement. Students exposed to an unconventional ELA 

classroom environment in terms of new literacies adaptation did not fare poorly on high 

stakes tests (e.g., Hunter & Caraway, 2014; Reed, 2017). 
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However, change is difficult. For a multitude of reasons, educators may be hesitant to 

embrace a new literacies stance despite the fact that students are engaging with texts in 

multiple modes, in multiple ways, and often without the guidance of the teacher 

throughout their lives outside of school. Despite research that has shown new literacies 

to be engaging and motivating, it is still considered by many to be the “spoonful of sugar 

that makes the medicine go down" (Kist, 2005, p. 9). It is not considered to be the real 

work of the ELA classroom. The truth remains that much of “the new literacies 

instruction that does exist often comes only out of the fortitude of lonely pioneers of new 

literacies” (Kist, 2007, p. 44). Seglem & Garcia (2018) reiterate this thinking when they 

conclude, “The promise of transformative 21st-century classrooms remains elusive 

today” (p. 56). 

Despite ample research in new literacies around expanding literacy opportunities 

to include modes other than print, implementation of new literacies remains sporadic. 

One possible explanation for this is that educators and policymakers are unfamiliar with 

this research. Practitioners who embrace a new literacies stance should share their 

knowledge of new literacies with their colleagues and provide examples of student 

achievement as a result of their work within new literacies. Another reason for the lack 

of full integration is the belief of some researchers to look at student work within new 

literacies from an organic standpoint and not necessarily be concerned with student 

growth in measures schools value. For example, Gleason (2018) contends that “young 

people’s unsanctioned literacy practices in youth spaces are worthy of study because 

they suggest creativity, aesthetic pleasure, and communicative prowess” (p. 14). He 

believes that students’ out-of-school literacy practices are worthy of study on their own 
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merit and not in correlation with how those inform traditional school literacy. While this 

perspective is honorable, the reality that so little research has been done exploring 

students’ literacy growth in schools remains a major barrier to new literacies adoption in 

classrooms. 

Further, in an email conversation I had with William Kist asking for follow up 

studies to his 2003 study that explored student achievement in a new literacies 

classroom, he made the point that, 

..most, if not all, new literacies scholars don't care about standardized test 

scores!...I know that the next generation of standardized tests will be taken on a 

screen, which means that kids are going to need to be having more reading and 

writing experiences that are screen-based rather than paper-based. I don't know 

how things are in Buffalo, but, here in Ohio, most teachers just stick to paper. I 

was in a school this week that has nine laptop carts, and one of the teachers told 

me that he's the only one in the entire school who uses a laptop cart (personal 

communication, November 17, 2013). 

This is problematic for teachers who are faced with documenting student growth and 

student achievement on high stakes tests. Without research that specifically addresses 

the correlation between exposure and work in a new literacies classroom and its impact 

on student achievement in the measures held in high regard in school districts across 

the country, the powerful work of new literacies risks being ignored in favor of educating 

students as we have educated them for decades. Kist concluded that, “research that 

might draw a link between classroom activities that embrace new literacies and 
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standardized test scores might be very timely” (personal communication, November 17, 

2013). 

This is not saying that studies that have uncovered high levels of student 

motivation and, consequently, engagement, are not also adding to the connection 

between this valuable work and student achievement. Well-designed courses and 

activities that are foundationally rooted in the standards should by, their very purpose, 

expose students to the skill set they need to grow on the quantitative measures used by 

most districts. Whether this work occurs in print or within new literacies is irrelevant. So, 

this is not to say that students who are motivated and engaged are not doing the 

academic work of the course. It is just to say that very little connection has been made 

between exposure to the work of new literacies and these quantitatively measurable 

outcomes. Still, all educators know that students who are motivated and engaged are 

learning. 

Expanding what Counts as School-Based Literacy 

In this section, I will focus on key components of new literacies as they pertain to 

the traditional view of literacy. First, I will argue that it is crucial to expand the traditional 

definition of school-based literacy. Literacy, as taught, assessed, and measured in 

educational institutions is loosely defined as a student’s ability to read and write print 

language. While there is no doubt that reading and writing are important skills to 

develop as they are the cornerstone for all other learning, limiting literacy to just print 

can be frustrating to students who struggle, can induce boredom in all students, and can 

severely restrict opportunities to develop reading and writing in multiple modes. Moving 

toward understanding school-based literacy in broader terms, reading can become 
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known as making sense of the world and writing as communicating understanding in 

purposeful, effective ways. New literacies then offer tremendous opportunities for 

students at all skill levels to engage with texts in many modes to both understand the 

world and to participate in a meaningful articulation about what they know. 

I will discuss how the English Language Arts curriculum continues to place a 

heavy emphasis on print-based texts both as a means of monitoring reading 

comprehension and as a measure of writing assessment. I will argue that the definition 

of school-based literacy should be expanded to include modes beyond print. However, I 

will recognize that adopting a new literacies stance does not mean educators and 

curriculum abandon print in favor of just the “new” literacies. I will encourage a more 

balanced approach to literacy instruction and assessment to include multiple modes. I 

view ELA curriculum, teaching, and learning as a rich tapestry of understanding and 

appreciate the power in expanding our understanding of literacy development in 

schools. 

Expanding the definition of school-based literacy. 

Central to this discussion of new literacies implementation in a classroom is the 

importance of defining literacy. Schools have long sought to develop students’ literacy 

yet what counts as literacy is restricted to reading words in print and demonstrating 

understanding of concepts through writing in standard academic prose. Instead, 

expanding the definition of literacy to move beyond the belief that it is simply defined as 

the basic skills of being able to read and write in print offers a more complete 

explanation of literacy. Literacy is largely a social practice enacted on a personal level in 

a variety of ways. It is within this social practice definition that the tenets of new 
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literacies make sense. A more equally balanced curriculum of traditional and new 

literacies empowers students to understand the ways in which they are acting, being, 

and participating in the literate activities that will influence them long after they have 

graduated from their last formal education institution. 

Instruction and intervention in print literacies is the hallmark of school-based 

literacy in elementary schools as children learn to read and write. Throughout their 

educational careers, their ability to read and write at grade level is closely monitored. As 

students move into the intermediate grades and then on to middle school, they receive 

extensive instruction in what the Common Core refers to as “close reading”. In 

response to their reading comprehension, students are taught formulaic writing patterns 

whereby they utilize relevant textual evidence in support of their thinking. 

When students struggle in close reading and academic writing, they are given 

further instruction in reading intervention but, again, this is done in print. However, 

O’Brien (2012) makes the argument that it makes little pedagogical sense to continue to 

instruct and assess students who struggle in print solely in print. He writes, 

the current 'schooled literacy' response to New Literacies is to teach, model, 

coach, and provide practice in print strategies that struggling readers have never 

learned-more of the same in spite of the fact that the approaches, for a host of 

reasons, did not work earlier in these adolescents' academic careers. While this 

often ineffective institutionalized practice is occurring in school, these same 

adolescents spend more and more time outside of school engaged in 

multimediating. As they do so, they build fluencies with the texts and 

technologies, develop positive perceptions about their abilities to engage in these 
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New Literacies practices to meet personally relevant goals, and attribute much of 

their success to factors they control, based on their interests and connections to 

popular culture" (p. 43). 

Instruction with a new literacies focus allows more avenues into the cognitive work 

required to make sense of a text, in any mode, and then to demonstrate understanding 

through a composition process, whether that be in writing or in another more creative 

mode (Cowan & Albers, 2006). 

Expanding the definition of school-based literacy to include literacy as “sets of 

personal, social, and cultural practices, where there is a broader conception of what 

counts as writing, and where meaning making, in general, moves beyond the verbal and 

beyond work with just print-based texts" (Cervetti, D’Amico, & Pearson, 2006, p. 383), 

helps to prepare students for their literate lives not only in school settings but through 

their working lives. Other researchers recognize that the nature of literacy is constantly 

changing, due largely in part to technological developments. For example, Leu, Kinzer, 

Coiro, Castek, & Henry (2017) suggest that “new technologies regularly and repeatedly 

transform previous literacies, continually redefining what it means to become literate.” 

Thompson (2018) recognizes the complexity of expanding school-based literacy 

in relation to curriculum and new literacies in writing, 

fixed understandings of learning and of reading and writing may no longer serve 

us. National curriculum documents, high-stakes standardised assessments, 

increased requirements to be held accountable to strict professional standards 

and the increasing focus on technical knowledge in teacher education programs 
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may be working against our ability to understand, and work meaningfully with, 

new literacies (p. 12). 

Educational policy makers and practitioners should avoid treating 21st century learning 

as supplemental learning in favor of educational practices that mimic classrooms of 

previous decades, some of which perpetuate student frustration and lack of literacy 

success and which fail to prepare them for the ever-evolving literacy landscape. 

It is important to note that embracing the belief that the definition of school-based 

literacy should be expanded does not mean abandoning print in favor of just modes 

outside of traditional text. ELA pedagogy should incorporate multiple modes to allow 

students to demonstrate school-based literacy. Expanding the definition of literacy takes 

into account the multiple ways in which students understand the world and make 

meaning in the world. Certainly, there will always be the need to be able to do so in 

print. However, it is imperative that curricular decisions acknowledge the “new” even as 

those platforms considered “new” quickly become replaced or modified by ever-evolving 

modes. 

Transmediation 

In this section, I will define the theory of transmediation as it is central to my 

understanding of practical classroom implementation of new literacies. I will first explore 

transmediation as a concept and then provide findings from research that used 

transmediation in classroom practice as a theoretical framework. Transmediation is the 

basis for meaning making across modalities in the classroom and is useful in 

understanding cognitive processes in learning in different modes. In a new literacies 
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classroom, transmediation is the bridge between and among modalities on which 

cognitive development is possible. 

Transmediation defined in classroom practice. 

The theory of transmediation is complex and draws on the possibilities of reading 

and writing when the definition of literacy is expanded to include numerous modes of 

meaning making not just those historically valued in school: print. Transmediation is 

based in semiotics, which is the study of meaning making in all signs. Transmediation 

can best be defined as the process of meaning making as we translate one work in one 

mode into another work in another mode. For example, when students read a poem and 

then demonstrate their understanding of it by creating a video out of the poem, they are 

transmediating. Similarly, when students read a story and then draw a picture, they are 

using transmediation because they are moving from reading print to creation of an 

artistic representation of what they have read. The work of transmediation is always 

generative because what students create did not exist before; this type of work takes 

tremendous understanding of both the original text and the tool required to demonstrate 

understanding (e.g., Albers, 2006; Suhor, 1984). 

In many ELA classrooms, print is revered as the only valued methods by which 

students can make sense of the world through reading and writing. Most certainly, high 

stakes tests rely solely on knowing in the form of printed words. The New London Group 

(1996) queried, “what will count for success in the world of the imminent future, a world 

that can be imagined and achieved?" (p. 72). It appears that as far as schools are 

concerned, “success” continues to be results of tests, demonstrated competency in 

print-based texts and continual growth on print-based reading and writing measures. 
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At the crux of the ELA Common Core Learning Standards is the focus on higher 

level critical thinking and on close reading meant to demonstrate a deep understanding 

of literal and connotative meaning. Students are expected to read deeply and closely 

and are asked to write critical analyses of what they read on numerous topics including 

characterization, main idea, and author’s purpose. Some students struggle with 

traditional modes of literacy, those based in print. Transmediation, the process of 

moving between and among modes, offers the very real possibility of developing 

students’ critical thinking skills in modes that are more familiar and comfortable to 

students. When those thinking skills are further developed in these “safe” modes, the 

students may seamlessly transfer those skills to other modes, including print. 

This social semiotic work has been studied by researchers who have found 

positive correlations between work in transmediation and student growth both in their 

ability to produce multimodal pieces and the development of literacies honored by 

schools and testing situations. For example, Cowan & Albers (2006) noted that the 

habits students develop and practice in multiple sign systems can, in turn, help them 

develop strong literacy practices in the modes honored by schools. Nash (2018) 

explored how integrating artistic practices in the ELA classroom impacted student 

learning. He concluded that in “mixing modalities in English classes, not only are we 

better preparing students to read challenging texts and engage in the literacy practices 

of a digital world, but also supporting their ability to think, compose, and read the entire 

world critically” (p. 8). Falter & Beach (2018) explored how students studied the 

canonical work of Shakespeare in an English classroom by mixing the traditional texts 

with tools they use in their everyday lives such as emojis, hashtags, and texting. In this 
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study, the authors argue that students were successful in creating complex 

representations of their understanding although it may not have looked like texts they 

traditionally submitted for class: 

Creating a remixed text brings together the same writing composition skills that 

are used within a more traditional essay analysis. It is important to remind 

students that while the format, or outcome, may look different from what they are 

used to submitting in ELA class, it is actually a lot more complex and requires 

higher-order thinking skills to create” (p. 13) 

Transmediation as a pedagogical tool is “threatened by the historical tendencies 

in North American education to reduce ways of knowing to technique and to emphasize 

the display of received knowledge over critical and creative thinking” (Siegel, 1995, p. 

474). This certainly seems to be the case as the ways in which students are assessed 

on ELA high stakes assessments are through multiple choice questions and formulaic 

writing exercises. The latter is especially problematic. In New York State, students in 

grade 3-8 are asked to write numerous “short responses” to reading passages to 

assess reading comprehension. These writing prompts are scored on a scale of 0 to 2. 

In order to score a 2, students must answer the question and provide two pieces of text 

evidence in support of their answer. However, it is not uncommon for students to 

apparently either misunderstand the passage or answer the question incorrectly but still 

earn at least partial credit because they provide text evidence, even if the evidence is 

not strong, This very much is what Siegel (1995) calls technique. As long as students 

can essentially “follow the pattern”, they can earn points and, in many cases, earn 

enough points to earn a passing score. 
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McCormick (2011) argues that transmediation “has the potential to enrich the 

language arts curriculum and move us beyond the perception that skillful use of 

language is elicited solely through the creation and interpretation of written texts” (p. 

587). Transmediation may offer students who struggle with literacy in a traditional 

school sense a way to understand all texts. In this sense, transmediation can be 

considered a way to differentiate instruction in order to meet the needs of all students. 

At its core by this definition, transmediation is the act by which students demonstrate 

their understanding of a text in one mode by translating this understanding in some kind 

of artifact in a different mode. For example, this translation can take place when 

students create a digital video that summarizes a novel or short story they have read or 

when they draw their interpretation of characterization via body biographies or other 

artistic representations. Similarly, when students create an iPod playlist a character 

might have listened to, when they create a narrative based on a photograph, or when 

they create a list of Twitter feeds a character would have tweeted had Twitter been 

invented during that time, they are engaging in the work of transmediation. 

In his study of students who struggled with demonstrating competency in print 

based text creation, Vincent (2007) found that “introduction of multimodal composition 

into the classroom appears to produce a new equity issue” (p. 156). Reed (2017) found 

that students developed “sophisticated” (p. 42) skills in a new literacies classroom when 

they read, analyzed, and created in comparison to more traditional school literacy 

practices such as reading a novel or poem. Dallacqua (2018) also found that 

“composing multimodally challenges the ways we think about reading and writing in 

classrooms…multimodal composition was complicated, difficult work. Ultimately, this 
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work inspired opportunities for students to position themselves as sophisticated, 

thoughtful, and creative composers” (p. 284). In short, a semiotics-based classroom rich 

in transmediation and multimodality opportunities may be a powerful stance to not only 

explore authentic literacy practices but also prepare students for the many high stakes 

tests they must pass to move through the education system while providing them with 

the skills they will need throughout their lives as they are faced with reading and writing 

in the many modes available in the 21st century. 

Virtually no studies have explored the impact of students immersed in 

transmediation and multimodality and their subsequent performance on high stakes 

tests. Without studies such as these, educators will be hesitant to try what appears to 

be “new” methodology. When teachers’ performance evaluations and job security are 

closely tied to their students’ results on these tests, it is not unreasonable that they 

would delay implementing new literacies experiences involving transmediation in their 

classrooms. Undoubtedly, educators find themselves in a difficult position: 

On one hand, educators are under great pressure to ensure that all students can 

compose conventional academic prose for standardized assessments. On the 

other hand, many of the literary practices that students engage in outside of 

school increasingly involve visuals and other media, and these practices seem 

increasingly remote from conventional academic prose” (Leander, 2009, p. 

160). 

Finding a way to marry students’ literacy practices both within school walls and in their 

lives outside of school would seem to be a logical answer to developing literacy within 

students. 
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Transmediation is a sound pedagogical tool and one that educators enact 

already in their classrooms whether deliberately or unknowingly. Whether students 

struggle in print or not, differentiating learning to engage all learners is exactly what 

powerful educational experiences provide. These multimodal experiences can very 

much “fit” into the learning standards through the lens of transmediation. As Seglem & 

Garcia (2018) argue, “through recentering the pedagogical foundations of 

multiliteracies, teachers sustain authentic literacies, student agency, and positive 

distributions of power.” (p. 62) 

Pedagogical benefits of transmediation. 

For educators, using transmediation as a strategy has major implications for 

student literacy growth. As transmediation always generates new ideas based on ideas 

found in the original text, students must think deeply, read closely, and re-represent 

their thinking in new ways. American schools rely on improving reading comprehension 

level by gradually increased print text complexity and by providing scaffolds and 

supports along the way. In an effort to improve student writing, writing programs teach 

students step-by-step instructions in the writing process. While these may work for 

some students, students who continue to struggle with literacy may feel frustrated 

because they struggle in print literacies. Transmediation that incorporates print and 

other modes of literacy may be more engaging and, as a result, more successful in 

improving student literacies. Utilizing multimodal texts may also develop the cognitive 

skills required to make sense of texts of all types. 

The benefits of transmediation for students include the development of higher 

level, critical thinking in many modes. McCormick (2011) writes, “transmediation 
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reinforces analytical thinking in two sign systems” (p. 580). Students must be thinking 

deeply about the original text in order to demonstrate their understanding in the new 

mode through deliberate creative choices. When “they search for commonalities in 

meanings across sign systems”, there is an inherent tension “because each system has 

different meaning potentials, and there is no one-to-one correspondence” and, as a 

result, they are forced to “think and reflect generatively” (Short, Kauffman & Kahn, 

2000b, p. 170). Suhor (1984) concludes, “the richness of skills required in a semiotics-

based language arts curriculum is evident” (p. 256). Although students may not be 

creating “texts” in a traditional sense, the rich work of literacy development is still 

happening. 

Siegel (1995) posits that transmediation “increases students’ opportunities to 

engage in generative and reflective thinking because learners must invent a connection 

between the two sign systems, as the connection does not exist a priori” (p. 455). In the 

act of transmediation, a completely new artifact is created that combines elements of 

the original text with student understanding of that text along with an often multilayered 

representation of meaning as a result of the affordances of different modes. This deep 

thinking may foster close reading and analytical writing in all modes, including that 

which is most valued based on assessments: print. 

Finally, in the 21st century when exposure to media and messages in multiple 

formats at an instantaneous rate are commonplace, students should be given ample 

opportunity to explore these modes even in the classroom. One of the tenets of the 

Common Core Learning Standards is to make students “college and career 

ready”. Outside of the classroom and in their daily lives, students are “bombarded with 
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a wide variety of images regularly” and thus “need sharp visual-interpretation skills to 

interact with the media analytically” (Schlain, n.p., 2005). Limiting what is valued as 

literacy to traditional print forms ignores students’ lived realities. Students come to 

classrooms with multiple experiences in many modes yet those beyond print are not 

generally welcomed in school curriculum and are certainly not tested to assess 

students’ literacy levels. Short, Kauffman, & Kahn (2000b) write, “in their lives outside 

school, learners naturally move between art, music, movement, mathematics, drama, 

and language as ways to think about the world. They talk and write, but they also 

sketch, sing, play, solve problems and dance their way to new insights” (p. 160). This 

does not seem to be welcomed practice in many American classrooms as is evidenced 

by the lack of focus in those aspects and most certainly by the disregard of them on 

formal assessments. 

Especially in a high stakes testing environment, the only literacy that seems to 

count as real learning is print-based texts and traditional school writing. Without ample 

evidence of the power of transmediation, educators may fret over encouraging 

experiences in transmediation and multimodality and focus only on the need to prepare 

their students for the only measure that appears to count as real learning for policy 

makers: high stakes testing. Bruce (2010) acknowledges the gap between what may be 

considered strong pedagogy and the realities of teaching and learning: 

“So what if they are making a video poem? They still need to pass a high stakes 

test based around print literacy skills. So what if your teacher educators know 

how to use video in the classroom? They still need to follow standards-based 

instruction.” 
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This dichotomy will continue to dominate the discussion until studies are done that 

explore the value of multimodality and transmediation as plausible, and perhaps even 

preferred, methods of instruction and assessment. Without these studies, 

transmediation and multimodality will continue “to be seen as innovation; they (will) not 

become prominent in setting curricular agendas or in shaping education policy” (Semali 

& Fueyo, 2001). 

Social Semiotics 

As new literacies work through transmediation is based in social semiotics, this 

section will explore semiotics and, in particular, social semiotics and make connections 

among them and the work in new literacies. 

To begin to understand social semiotics, it is important first to define semiotics. 

Semiotics is the study of meaning making in all different types of signs (Suhor, 1984). 

Signs can include, but are not limited to, print, verbal, gestures, images, and sounds. 

Social semiotics acknowledges that meaning making in all its various modes is a social 

and cultural practice and that each of these modes has affordances, limitations, and 

rules (e.g., Hodge & Kress, 1995; Kress, 2009; Lemke, 2004; Van Leeuwen, 2005). 

Social semiotics is not a new concept. Humans have used methods other than solely 

print for communication throughout history. Cavemen drew complex images to tell 

stories; sign makers rely on simple images and limited use of words to convey a 

message; movie creators rely on music to set the mood; gestures carry meaning and 

this meaning can vary depending on culture. 

An integral component of social semiotics is the concept of “semiotic resources” 

or signs, which are the resources for meaning making (e.g., Halliday, 1978; Kress & 
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Van Leeuwen, 1996; Van Leeuwen, 2005). Different from the grammar taught in most 

schools and drilled by well-meaning ELA teachers, these are not steadfast rules for 

production of meaning but rather tools used to make meaning. These rules are 

formulated in social practice among participants. As semiotic resources rely on the 

social play at work surrounding their use, there “may (be) rules or best practices that 

regulate how specific semiotic resources can be used, or leave the users relatively free 

in their use of the resource” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 4). 

Given the increasing participation in social spaces made available on the 

Internet, it is not unreasonable to extend meaning making in these virtual spaces. Social 

media, applications and programs used to create, and the very nature of Web 2.0 

technology mean that the tools available for constructing meaning are ever changing 

and readily available, Multimodality is not only a component of new literacies and 

technology integration in classrooms, it is the very essence of meaning making for many 

people including adolescents in their out of school literacy practices. That many 

curricular decisions ask students to leave those literacies at the door in favor of print 

literacy ignores the very social nature of meaning making, 

Although it may appear that it is because of technology that humans are now 

capable of making meanings in multiple modes, this is not a new concept. As far back 

as cave drawings, to hieroglyphics, to modern signage, to a relatively new social sign, 

emojis, meaning making has always used multiple modes beyond words. Schools 

continue to recognize print as the preferred means of both making meaning and 

comprehending messages. However, “meanings are made, distributed, received, 

interpreted, and remade in interpretation through many representational and 
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communicative modes—not just through language” (Kress & Jewitt, 2003, p. 1). In its 

basic print mode, meaning is linear but yet still created based on social, cultural, and 

lived experiences. In multimodality, meaning is layered. Meaning is nuanced in that 

color, images, words, sound, and the multiple other affordances of different modes 

contribute to overall meaning. Meaning seems to come alive in multimodal works more 

so than it does in print alone. As the social tools of production change, so will the modes 

and methods of meaning making. 

Sociocultural Theory 

In this section, I will give a brief overview of sociocultural theory based largely in 

the work of Vygotsky. As social semiotics, transmediation, and new literacies are all 

socially driven, it is crucial to discuss how sociocultural theory fits within the framework 

of this study. These are the modern adaptations and usages of sociocultural theory. 

In line with social semiotics is the understanding of the power of sociocultural 

theory in educational settings. Sociocultural theory posits that all learning takes place 

through social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). Just as in social semiotics, meaning is 

made only through these social instances. Learning cannot be accomplished in the 

absence of social interactions. Wertsch further (1993) recognized that “mental action is 

situated in cultural, historical, and institutional settings” (p. 15). Connecting sociocultural 

theory with New Literacies, the New London Group (1996) established that, 

…Human knowledge is initially developed not as general and abstract but as 

embedded in social, cultural, and material contexts. Further, human knowledge is 

initially developed as part and parcel of collaborative interactions with others of 

diverse skills, backgrounds, and perspectives joined together in a community of 
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learners engaged in common practices centered around a specific (historically 

and socially constituted) domain of knowledge" (p. 82). 

At the core of sociocultural theory is the concept of the zone of proximal 

development. According to Vygotsky (1978), the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is 

defined as 

the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration 

with more capable peers" (p. 86). 

Scaffolding is provided by a more experienced other. Adding to this 

understanding, in a New Literacies view, the New London Group (1996) explains 

scaffolding as 

Overt instruction includes all those active interventions on the part of the teacher 

and other experts that scaffold learning activities, that focus the learner on the 

important features of their experiences and activities within the community of 

learners, and that allow the learner to gain explicit information at times when it 

can most usefully organize and guide practice, building on and recruiting what 

the learner already knows and has accomplished (p. 86) 

New Literacies has the potential to allow for fluid movement of the more 

experienced other. Unlike traditional models of education where the teacher’s role is 

defined as the distributor of knowledge and the students become the passive recipients, 

sociocultural theory embraces problem-solving education based in social and cultural 

experiences. In these types of classrooms, teacher-student interaction is not as rigidly 
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defined. All members of the classroom become responsible for teaching and learning in 

these social spaces (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012; Rogoff, 2008; Wenger, 1998). 

In Miller’s (2013) metasynthesis of research in digital video use in classrooms, 

she contends that “sociocultural theory posits that cultural tools as mediation or support 

for action in the form of physical and mental tools (or signs)” (p. 388). New literacies, 

from its multimodal text design to learning about the world through multiple signs and 

forms, and by not limiting learning to merely found in print texts, “serve as complex tools 

for thinking and for representing meaning" (Miller, 2013, p. 388). New literacies is a 

modern application of sociocultural theory in practice. Further, Lankshear & Knobel 

(2018) bring sociocultural theory into the realm of the 21st century. They contend: 

Young people learn to participate in such practices independently of formal 

education, and in many cases importing versions of them into classroom learning 

may well kill students’ interest in them and otherwise prove alienating. At the 

same time, however, the kind of facility with digital tools and familiarity with online 

networks, services, and affinity spaces involved in young people’s everyday new 

literacies are likewise integral to the kinds of learning environments and 

opportunities formal education institutions should be making available to 

learners. The challenge is to mobilise or ‘leverage’ what young people know and 

understand from their everyday engagements and interests for the kind of 

educational work we believe schools should be moving toward (p. 11). 

Although sociocultural theory is not new, its practical implementation takes on new 

meaning in consideration of 21st century social and cultural practices. 
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Review of Relevant Research - Common Core Learning Standards and High 

Stakes Testing Environment 

In this section, I will explore issues crucial to understanding ELA curricula 

decisions and classroom practice. I will begin with a discussion of the current Common 

Core Standards and the subsequent high stakes testing environment especially in the 

3rd-8th grades. I will then discuss why it is important to consider expanding the 

understanding of school-based literacy in the age of the Common Core. 

Learning standards and high stakes testing environment. 

There has been a tremendous amount of debate around the implementation of 

the Common Core Standards and the resulting high stakes testing culture not only in 

New York State but also across the country. As this study was done in New York, I will 

explore learning standards and the high stakes testing environment only in New York. In 

this section, I will give an overview of the timeline of educational mandates and then will 

move on to a discussion of the high stakes testing environment. I conclude by 

discussing how the CCLS and the high stakes testing environment impact daily 

classroom activities and will explore public controversy surrounding these tests. I will 

contend that although new literacies practitioners and researchers would prefer to 

explore these literacy opportunities exclusively from how they impact student learning, 

the reality is that teachers and districts must adhere to the standards and must prepare 

students to succeed on a variety of examinations. 

Timeline of learning standards. 

In this section, I will explore the brief history of learning standards in New York 

State. In the mid-1990s, the New York State Education Department instituted its first 
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learning standards. Since that time, they have been modified and adjusted. The section 

will then explore how and why the Common Core Learning Standards were developed 

and some of the controversy surrounding them. Currently, the contentious Common 

Core Learning Standards are being replaced by the Next Generation Learning 

Standards. This section will discuss these changes and some of the issues surrounding 

them. 

In 1995, the New York State Education Department (NYSED) presented a 

proposal to initiate the first round of education standards. The following year, NYSED 

phased out the then-administered Regents Competency examinations in favor of 

course-based Regents exams that high school students must pass in order to graduate. 

At the same time, standards were developed for seven areas: the Arts; Career 

Development and Occupational Studies; English Language Arts; Health/Physical 

Education and Family Consumer Science; Math; Language Other Than English; and, 

Social Studies. The standards guided districts by explicitly stating what students should 

know at particular grade levels while giving districts the power to implement the 

standards as they saw fit (New York State Department of Education, 2010). 

In 2001, No Child Left Behind mandated that states monitor student performance 

in Math and ELA and that they report student achievement on a yearly basis (No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001). Per the NYSED website, “New York State went beyond the 

federal mandate and provided performance indicators for prekindergarten through grade 

12 in both ELA (May 2005) and mathematics (March 2005)” (New York State 

Department of Education, 2010). 
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The NYS Board of Regents approved the P-16 Education: A Plan for Action in 

2006, which was a series of goals, meant to spark educational reform in the state. In 

2007, the Board of Regents set forth action that would ensure the standards would be 

reviewed and adjusted as needed. In 2010, the Common Core Learning Standards 

replaced previous New York State Learning Standards (New York State Department of 

Education, 2010). 

The Common Core Learning Standards were a result of previous attempts to 

institute common learning standards across the country. National education leadership 

attempted to form voluntary education standards in the early 1990s. The government 

was not legally able to impose standards but the hope was that by asking for 

stakeholders in the field to confer on such voluntary standards, they could be formulated 

and adopted. These efforts were unsuccessful and in 1994, staunch opposition arose 

over the yet-to-be released history standards (Ravitch, 2014). Under the Bill Clinton 

administration, the Goals 2000 program awarded federal money to states to develop 

their own standards. States produced “vague documents and called them standards” 

(Ravitch, 2006, p. 20). 

A few years later, the Common Core Learning Standards were developed by 

government representatives from 48 states, two territories, and the District of Columbia 

as a result of “their membership in the National Governors Association Center for Best 

Practices (NGA Center) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO)” 

(Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2018). Discussion about developing 

nationwide standards began in 2007 at the Council of Chief State School Officers 

Annual Policy Forum in Columbus, Ohio (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 
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2018). A year later, “Benchmarking for Success: Ensuring U.S. Students Receive a 

World-Class Education” was published. The report began by stating the reasoning for 

the perceived need for a common set of standards across the nation. 

We are living in a world without borders. To meet the realities of the 21st century 

global economy and to maintain America’s competitive edge into the future, we 

need students who are prepared to compete not only with their American peers, 

but with students from all across the globe for the jobs of tomorrow...America 

must seize this moment to ensure that we have workers whose knowledge, skills, 

and talents are competitive with the best in the world. (National Governors’ 

Association, 2008, p. 1). 

The report focused largely on the supposition that “America’s education system does a 

poor job supporting students and offering equal learning opportunities” (National 

Governors’ Association, 2008, p. 14) and uses language that supports the ideology that 

the purpose of education is to prepare workers who can compete, and win, in a global 

market. The report went on to acknowledge that "the state mandate to educate all 

students remains, but the world that schools are preparing students for has change" 

(National Governors’ Association, 2008, p. 19). 

Not only did the National Governors’ Association report suggest the 

implementation of a set of common standards to better prepare American students to 

lead in a global economy, it also suggested five areas of concern. As shown in Figure 1, 

the committee looked specifically at areas it felt American students were most in need. 
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Figure 1 National Governors’ Association Concerns 

Action 1 addressed the overarching need for a set of common standards across 

the country so that all American students could be prepared to take their place among 

the global marketplace. Action 2 asked school leaders to not only evaluate how higher 

performing countries and states approached education but to emulate their practices in 

curricular decisions. Action 3 spoke to the need to reevaluate the process of preparing 

teacher and administrator candidates to ensure that they were selected, trained, and 

supported in accordance with best practices from countries and states with the highest 

success rates. Action 4 again drew upon the practices of high performing nations in 

their processes of accountability and monitoring. Finally, the final action pitted American 

schools with international counterparts to assess and measure the rates at which 

American schools were preparing students for this global market. 

The language is problematic in all of these action steps. At the core of all of them 

is the belief that American students are lacking in comparison to their international 

equivalents. That is accepting a deficit model of education or a belief that students are 

somehow lacking in comparison to other students. The antidote is filing a student’s mind 

and consciousness with the missing components. Freire (1970) refers to this as the 
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banking model concept of education. In this view, educators isolate a student’s missing 

skills and fills in the absent pieces. The teacher is the provider of the information; the 

student, the passive recipient. It is precarious to assume that the American education 

system is comparable to the education systems in other nations and that the remedy for 

correcting it is by following the example, in earnest, of other nations. Certainly, it is 

prudent to follow best practice and research-based solutions but to assume that the 

American system is lacking and in need of a programmatic solution is faulty. 

However, by the beginning of the 2009/2010 academic year, the NGA and 

CCSSO released their first draft of the standards for public review (Common Core State 

Standards Initiative, 2018). In June 2010, the committee released its final version of the 

Common Core Learning Standards with the understanding that they would be 

implemented based on state needs the following school year. 

The Next Generation Learning Standards were introduced to school districts near 

the end of the 2016/17 school year. Per the NYSED website, professional development 

around the new standards was to be initiated beginning in the winter of 2018 before full 

implementation of the standards in 2020. Student assessments will reflect the new 

standards in the 2020/21 academic year (Next Generation, 2018). 

New York State adjusted its CCLS in ELA and Mathematics and rebranded them 

The Next Generation Learning Standards. The “new” standards are meant to “ensure 

New York State has the best learning standards for students” (Next Generation, 2018). 

They were formulated in response to feedback from education professionals, parents, 

and students. A group of over 130 educators and parents collaborated to revise the 

Common Core Learning Standards. The committee was formulated largely in response 
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to push back on the previous standards that resulted in the “opt out movement” across 

the state. Opponents of the CCLS voiced their disapproval of both the standards and 

the methods in which they are assessed shortly after they were adopted and 

implemented across the state. 

Through this historical timeline of the standards in New York State, some 

observations can be made. First, that New York State had no formal standards prior to 

the 1990s is virtually incomprehensible in the current climate of common standards. 

Further, that so much change has occurred from the 1990s to now is overwhelming both 

to policy and to teacher practice. Despite the nationwide push for standards in the early 

2010s, New York State has already found just cause to modify the standards based on 

feedback from stakeholders and pushback from boisterous parent groups who have 

complained about the developmentally appropriateness of the CCLS. Standards that 

were meant to streamline educational expectations have undergone tremendous 

scrutiny in their brief history. 

From the inception of the CCLS, the English Language Arts standards were less 

controversial than the math standards. As an ELA teacher who has gone from having 

the original loose New York State standards to the Common Core Standards to now the 

Next Generation Learning Standards, I find the standards a guide to solid practice. I do, 

however, find that although there are dozens of standards, the ones that seem to matter 

the most are those that are assessed on the highly controversial assessments. To this 

end, it is disappointing to lose much of the creative writing process in lieu of writing 

solely to prove a point using text evidence. 
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The debate over the standards has occasionally missed the point. In discussions 

with parent groups and other education professionals, I have found the need to 

delineate between the standards and the testing. Although the standards were originally 

devised to be a guide for what students should know at each grade level, the standards 

discussion quickly became an argument over the testing environment. As teacher 

evaluation systems were put into place that took into account student performance on 

these high stakes tests, the focus of teaching and learning quickly shifted from the 

standards and skills-based instruction to a battle over the inappropriate nature of the 

testing environment. Diane Ravitch (2016) wrote, “Eventually I realized that the new 

reforms had everything to do with structural changes and accountability, and nothing at 

all to do with the substance of learning” (p. 16). Instead of focusing on the skills 

students should know and the engaging, meaningful experiences teachers should 

provide for them to develop those skills, much of the attention went, instead, to 

preparing students to succeed on high stakes state assessments. 

High stakes testing environment. 

In what follows, I will give an overview to a key area of concern for teachers, 

parents, administrators, students, and policymakers: the high stakes testing 

environment in New York State in the middle grades (grades 3-8). I will first define what 

it means to consider a test “high stakes”. Then, I will discuss some of the public 

contention surrounding these tests. Not only are these tests viewed as developmentally 

inappropriate by proponents, the results are used to track students and can be used for 

employment decisions. The high stakes testing culture in these grades is one of the 
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most controversial issues in education and it is necessary to situate any work in new 

literacies with an understanding of this reality. 

It is important to first define high stakes testing. A test is considered “high stakes” 

when the results of the test are used to make critical decisions affecting communities, 

schools, educators, and stakeholders (Au, 2007; Madaus, 1988). Further, these testing 

environments can impose tremendous consequences on students and teachers. For 

example, results of testing can be used to inform decisions on grade promotion, 

eligibility for high school graduation and, most recently, employment decisions such as 

teacher salaries, performance-tied bonuses, and tenure (Orfield & Wald, 2000). 

In New York State, for example, teachers are bound by Annual Professional 

Performance Reviews and, specifically, Education Law 3012-d. This extensive 

document lists measures by which schools and teachers are evaluated using high 

stakes testing data as part of the annual performance review process. Annual teacher 

performance reviews initially allowed for 20% of the overall evaluation to be dependent 

upon student growth on state assessments (New York State Education Department, 

2016). Teachers would be classified as either highly effective, effective, developing, or 

ineffective based on classroom observations, local testing measures, and the data from 

student growth on high stakes testing. 

A further characteristic of high stakes testing is the results of such examinations 

are reported to the public via news reports, rankings, and, in New York State, via school 

report card information on the New York State Education Department website. This is 

meant to give stakeholders access to their local schools’ performances on various data 

points. What it fails to recognize is the many factors that come into play when reporting 
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test scores such as socioeconomic considerations, the percentage of students refusing 

to take the test (which, in some districts, can exceed more than 50% of the student 

population), and the number of special education students or English language learners 

who take those tests. 

Previous research on how the presence of high stakes tests influence curriculum 

has shown varied outcomes. Au (2007) conducted a metasynthesis of studies done in 

the field of high stakes testing. Some studies found that high stakes testing limits 

classroom experiences and restricts what counts as learning (e.g., Lipman, 2004; 

McNeil, 2000; Watanabe, 2007). In these studies, there was a narrow focus of teaching 

and assessment. These researchers speak to the tension that exists between teachers’ 

perception of what they would like their classrooms to look like and what they actually 

become because of the pull between standards and teacher belief systems. 

However, other studies have found that the presence of high stakes tests does 

not necessarily affect curriculum, teaching, and learning. Some studies have found that 

high stakes tests have little, if any, influence on how teachers design instruction (e.g., 

Gradwell, 2006; van Hover, 2006). Still others have found a positive correlation in that 

learning experiences are improved in the shadows of high stakes testing and that there 

are positive student outcomes (e.g., Braun, 2004; Williamson, Bondy, Langley, & 

Mayne, 2005). 

In New York State, there is the assumption that as long as the standards are 

enacted on a daily basis, students should be well prepared for the high stakes 

assessment. As an ELA teacher, I ensure that every lesson and assessment has a 

strong correlation to at least one, if not a few, of the ELA standards. However, despite 
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my belief that student learning should span across all standards, their learning, and, 

consequently my effectiveness as a teacher, is judged on how well they perform on the 

spring ELA assessments. On those tests, a narrow range of standards is tested. All of 

the questions rely on students to comprehend print texts. 

For example, data provided near the end of the 2018 academic year showed only 

a handful of the Common Core Learning Standards were assessed on the exam. To be 

exact, only ten standards were assessed. For comparative purposes, there are 43 core 

standards with sub-standards within many of these including all of the writing standards 

at the 7th grade level. Through analysis of the data provided from the state, it was 

evident that very few of the standards were addressed in the spring 2018 administration 

of the NYS ELA Assessment in 7th grade. This is problematic for teachers and students 

who spend their entire school year immersed in all of the standards only to be tested on 

a few. That students are then classified as proficient or deficient based on only a limited 

number of standards raises the question of the validity of such assessments. Appendix 

A outlines each of the standards assessed on the spring 2018 7th grade assessment 

and the question format in which they were addressed. 

Impact of high stakes testing on pedagogical decisions. 

In this section, I will explain how the high stakes testing culture may impact 

pedagogical decisions. I will describe what is meant when teachers and parents feel as 

if classroom activities are designed to “teach to the test”. As the publicized high stakes 

test results are crucial to many curricular decisions, student placement options, and, 

potentially, human resources decisions, it is not surprising that many teachers place a 

higher degree of significance on the standards that have been historically tested on 
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these assessments. In 7th grade, a main focus of the ELA classroom is on developing 

students’ abilities to cite textual evidence in support of their claims. The term “text 

evidence” is used ad nauseam and it is not uncommon for students to moan at its mere 

mention. As a result, using multiple modes to develop literacy skills is unlikely to happen 

when teachers know that students will be assessed on only a handful of standards, all 

of which will be in print. Even when testing becomes fully computerized in the coming 

school years, students will still be reading words and will have to respond using the 

same types of writing they now do on paper. 

As a result, many teachers and parents have complained that the daily work of 

classrooms has become “teaching to the test”. Although “teaching to the test” is a 

common utterance in schools and among stakeholders, it is important to delineate what 

“teaching to the test” means. As noted, high stakes tests typically assess a few 

standards and their respective skill sets. In the current ELA climate, this means close 

reading strategies and citing textual evidence in support of a student’s understanding of 

the text. The current middle level New York State ELA assessment tests students via 

multiple choice questions, short response writing, and a full-length essay. 

Educational approaches that address the “body of knowledge or skills that a test 

represents” are not perceived as “teaching to the test” but instead, are sound 

pedagogical strategies (Popham, 2001, p. 16). This type of instruction is rooted in the 

standards themselves. The logic is that when students have practice at and gain 

competency in the standards, success on standardized or high stakes tests will follow. 

However, when instruction is focused mostly on preparing students with the skills 

they need to pass tests, this is perceived as “teaching to the test”. While many ELA 
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educators struggle with a balance between preparing students for testing situations and 

helping them build literacy skills that will carry them through their lives, there is 

tremendous controversy surrounding the purpose of the tests themselves. Proponents 

of high stakes test argue that they are quality indicators of what a student can, and 

cannot, do. Opponents counter that a single test is inadequate to measure a student’s 

learning. Further, they cite that too many variables can impact the results of the test 

including student illness or personal issues, learning disabilities, gender bias, or a 

student’s lack of background knowledge. Further, these types of tests “select (a) sample 

of the knowledge we want kids to learn that accurately represents the entire domain of 

knowledge we want them acquire” (Harris, et. al, 2011, p. 25). 

Further, high stakes tests are generally timed, as is the case with college 

admittance examinations like the SAT and ACT and on high school level Common Core 

Regents exams. In New York State, however, the 3-8 NYS ELA assessments are no 

longer timed after extensive pushback from parents and teachers following the first few 

years of their administration. Now, students may take as long as they wish to complete 

the tests, as long as they are working productively. NYSED suggests students should 

be able to complete the tests in 90 minutes although accommodations can be made for 

those who require more time. 

It is not uncommon for student to spend a significant amount of hours completing 

the tests. For example, prior to the 2017/18 administration, the 3rd-8th grade ELA 

assessments were given over three days. Day one of the test was reading passages 

and then answering seven multiple choice questions per passage. Day 2 was a 

combination of reading, multiple choice questions, short responses, and one full-length 
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essay. Day 3 consisted of more reading, writing more short responses, and penning a 

paired response full-length essay. When the timed nature of the test was eliminated, it 

was common for students to take two to three hours to complete days 2 and 3 of the 

test. 

After receiving more feedback on these assessments, the NYSED shortened the 

2017/18 examination to just two days. Day 1 consisted of five passages with seven 

multiple choice questions per passage. Day 2 consisted of three passages with seven 

short responses and the paired response essay. Again, students wrote for hours on day 

2. So, while it seems that the state recognized that three consecutive days of testing 

was fruitless, it did little to alleviate the amount of work required of students on these 

examinations. 

All of these adaptations and concessions do not address another concern posed 

of these tests. Developmentally, 3rd-8th grade students may struggle with attention 

span issues and those with learning disabilities who may have additional time to 

complete tests written in their IEPs may have even more difficulty maintaining focus on 

such a strenuous test for that length of time. The question arises as to whether results 

of such testing under these circumstances can be construed as being accurate 

representations of student knowledge and ability. 

Further, many of the reading passages are written well beyond the grade level of 

the test taker. Questions may be worded confusingly or use vocabulary students at a 

grade level may have little experience with prior to seeing in on the test. If the test is 

indeed intended to measure students who are at or below grade level, that the test is 

written above the appropriate grade level is problematic at siphoning the data it intends. 
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In the ELA classroom, this narrow view of teaching, learning, and achievement 

means that much of work is done in modes in which students are tested. Print remains 

dominant both in what students are expected to read and comprehend and in what they 

are expected to be able to write. This leaves little room for the multimodal literacies that 

are both a part of students’ lives and a very real skill they will need to develop as they 

go forward in their lives both academically and professionally. According to Bruce & 

Miller (2017), “Common Core and state standards with their accompanying tests make 

school uses of digital media too difficult to integrate" (14). As a result, the cycle of a 

narrow view of competency continues. 

Despite education institutions understanding that educating a child encompasses 

more than test scores, a great deal of the work in schools and on policy committees 

focuses on developing student skills to succeed on these tests. As Diane Ravitch (2016) 

argues, “The rise or fall of test scores in reading and mathematics became the critical 

variable in judging students, teachers, principals, and schools” (p. 15). As a result, the 

skills tested on those examinations have become center stage in far too many curricular 

decisions. Au’s (2007) metasynthesis of studies based in high stakes testing found that 

“there is a significant relationship between the implementation of high stakes testing and 

changes in the content of a curriculum, the structure of knowledge contained within the 

content, and the types of pedagogy associated with communication of that content” (p. 

262). The potential shortcomings from preparing students just to pass “the test” are 

great. Valli and Buese (2007), asks us to consider the impact of such environments and 

to consider “what happens to learning communities, leadership, and resources under 

high-stakes accountability conditions” (p. 554). 
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In light of Common Core Standards, high stakes testing, and accountability, 

educational institutions need to consider what it really means to educate a child. There 

should be some consideration as to what life skills a child will need in the 21st century. 

The jobs our students will do in their lifetimes have not even been developed yet. 

Technology is in a constant state of evolution. Collaboration and teamwork, creativity 

and imagination, critical thinking, and problem solving are the basic literacy-based skills 

all students need to master in order to survive in an increasingly technological, 

connected world. Yet none of these are ever assessed on the examinations meant to 

determine a child’s literacy competency. 

Public controversy over testing. 

Another area of noteworthy discussion are some of the issues surrounding high 

stakes testing including the vocal controversy parents and other groups have expressed 

about the testing. This pushback has evolved into what is now known as the “opt out 

movement”. Parents who vehemently oppose the developmentally appropriateness of 

the tests, the high stakes implications of the results, and the impact on teachers and 

schools have opted their children out of taking these tests. The percentage of students 

in the district who have refused to sit for these spring tests has hovered between 40% 

and 43% in 2016 and 2017, respectively. 

A further concern is the limited perception of what “achievement” means. 

Students are recognized as achieving when they pass one of these examinations by 

scoring a 3 or 4. However, it is problematic to determine a student’s achievement or 

ability on a single measure such as a high stakes test. Further, students who fall within 

the 2 range see a wide variance of scores. Some 2 students are “low 2s” while others 
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miss a 3 by just a few raw points. In many districts, results of these tests are used to 

determine students in need of academic support or reading intervention. Scores on 

these tests “usually do not provide a direct and complete measure of educational 

achievement” (Koretz, 2008, p. 9). Further, ELA assessments measure just two skills: 

multiple choice comprehension which rely on strategies for choosing the correct answer 

and formulaic academic writing. To determine a student’s “achievement” on such a 

narrow range of skills is enigmatic. 

Additionally, reading passages on these NYS ELA assessments are consistently 

above the appropriate grade level. As a result, students who are either significantly or 

slightly below grade level in reading may struggle to comprehend the texts, thus making 

answering questions more difficult. Even students who are at grade level may be faced 

with making sense of a text that is beyond their reading levels. As the test is largely a 

measure of reading comprehension and the use of textual evidence in support of 

claims, the question whether passages beyond grade level are appropriate to use to 

assess reading comprehension. 

The tension exists in that, although educators may understand how the test may 

not accurately or adequately reflect student achievement, high stakes tests have 

become an accountability measure in response to initiatives such as No Child Left 

Behind and Race to the Top. Districts and state departments of education are required 

to inform the public of testing data. 

High stakes testing has morphed into much more than assessing a student’s 

competency in the standards. Testing data can be used as part of a teacher’s 

evaluation and can affect employment decisions. Adding to this dimension is concern 
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from parents who fear their children will not receive authentic learning but instead will 

learn just enough to pass these tests. Parents are concerned that their child’s 

development will be limited just to the skills tested on these tests. Many parent groups 

sympathize with teachers whose evaluations are based on the results of these tests. 

With the tremendous pressure surrounding the results of these high stakes tests, 

students develop a narrow view of what it means to be educated and teachers can fall 

victim to shortsightedness when it comes to educating the whole child versus the child 

who will sit for one of these examinations. 

School-based literacy in the age of the Common Core. 

English Language Arts curriculum remains largely centered in helping students 

comprehend print-based reading passages and responding to a variety of questions that 

assess that understanding via traditional school measures such as multiple choice 

questions, written short responses, and written long responses in the form of an essay 

(e.g., Masterman, 1985; Semali, 2001). The standards and the recently unveiled Next 

Generation Learning Standards (NGLS) continue to give overwhelming credence to 

print-based texts. Only two of the New York State Common Core reading standards 

mention text types other than print and these two (RL and RI 7.7). These standards ask 

students to compare and contrast a print-based text to its audio, video, or multimedia 

version. Although there appears to be an albeit brief acknowledgment in the standards 

that these non-print types of texts are valuable, the standards imply that they are 

important only in comparison with the “real” texts which are always based in print. 

The Next Generation Learning Standards, introduced in May 2017, are virtually 

the same as their predecessor, the Common Core Standards, with the exception of the 
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reading standards for literature and informational text being combined into one 

standard. Again, the only mention of multimodality is when comparing a text with its 

audio, filmed, staged, or digital version. 

Literacy also encompasses the ability to communicate effectively via written 

composition. The Common Core writing standards mention multimodal texts in one 

writing standard at the middle school level. In this standard (for 7th grade, it is standard 

7.2), students should be able to write informative/explanatory texts using multimedia 

components when the writing warrants such inclusion. The standards also makes 

reference to texts other than print-based at the middle school level in writing standards 

4 and 6 when students are expected to be able to produce and publish texts in a variety 

of forms. In writing standard 8 at this level, students are expected to know how to 

search for information via print and digital sources and to make sound judgment on 

credibility of sources. Finally, in writing standard 11 in middle school, students should be 

exposed to creating a variety of texts including presentations, artwork, or videos to 

make connections to the print text. 

The NGLS mention the use of multimedia to aid in comprehension in two of its 

writing standards at the middle school level, W2 and W4. In these, the standards 

mention creating artwork, story, poem, play, or other response to a text. Again, the 

focus is on responding to a print text using multimodality. The concept that literacy skills 

are also required to make sense of multimodal pieces is not mentioned. 

The other two components of ELA standards are listening and speaking and 

language. There is no mention of texts other than print in the language standards, which 

largely address the grammar of formal, academic English usage. The speaking and 
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listening standards in both the CCLS and the NGLS mention components other than 

print twice in the middle school standards and both in the same context. Both mention 

the need for students to analyze ideas in diverse formats. Further, students should 

include multimedia components in presentations to clarify claims when giving oral 

presentations. 

The CCLS and their newest version, the NGLS, reinforce the idea that what 

counts as literacy in schools is foundationally in print texts. As numerous new literacies 

scholars have contended, it is not adequate to reduce literacy to merely print-based 

reading and writing (e.g., Boche & Henning, 2015; Luke, 2004; Miller, 2013; Miller & 

Bruce, 2017; Short, Kauffman, & Kahn, 2000a; Siegel, 1995; Sperry & Baker, 2016). 

Not only does this short-sightedness fail to address the multiple ways in which students 

are engaged with literacy activities in their lives outside of school, it also disregards the 

reality of the times. At the foundation of both the CCLS and the NGLS is the concept of 

preparing students for college and career. To deliberately narrow the definition of 

literacy is to ignore the very real truth that today’s students will need to be able to “read” 

(or make sense of the world) and “write” (or compose for multiple purposes in multiple 

modes) not only in print but also multimodality throughout their lives. It is remiss to 

disregard these realities if we do truly hope to prepare students for college and career. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This section will address the research design of the study. It will begin by defining 

teacher research and, more specifically, practitioner research, as the purpose of this 

study is to understand the learning environment and to drive change not only in my ELA 

classroom but also to affect appropriate changes in the field of ELA curriculum and 

instruction. 

Educators who seek to find answers to problems they are facing in their practice 

employ teacher research. Teacher research can be defined as “systematic, intentional 

inquiry by teachers about their own school and classroom work” (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 1993, p. 23). Teacher research is conducted by education professionals and 

“encourages them to examine the dynamics of their classroom, ponder the actions and 

interactions of students, validate and challenge existing practices, and take risks in the 

process” (Mills, 2000, p. 22). Not unlike the reflective work most teachers undertake on 

a daily basis, teacher research seeks to understand a phenomenon by closely 

examining student perceptions and learning to improve upon practice and perhaps 

influence teaching and learning in a more broad sense. 

As a teacher, I have found it problematic that many classroom practices appear 

unchanged over the decades since my experiences in middle school. However, in order 

to understand the student experience and move beyond my perceptions, this teacher 

research will focus on how students identify and describe their learning in a new 

literacies classroom environment in comparison to more traditional settings. This 
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paradigm aligns with Lytle & Cochran-Smith (1992) idea that “teacher research is a 

powerful way for teachers to understand how they and their students construct and 

reconstruct the curriculum” (p. 458). My interest in new literacies has sparked ongoing 

exploration and solicitation of honest feedback and input from my students about what 

worked and what did not as I continued to improve my practice and to ultimately, as is 

the purpose of all teacher research, to “enhance the lives of students” (Mills, 2000, p. 

19). 

Teacher research is “based on the proposition that generalized solutions, plans, 

or programs may not fit all contexts or groups to whom they are applied and that the 

purpose of inquiry is to find an appropriate solution for the particular dynamics at work in 

a local situation” (Stringer, 2013, p. 6). Educators, administrators, or policymakers 

undertake research as they seek to understand a phenomenon and implement changes 

based on the findings of the research. Leaders, as well as teacher-researchers, conduct 

teacher research to explore educational practices and implement appropriate changes 

to the benefit of all students and, perhaps, the organization as a whole. Teacher 

research bridges the space between theory and practice. It is the “educational leader 

(who) is in a pivotal position to bridge the gap between theory and practice by 

demonstrating the importance of research in the day-to-day operations of the school” 

(Glanz, 2014, p. 4). Teachers who undertake this professional responsibility help to 

make sense of theoretical and research findings by coming to understand how they 

impact the day-to-day operation of the classroom. 

As with good teaching practice, “reflection on action” (Glanz, 2014, p. 23) is 

necessary to reflect on the events of the classroom and reflect on what was effective 
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and what needs continued work. Mills (2000) argues “research significantly contributes 

to the professional stance that teachers adopt because it encourages them to examine 

the dynamics of their classroom, ponder the actions and interactions of students, 

validate and challenge existing practices, and take risks in the process” (p. 22). Further, 

Mills (2000) posits that teacher research is particularly meaningful because it allows for 

collection of and analysis of data that is meaningful to practical application of the 

findings because, 

teachers are invested in the legitimacy of the data collection, that is, they have 

identified data sources that provide persuasive insights into the impact of an 

intervention and student outcomes. Similarly, the findings of teacher research 

and the actions recommended by these findings are authoritative for teacher 

researchers. In doing teacher research, teacher researchers have developed 

solutions to their own problems. Teachers – not outside experts – are the 

authorities on what works in their classrooms (p. 20). 

Along the lines of teacher research is the concept of practitioner researcher. 

Fecho (2003) describes practitioner research as “a more inclusive term applied to those 

of us in education and elsewhere who are reflective upon our own practice and who 

seek to call our praxis - that dialogue between theory and practice - to the surface, the 

better to be able to understand that transaction” (p, 283). As a practitioner researcher, 

not only is the research under examination but their classroom practices are also open 

for analysis. As practitioner researchers are embedded within the research site and 

classroom work, this brings up issues of “responsibility and vulnerability as a trust, 

something to be treasured and valued” (Fecho, 2003, p. 286). The closeness of 
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practitioner researchers allows them to gather insights that might not be evidence to 

outside researchers. 

This study will expand the understanding of a new literacies classroom in that as 

a new literacies practitioner, I am aware of my metamorphosis from early stage new 

literacies understandings to a more complex, although not final, understanding of the 

powerful ways in which a new literacies stance can be enacted in the ELA classroom 

not only to motivate and engage students but also to meet Common Core Standards, 

prepare students for their literate lives both in their current academic setting, in college, 

and throughout their lives. 

Research Site 

School. 

The research site, Beachside Middle School, is one of the middle schools in a 

large, first ring suburban school district. During the school year in which this study was 

conducted, over 6,500 students were enrolled in the district. The district reported its 

economically disadvantaged student population as 44% of total student population. 

Students with disabilities accounted for 19% of the population and 3% of the district 

population were considered English Language Learners. The district educates students 

from Pre-Kindergarten through 12th grade in ten school buildings: five elementary 

schools, two middle schools, two high schools, and one district-housed alternative 

education program. In 2017, the pass rate district on the 7th grade New York State ELA 

assessment between the two middle schools in was 42%. Pass rates for the 7th grade 

test across New York State was 42%. 

90 



    

	 		

       

           

          

        

 

                

            

         

       

           

        

             

           

              

      

          

         

             

             

              

           

 

 

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Beachside Middle School houses grades 5-7. In 2016/17, it reported a total 

student population of over 630 students, fairly evenly distributed among grade levels. 

49% of students were eligible for free or reduced lunch; 22% of students were 

considered students with disabilities; 3% of its population was English Language 

Learners. 

In 2017, 19% of 5th graders, 13% of 6th graders, and 49% of 7th graders earned 

a proficient grade on the 2017 NYS English Language Arts Assessment. In 2017, the 

opt out movement among New York parent groups resulted in a 46% opt out rate on the 

New York State ELA assessments at Beachside Middle School. 

In response to the disappointing state testing results during the previous year, 

district leaders enacted mandated implementation of the New York State ELA modules 

in 2014/15 school year. Prior to the 2016/17 school year, 5th grade was housed in 

elementary schools throughout the district. With the redesign of school building grades, 

5th grade was moved to the middle school in 2016/17 when 8th grade was relocated to 

the two high schools within the district. 

Similar to all elementary and middle schools in New York State, students at 

Beachside Middle School took the controversial New York State ELA Assessment in the 

spring. The pass rates for each grade level over the past 7 years at both the district in 

which Beachside Middle School is housed, the school itself, and the overall state are 

listed in the following table. Data is not included for 5th grade until that grade level was 

integrated into the middle school model in the 2016/17 school year. 
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Table 1 - Pass Rates of NYS ELA Assessment at Beachside Middle School 

YEAR 
District 

5th Grade 
Beachside State District 

6th Grade 
Beachside State District 

7th Grade 
Beachside State 

2011 55% n/a 55% 61% 64% 57% 52% 54% 54% 

2012 58% n/a 57% 62% 58% 64% 55% 56% 54% 

2013* 22% n/a 30% 37% 34% 30% 34% 30% 31% 

2014 23% n/a 29% 23% 21% 28% 22% 21% 28% 

2015 25% n/a 30% 30% 21% 31% 22% 22% 29% 

2016** 20% n/a 33% 28% 28% 34% 31% 24% 35% 

2017 26% 19% 35% 23% 13% 32% 42% 49% 42% 

*2013 was the first administration of the Common Core ELA assessment 
New York State ELA Pass Rate - District; Beachside Middle School; New York State 
Data accessed via the New York State School Report Card website, www.data.nysed.gov. 
“*Due to changes in the 2016 exams, the proficiency rates from exams prior to 2016 are not directly 

comparable to the 2016 and 2017 proficiency rates.” 

State test performance is a major focus of program development and curricular 

recommendations not only at Beachside but also at schools across the state. The New 

York State ELA modules were mandated in the district since the 2014/15 academic year 

as a result of low pass rates on these assessments. The district did not meet or exceed 

state pass rates during any of the academic years except the 2016/17 academic year 

and then, only in 7th grade. Further, the only time in this five year period when 

Beachside Middle School exceeded both the district pass rate and the state pass rate 

was in the 2016/17 school year and, again, only in 7th grade. 

As an additional measure to assist students in meeting the standards with the 

hopes of improving outcomes on both student learning and state assessment, two 

blocks were given to both ELA and Math from elementary school through 6th grade in 

the daily schedule. This meant that students up to 7th grade received 80 minutes of 
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ELA instruction each day. On the contrary, 7th grade operated on a traditional schedule 

with each core class allotted one period per day with designated special area classes 

each day. 

It is important to note that there were two 7th grade English Language Arts 

teachers at Beachside during the 2016/17 school year in addition to two 15:1 self-

contained special education 7th grade classrooms and one classroom of 8:1 special 

education students. However, none of the students in the self-contained 15:1 

classrooms or the 8:1 classroom earned a passing score on the 2016/17 ELA 

assessment. The students in the regular education program, including special education 

students who are part of the district’s co-teaching model, were the only 7th grade 

students to earn passing scores on the assessment at Beachside Middle School. 

Although the NYS modules were mandated in this district and school, by the end 

of the 2015/16 school year, teachers were given the opportunity to rewrite the modules 

using district-appointed novels. In the summer of 2016, I was part of a professional 

committee that closely studied the modules as written by the state and adapted them to 

fit a more appropriate and interesting novel, Freak the Mighty. Over the entire summer, 

the committee worked to write assessments, lesson plans, and formative assessments 

for the novel while keeping a close eye on both the standards and the tasks required 

from the modules. We then implemented the district-designed replacement for the 

module lessons in the 2016/17 school year. 

Participants. 

This section will describe how participants were recruited and will include an 

overview of those who were chosen as focal students for this study. 
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During the 2016/17 academic year, all 7th grade students were enrolled in their 

regular ELA class and one additional TEAM period of ELA every four days. TEAM time 

was designed as a supplemental ELA class period but the mandated module usage was 

lifted during this TEAM period. None of the TEAM time activities were graded. Although 

there was more freedom to design TEAM time activities, they still had to align with the 

Common Core standards. 

Additionally, I voluntarily started a Digital Video Club a few years ago. I continued 

this club; we met every Friday after school. Because of days off or other commitments, 

the club did not meet every Friday but the club operated at least 50% of the school year. 

Students from 5th through 7th grade were invited to join. Students had mostly free reign 

of their creative choices. It was not uncommon for them to bring in costumes and props 

in their digital video production. Near the end of the school year, a teacher responsible 

for the 5th grade orientation video approached our club. She asked if some of the 

students would volunteer to create and film a video that would be shown to incoming 5th 

graders and their parents. A group of seven 7th graders agreed to serve on this special 

task. 

Participants for the study were recruited from all four TEAM time groupings and 

from the 2016/17 digital video club. All of the students in the TEAM time classes were 

either my ELA students or were in another section of ELA taught by a different teacher 

who collaborated on and shared my lesson plans. A poster was hung up on prominent 

display easel in the classroom. I introduced both my research and the reason for the 

research as part of my ongoing studies at the university. I then encouraged interested 

students to speak to me privately or via email if they had any questions. 
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When students expressed interest in being part of the project, I sent home 

parental consent in a sealed envelope and followed up with an email to the parents. 

Once parental consent was returned, I obtained the student’s consent and answered 

any additional questions they had at that point. 

Fourteen students returned signed parental consent to participate in the study. A 

purposive sampling of these fourteen volunteers was chosen based on student 

achievement data. Students were chosen to be included in this report based on the 

following factors: their initial reading level was just at or below grade level; their New 

York State ELA Assessment results from previous years placed them in the “below 

grade level” category (scoring a 1 or a 2); and/or were identified as a student who 

received special education services. Of the fourteen volunteers, nine students met 

these criteria. Table 2 names these research participants with their chosen pseudonyms 

and includes their New York State ELA assessment scores and Scholastic Reading 

Inventory (SRI) Lexile level measures throughout the 2016/17 academic year. 

Table 2 - Participant Information 

NAME 

TEAM or 
Digital 
Video 
Club 

FALL 
SRI 

WINTER 
SRI 

SPRING 
SRI 

MET 
EXPECTED 
GROWTH 

STATE 
ASSESSMENT 

6TH GRADE 

STATE 
ASSESSMENT 

7TH GRADE 

Abigail Team 902 917 841 N opt out 2 

Rachel Team 774 787 854 Y 1 2 

Claudia Team 988 1165 1218 Y 3 3 

Jose Team 1070 1079 1179 Y 3 4 

Lexa Both 888 1234 1277 Y 3 3 

Evan Team 890 992 885 Y 2 2 

Star Both 1162 1027 1115 Y 3 4 

Frank Team 738 858 896 Y 1 2 

Wendy Both 501 671 818 Y 2 2 
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Of the 9 focal students, six are female; three are male. Two of the research 

participants, Star and Abigail, qualified for special education services and had 

Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) in place during the school year. Five 

students, Abigail, Rachel, Evan, Frank, and Wendy, qualified for Academic Intervention 

Support in reading because of reading difficulties throughout their academic careers 

and based on their performance on district measures of reading competency via the SRI 

assessment and their state testing results if they took the test in the previous school 

year. Six students were identified as living at or below the poverty level. One student, 

Abigail, was identified as a significant discipline issue and received tier 2 behavior 

modification services meant to resolve discipline issues and to teach more appropriate 

behaviors. She had a check in system with a mentor teacher who closely monitored her 

behavior and performance in each of her classes. 

Data Collection 

In this section, I will discuss how multiple data point collection helped develop 

understanding in this teacher research project. Data collection was conducive for a 

teacher research project, multiple case study. To meet the requirements of a multiple 

case study, multiple data points were used to achieve a rich, thick description of the 

learning environment and of student perception of their learning (Creswell, 1998; Efron 

& Ravid, 2013). In order to better understand my students’ experiences in what I 

perceived as being designed as a new literacies classroom, I relied on the trust and 

mutual respect built over the course of the school year to evoke honest responses. As 

the study was conducted during TEAM time, which was not a graded class, and during 

a voluntary after school Digital Video Club, I believe that the teacher-student perceived 
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power hierarchy was minimized. Students were encouraged to answer honestly with no 

bearing on their academic grades or standing. 

Data were collected during the second semester of the 2016/17 academic school 

year following IRB approval. TEAM class sessions occurred daily on a rotating basis. 

Each group received this enrichment time for a full 41 minutes per session during the 

class period immediately following lunch each day. The four core team teachers placed 

students in groupings earlier in the year based on considerations about student 

compatibility and discipline issues. Each grouping consisted of approximately 25 

students. As a result, I saw each group of approximately 25 students once every four 

days. 

I was one of two ELA teachers on our team. I taught almost all of the students on 

Team 7-1 during regular ELA class. However, there were 20 students on team who 

were not my regular ELA students. A teacher who traveled between school buildings in 

the district was their regular ELA teacher. She did not have responsibility for any of the 

TEAM time lessons because of her split schedule. 

TEAM time was considered an enrichment period. Although my regular ELA 

class was mandated to use the New York State ELA modules for most of the year (the 

edict was lifted in late winter 2017), I was free to design TEAM time in any way I saw fit, 

using whatever literature and activities I thought students could benefit from as a way of 

extending their ELA learning. We read two novels during the course of the second 

semester in TEAM time (The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton and The Giver by Lois Lowry) 

and read and enacted an abridged, middle-school friendly version of Shakespeare’s 

Macbeth. To assess student understanding, multimodal projects were assigned for each 
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of the units and connections to the standards and their traditional ELA class learning 

were explicitly made. 

Participation in the digital video club was completely voluntary. The club began in 

late fall 2016. As moderator of the club, I hoped to give students a creative outlet for 

expression via digital video. Club members assumed roles as directors, writers, camera 

people, and video editors. The club met after school on Friday afternoons so that 

students could be as energetic and creative as they wished as all teachers and students 

not participating in the club left school immediately after the last school bus left the 

school grounds. Additionally, there was no scholastic support offered on Fridays after 

school so club participants did not interrupt any student’s remedial time. The club was 

open to all grades in the middle school from 5th through 7th grades. 

Other than a special project commissioned to us by the 5th grade orientation 

team, students were free to create videos of any theme or plot line. Students brought in 

costumes, props, and their own recording/editing equipment (mostly smartphones and 

iPods). There was an equal distribution of students among grade levels. Members had 

varying experience with digital video creation. Some were novices while others had 

established YouTube channels where they frequently posted content. 

Data Sources 

In this section, I will discuss the data that were collected for the study including 

student transcribed interviews, student artifacts, classroom observation, anecdotal 

notes, a student questionnaire, and written lesson plans. The duration and purpose of 

each data point are explained in the following table. 
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Table 3 – Data Collected 

Data Point Sources Purpose Duration 
Student observation TEAM time and Gain a broad Daily during 
field notes and Digital Video understanding of rotating TEAM 
reflective notes Club student choices during 

composition process in 
the moment 

schedule; every 
Friday afternoon 
during Digital 
Video Club 

Student Artifacts Will include: 
*multimodal 
work 
*traditional 
writing pieces 
*planning 
process 
*SRI data 
*State testing 
data 

Follow and 
understanding student 
composition process in 
both multimodal and 
traditional texts. 

Evaluate student 
achievement data 
including SRI scores 
and state testing data. 

Daily during 
rotating TEAM 
schedule; every 
Friday afternoon 
during Digital 
Video Club 

SRI data gathered 
three times per 
year. State 
assessment data 
available at end of 
year. 

Student Interviews Responses to 
formal interview 
questions and 
follow-up 
questions in 
informal settings. 

Gain a deeper 
understanding of 
student thought 
process and 
perceptions of learning 
environments. 

One private formal 
interview 
(approximately 20 
minutes); follow-up 
questions as 
needed. 

Teacher Artifacts Lesson plans, 
Common Core 
Standards, and 
New York State 
ELA modules 

Monitor alignment of 
classroom work to 
standards and 
requirements of 
modules 

Daily 

Student Responses to Understand student One survey near 
Questionnaire questions about 

student 
experiences in 
learning 
environments 

perception of learning 
experiences in both 
new literacies and 
traditional classroom 
environment 

the end of the year 

Data collection included student interviews, which were transcribed and coded. 

Each interview lasted approximately 20 to 30 minutes. Following transcription of 

interview data, follow up questions were asked to clarify or further understand student 
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responses. Student artifacts were collected using Google Classroom or photographs of 

handwritten or handmade projects. Most assignments in TEAM time were done digitally. 

As a result, student work became a digital portfolio. For student artifacts completed on 

paper, photographs were taken to digitally preserve the work. 

For work done in Digital Video Club, I asked students to share their planning 

documents with me via Google Drive. Finished or in-process videos were shared via 

Google Drive, email, or YouTube. 

During observation time as students worked, detailed notes were taken to 

capture the classroom environment and to record student thinking while working. 

Anecdotal and reflective notes were kept as I observed student work during TEAM time 

and during Digital Video Club. Analysis of artifacts and interview transcripts were 

validated by utilizing member checks via in-person discussions or via email or Remind 

101 texts to ensure meaning was not lost in transcription or note-taking. When I had 

questions or thought it necessary to validate my understanding, I spoke with students 

privately in person or sent messages to them, to which they always responded. Even 

while questions arose while analyzing data over the summer, I contacted students 

electronically for verification. 

To gain a deeper understanding of how work in TEAM time aligned with the 

Common Core Learning Standards, I kept a digital record of all lesson plans, 

assignments, and teaching materials used in developing learning opportunities during 

TEAM time. As there were no lesson plans for Digital Video Club, I carefully recorded 

student interactions and observation notes to identify connections between club 

activities and the standards. 
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As required of multiple case studies, data points were collected so that the 

descriptions of students’ experiences and learning strategies both in print-based tasks 

and in multimodal texts were fully developed and demonstrated not just in one particular 

interview or observation but rather in multiple instances. Data sources were chosen to 

fully capture students’ perception of new literacies practices and their effects on student 

learning. 

Although the regular ELA classroom activities was not chosen to gather data, it 

was impossible for students not to make connections between the work done in the ELA 

class setting and TEAM time. This was an interesting point of comparison as students 

often juxtaposed the work done in ELA with the work done in TEAM time and in Digital 

Video Club. Once recruitment was completed and participants had completed the 

appropriate consent paperwork, I collected data in both their appropriate TEAM time 

sessions every day and during the Digital Video Club after school sessions. 

Student observations. 

This section will explain how students were observed in both their TEAM time 

class and during Digital Video Club. Although I supposed students would mention work 

done in ELA class, formal student observations were not completed in their regular ELA 

class. 

First, I observed students as they worked in both the TEAM time and Digital 

Video Club settings. I wrote detailed observation notes on a daily basis and made 

anecdotal comments in the margins of a notebook I kept with me at all times. During 

these observations, I took notes about student interactions, student questions, and 

student work. I then followed up with questions pertaining to the students’ purposes for 
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creative choices and I answered questions about assignments as they arose. Although I 

was responsible for the entire class, I took notes only on the students who had 

expressed interest in and who had returned consent to participate in the study. 

During TEAM sessions and digital video club, I wrote anecdotal and reflective 

notes during the entire class/club period. Although I could not take notes on every 

student in every moment, I made it my practice to circulate around the room during 

TEAM time to capture both the whole class experience and then individual student 

experience. During Digital Video Club, I visited each group as they planned and filmed 

their videos. During these interactions with students, I wrote objective notes to fully 

capture the events in the moment. 

When an idea struck me during the note-taking process, I wrote anecdotal notes 

in the margins of the notebook. If I did not write these notes in the moment, I 

documented my interpretation and further questions on a daily basis. TEAM time 

occurred during 10th period; I taught a regular ELA class 11th period but then had a 

planning period 12th period. I made sure to write anecdotal and reflective notes every 

day during this planning period. As Digital Video Club was after school until 4pm, I 

stayed in my classroom after students left the club to write these anecdotal and 

reflective notes to capture my thinking in the moment. 

During the note-taking process, I was careful to recognize my bias and 

preconceived notions that might sway my judgment as I was working in such a familiar 

environment. I was cognizant that “the angle of vision (might be) narrowed by preformed 

assumptions about what (was) going on” (Glesne, 2011, p. 41) so I was especially 

careful to be objective to understand student experiences in the observation notes. 
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Then, my analytical notes helped me to make sense of what I perceived. This process 

also afforded me the opportunity to formulate further questions for students, which I 

would ask them either via email, Remind text, or would ask them privately in person the 

next time I saw them. 

Student artifacts. 

In this section, I will explain the artifacts I collected during this study. Specifically, 

digital copies of student work were collected using our digital classroom platform in 

Google Classroom. Paper copies of work were photographed and saved in a Google 

Drive file for analysis. 

I gathered student artifacts electronically and took photographs of handwritten or 

handmade work. In TEAM time, we used Google Classroom as a course management 

system. Documents were shared using Google Classroom and student work was 

instantly visible on the Google document. These artifacts were archived at the end of 

the year both in Google Classroom and in the backup Google Drive. Additionally, when 

students share projects in other ways such as through email communication, I saved 

those to a designated file in my Gmail account. Finally, I took photographs of student 

work and classroom activities when they could not be captured electronically. These 

pieces offered a view into the students’ cognitive processes. Further, it allowed 

confirmation or, in some cases, contradictory views of student perceptions during the 

interview process. 

Student videos and any planning materials were gathered during Digital Video 

Club. When students planned their work on paper via a Google Document, I asked 

students to share the document with me. When work was done on paper, I 
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photographed it and saved it electronically to a Google Drive file. Additionally, 

photographs or videos of students engaged in the planning or creating process were 

saved and evaluated. I also had access to their completed videos either when they 

shared them via our club YouTube channel or when they emailed me the film. 

In analyzing student composition choices in both traditional print texts and 

multimodal texts, I verified that the analysis was true by confirming with students either 

in person or via school email. These verifications were done on a continual basis to 

ensure accuracy in interpretation of these artifacts. 

Student interviews. 

This section will outline the process of student interviews including how 

interviews were conducted and how I verified student responses as needed. Interview 

questions are found in Appendix B. 

I conducted private individual interviews with each of the focal students in a my 

classroom after school. The interviews were recorded using my personal, password-

protected smartphone and transcribed verbatim within a few days. Each interview lasted 

approximately 20 to 30 minutes. Once the interviews were transcribed, I contacted 

students via student district email or through the Remind101 app we used as a 

communication tool during the school year if I had any further questions. Verbatim 

transcription of the participants’ answers was crucial so that the “most important clues to 

the informants’ culture” (Spradley, 1980, p. 67) are not lost in summarizing. 

Teacher artifacts. 

As lesson plans are vital to understanding pedagogical choices, I saved copies of 

all lesson plan documents electronically. This section will outline the process of saving 
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those files and also how I used them to reinforce findings from student interviews, 

observations, and artifacts. 

Data included lesson plans for both ELA class and TEAM time. These lesson 

plans served to identify degrees of alignment to the Common Core Learning Standards. 

Each day’s lesson plan outlined the standards addressed by the work that day. Further, 

assessment options for projects created in response to the literature we studied in 

TEAM time was saved to demonstrate multimodal options for students to demonstrate 

their understanding of the text. No lesson plans were used in the Digital Video Club 

setting. 

All lesson plans were created and saved in Google Drive in a designated folder 

by school year, as was my established practice. A space for notes or comments 

appeared on the bottom of these lesson plan documents. These served as a space for 

reflective notes. 

Student questionnaire. 

In an attempt to gain a broad understanding of student experience, a 

questionnaire (Appendix C) was sent to all participants asking them to describe their 

experience in TEAM time, Digital Video Club, and as a point of comparison, in their 

regular ELA class. This questionnaire was designed using Google Forms and allowed 

for open ended responses to questions about students’ experiences. I formulated a 

wide range of questions to solicit thorough responses about their overall interpretations 

about their learning experiences. The subsequent students’ answers were automatically 

populated in a Google Sheet. This information was again kept in my Google Drive 

account. 
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Data Analysis 

In this section, I will discuss how data were analyzed using processes valuable to 

a teacher research, multiple case study. As Creswell and Miller (2000) note, “qualitative 

researchers routinely employ member checking, triangulation, thick description, peer 

reviews, and external audits” (p. 124) in an effort to give their research credence. This 

study followed those established expectations for qualitative studies. 

Transcribing the interviews was a vital first step in the analysis process. Once 

student interviews were transcribed, I completed first cycle coding using Saldana’s 

(2009) in vivo coding, which is particularly useful in educational settings when youth are 

studied in an attempt to “honor the participant’s voice” (p. 74). In the transcribed notes, I 

highlighted words or phrases that seemed meaningful. I put these comments into a 

separate document so I could identify the most commonly occuring response types. For 

example, Appendix D shows how I coded student responses about their perception over 

how they perceived themselves as writers. This led to my finding of their narrow view of 

what counts as strong composition. 

Students’ interview data were vital to garnering understanding of their 

perceptions about learning in the different environments and served to develop codes of 

significance. These responses were then grouped into larger themes such as student 

preference of multimodality, their experiences in ELA class, and their views of 

themselves as writers. I also undertook in vivo analysis of the student questionnaire 

answers also. In this process, I highlighted key words or phrases expressed on the 

Google spreadsheet. Throughout analysis, I asked participants to verify or clarify my 

understanding of their responses via member checks either in person during the school 
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year or, when analysis took place over summer break, electronically over email or 

Remind 101. 

I then undertook first cycle coding on the observation field notes I took during 

each class period and during Digital Video Club. Relying on Saldana’s (2009) 

descriptive coding, I made comments in the margins of the notebook to summarize what 

I observed using key words. Key words such as “collaboration”, “energy”, “audience”, 

“teacher”, and “ELA connection” developed a fuller picture of student experience. 

I then used descriptive coding to analyze student responses in the questionnaire 

I administered at the end of the school year. To this end, students responses included 

ideas such as using technology to help improve discussion, doing more “hands-on” 

projects, and doing less short response and essay writing. 

I also analyzed student-produced texts and their composition processes. In 

analyzing student-produced texts, I asked students to describe their compositional 

choices. I wanted to ensure that I understood why they made the decision to create as 

they did and thought it vital to use their own words to describe the process. During this 

discussion, I wrote notes about their compositional intentions and purposes. For 

example, students mentioned using color to build meaning, matching the music to the 

mood of their multimodal piece, and being deliberate and purposeful in choosing Google 

images for their videos. In writing up the findings, I again utilized member checks to 

verify the analyses I was making of their texts. I contacted students electronically via 

email or Remind 101 as they had moved on to another school by that point in time. 

Once first cycle coding was completed, I undertook second cycle thematic 

coding. In my data, patterns were confirmed once there was “similarity and frequency” 
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(Saldana, 2009, p. 6). Through “pattern coding” (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldana, 

2009), I grouped similar experiences into themes. Through this process, it was obvious 

where “instances of issue-relevant meanings emerged” (Creswell, 2007, p. 163). It was 

from these themes that major topics of findings and discussion were developed. 

These data points allowed me to develop thick descriptions of the students’ 

experiences in diverse settings: TEAM time, Digital Video Club, and their regular ELA 

class. Rather than listing brief findings, student responses to interview questions were 

combined with observation data and student artifacts to produce these thick, rich 

descriptions. Creswell & Miller (2000) argue that the purpose of such descriptions is to 

“create verisimilitude, statements that produce for the readers the feeling that they have 

experienced, or could experience, the events being described in a study” (p. 129). 

To further foster confidence in the findings, triangulation was an important part of 

the data analysis process. Data were triangulated to support analysis of emergent 

themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1995). Triangulation of data is especially important because it 

“is a validity procedure where researchers search for convergence among multiple and 

different sources of information to form themes or categories” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, 

p. 126). When the same idea was found in multiple data points and developed across 

the data points, validity was supported because the phenomenon was not limited to a 

single occurrence or participant. 

Additionally, I analyzed lesson plans created for TEAM time to identify instances 

of alignment with the Common Core State Standards. As no lesson plans were required 

of Digital Video Club activities, I, instead, took notes to identify student comments 

during their creation process to establish connections to the standards. Further, I 
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utilized state-provided copies of the Common Core Standards to evaluate their 

implementation in these settings. 

Lincoln and Guba recommend “prolonged engagement, persistent observation, 

and triangulation” to build validity in qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 

301). As I was not merely a bystander or occasional researcher, my work was deeply 

embedded into the fabric of student learning across regular ELA class, TEAM time, and 

digital video club. Students and I developed trust because of our ongoing working 

relationships. I was present with students not only in TEAM time but also in club time 

and regular ELA class every day of the school year, save a rare absence. As such, I 

was a complete participant in the research process. This prolonged, daily engagement 

with participants allowed me insight into their experiences almost continuously. 

Further, as this study was designed as teacher research that would build on my 

previous teacher-researcher activities over the course of a few academic years, I 

invested “sufficient time to achieve certain purposes: learning the culture, testing for 

misinformation introduced by distortions either of self or of the respondents, and 

building trust” (Lincoln & Guba, 1995, p. 301). This was not be the first time I worked 

with or studied this age group (middle school, and, in particular 7th graders). For these 

reasons, the observations, artifacts, and interview data were grounded in previous 

years’ experiences when I was building and adapting my new literacies stance. 

Lastly, although my colleagues were not co-investigators of this study, they 

served as peer reviewers in identifying and questioning my assumptions and beliefs 

about the data and questioned the reasoning behind the themes I developed in coding 

(Creswell and Miller, 2000; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). There were two other English 
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teachers at this grade level who were aware of, and interested in, my research. As I 

went through the research process, and in accordance to established professional 

dialogue and behavior, my colleagues served to push my thinking, challenge my 

assumptions, and question my findings. The peer review with my colleagues and those 

familiar with my work and the members checks with the students involved in the study 

were an invaluable aspect of data analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Findings – Student Perceptions 

In this chapter, I will discuss key findings from this research project as they 

pertain to student perception of their experiences in a new literacies-based classroom. 

In support of the data analysis, I will present samples of student work with an analysis of 

how that work supports the analysis. I will also include quotes from the focal students 

that again support my analysis. When warranted, I will also provide student assessment 

and student achievement data. Key findings in this chapter include: student perception 

that new literacies as a pedagogical strategy is new to most students; suggestion to 

expand what counts as school-based literacy in the form of “writing” or composition; 

and, student perception of a traditional ELA class in comparison to their more new 

literacies-focused TEAM time period. 

School districts and education policymakers are encouraging the integration of 

technology-rich resources in classrooms. However, simply putting a device into 

students’ hands does not mean they are learning or that the tools are appropriate for 

learning. Technology is, however, a natural gateway to implementing a new literacies 

stance in the classroom. However, the use of technology does not fully encapsulate 

what a new literacies stance is in practice. In order for an educator to undertake such a 

stance, there need also be a deliberate integration of multiple forms of literacy that 

includes both print and multimodality. Student choice in both reading and composition, 

when admissible, is central to a new literacies stance. Further, teacher positioning 

within the classroom moves from the sole expert in the room to one of a member of a 

learning community. The face of literacy changes as a result of social and cultural 
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developments. A new literacies practitioner embraces the idea of bridging the many 

facets of literacy in instruction. Naturally, this involves using technology as both a 

means of making sense (“reading’) and making meaning (“writing”) in schools and in 

lives outside of classrooms. Embracing a multimodal approach to literacy means finding 

multiple pathways to build students’ reading and writing skills across the modalities. 

A new literacies stance in the classroom is more than merely using an app, 

computer program, or electronic device in teaching and learning (Miller & Bruce, 2017). 

They contend, 

a teacher who takes such a stance creates a learning space that allows students 

to have agency to compose with support, draw on their lives and understandings, 

translate between print and non-print, collaborate on design in the class and 

online, and publish their work for an authentic audience" (16). 

Bailey’s (2009) states that “a new literacies curriculum should emphasize 

multimodality, but only in a systematic and informed way" (230). I have been defining 

and adjusting my pedagogy in response to what I have seen occurring in my classroom 

over the years. Despite what I have seen happen in my classroom and with my 

students, curriculum has not changed to reflect embracing a new literacies stance. 

Some educators remain unsure of what a new literacies stance is and why they should 

be moving toward more of an inclusive view of literacy. For the purpose of this study, a 

new literacies stance is one in which the teacher is not the sole holder of knowledge. 

Technology is embraced in an effort to expand in-school practices to include 

multimodalities. As a result, student choice and academic freedom of expression is 

central to a new literacies classroom. 
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While some educators are open to changing literacy teaching and learning in 

their classrooms, barriers exist that may prevent them from fully embracing the 

transition. First, access to technology remains limited in some districts and buildings. It 

is difficult to plan to use technology when access to computer labs or portable devices is 

restricted because every teacher and student in a school must share the resources. 

Even when devices are available, many times they are antiquated or not fully functional. 

Internet access may be unreliable or the restrictions placed on student internet usage 

may limit their ability to complete assignments. A teacher who has planned to use 

technology in a lesson only to find limited availability of resources may be hesitant to try 

again in the future. 

Another concern is that teachers are frequently inundated with initiatives or 

programs. It is not uncommon for teachers to lament changing their practice in favor of 

the “flavor of the day”. Without evidence of a program’s effectiveness, teachers may be 

reluctant to take up a new stance for fear that in the next few school years, the 

expectations may change again leaving them to have to reinvent their practice yet 

again. Further, teachers may be intimidated by technology or the idea of literacy 

keeping pace with social changes. Accustomed to being the expert in the classroom, 

teachers may be hesitant to encourage a culture of shared knowledge. 

Student perceptions of their experiences in both traditional classroom settings 

and those more aligned with new literacies pedagogy are crucial to understanding the 

educational value of each. Students are living the choices of curricular decisions. They 

should be consulted to gain their understanding about teaching and learning and about 

what might help them grow as readers, writers, and thinkers. 
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New Literacies Stance is “New” to Most Students 

In this section, I will highlight students’ experiences in a new literacies classroom 

and, in particular, their unfamiliarity with working in this different type of classroom. This 

section will confirm that most classrooms have yet to embrace multimodal literacy and 

instead rely mostly on print-based texts for both reading and writing. Student choice and 

technology integration will be discussed as these were key findings in relation to 

working in a new literacies environment. 

New educational experiences. 

Although creative writing is listed among the standards, students report very little 

time to write creatively. A common response from students is that although they 

appreciate the opportunity to write creatively, the focus of most instruction and 

assessment is in academic writing. This phenomenon was not restricted to the students’ 

7th grade experience. They reported that they had not had frequent exposure to any 

other type of writing other than short responses and extended response practice 

throughout their academic career. Claudia was a quiet student and hesitant writer. She 

reported that she did “not do any kinds of creative projects in any other ELA class”. 

Abigail shared her sentiments, “(in previous years in ELA), it wasn't like how you did it 

and how we got to create things.” 

Throughout the school year, both within the context of this study and in 

conversations in general, students frequently commented that our ELA class and TEAM 

time were unlike any other academic experience they had. Evan captured this sentiment 

when he commented, “We do a lot of creative things like Instagram stuff for independent 

reading projects. I like thinking about these things in a different point of view other than 
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‘I know that this is true because in paragraph 46, it says blah-blah-blah’. We've never 

been allowed to be creative in other ELA classes.” The reason their experience was so 

different was because I had committed myself to enacting a new literacies classroom 

and improving upon my practice year after year, day after day. By encouraging 

multimodality, creativity, appropriate use of technology, and choice, students have 

ample opportunity to express themselves in multiple modes to demonstrate their 

understanding of topics and texts. Like all new literacies classrooms, this does not 

mean that print texts are abandoned in favor of just the “new”. Instead, the ELA 

curriculum becomes a rich tapestry of learning and creating. Of course, students read 

texts found in traditional classrooms and write academic pieces such as short 

responses and longer essays. But, they are not just reading and writing in the traditional 

sense. 

Students’ unfamiliarity in this type of environment was obvious in classroom 

observations. Whenever I introduced a new app or project idea, it took a significant 

amount of pre-teaching before the work could even begin. Unlike the belief that digital 

natives can easily pick up on technology, it was obvious from the very beginning that I 

would have to implicitly teach students how to operate the programs. I developed step-

by-step directions to help them navigate the platforms. Appendices F and G show the 

directions I distributed digitally to students via Google Classroom to help them create 

their digital videos in one of two web-based programs, Magisto or Stupeflix. 

In both formal interviews and informal conversations with the focal students in 

this study, an overwhelming sentiment was that their academic experiences in previous 

ELA class were extremely limited. This is not surprising since this group of students was 
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raised on the Common Core Learning Standards. The standards were implemented in 

New York State Schools in the 2011/12 school year when these students were in 3rd 

grade, the first grade state assessments are administered. It is not surprising that their 

entire academic careers in ELA have seen a focus on close reading and the writing of 

formulaic responses in preparation for those high stakes assessments. 

For example, students asked each time we created a multimodal representation 

of their learning whether they needed to include “text evidence in quotation marks”. 

Students are trained to write two specific types of writing from 3rd-8th grade: the short 

response and the extended response. Each of these types of writing requires students 

to answer a text-based question by providing two pieces of relevant text evidence in 

support of their claims. They are taught to put quotation marks around the words lifted 

from the text. This question allowed us to embark on a discussion of how we can show 

text evidence in various ways. While it is widely accepted to use evidence by citing 

words from the text, I explained how text evidence could also be shown using pictures, 

specific colors, meaningful music, and even a purposeful choice of fonts. As the year 

went on, students began to understand that although they were not using words to 

demonstrate their understanding of the text, their deliberate compositional choices in 

any mode were clearly providing the reader or viewer with textual context. 

Student choice. 

Choice is an important aspect of a new literacies classroom. Choice recognizes 

students’ lived experiences to be valuable contributions to learning and find ways to 

meld those with the requirements of the Common Core Learning Standards and the 

literacy practices traditionally valued by schools. However, choice is not merely giving 
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students an option about which project to complete as part of an assessment. Choice 

also embraces creativity. Even if students are working on a solitary project or 

assessment, having options in how to complete those assignments also aligns with a 

new literacies view. Traditional school writing is formulaic: follow the prescribed pattern 

for success. This involves answering the question, providing two pieces of relevant, 

accurate text evidence, and explaining how the evidence supports the claim. There is 

little room for personalization of the task. 

I will highlight two of the ways I saw new literacies work engage the students in 

different ways than traditional literacy practices when they had choice in both choosing 

their assignment and in the choices they made to create a common assignment. I will 

highlight two students who flourished in ways they had not previously through their use 

of choice in assessments. Although high stakes testing and final examinations only 

asked students to demonstrate their understanding of texts via traditional short 

responses and extended essays, throughout the year, students grew in their capacity to 

demonstrate their understanding in a multitude of ways, that encouraged creativity and 

tapping into their individual knowledge. 

Student choice: Independent reading projects. 

For example, students were assigned a quarterly independent reading project in 

ELA class. For this project, they were to choose a book that was at their reading level 

and then complete one of almost 30 possible tasks. The final option on the assignment 

sheet encouraged them to use any app or project idea they thought would allow them to 

demonstrate their learning even if it was not one of the listed options. These projects 

included artistic renditions of their reading, projects involving the use of digital tools, 
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options that utilized social media-like scenarios, and options that could be completed in 

more traditional modes such as handwritten or typed book reviews. The breadth of 

these assignments can be found in Appendices E and F. 

Adding to the power of choice of assignments in the classroom, Lexa, a bright 

student who enjoyed writing creative pieces on digital platforms and who kept a journal 

in which she would write thoughts and create poems, alluded to the academic value of a 

new literacies classroom, one she had not experienced previously in her schooling 

when she discussed her thoughts on the independent reading project options: 

Like in my class, people made board games or dioramas and I think when we get 

to choose what we want to do, it seems, it doesn't seem like school. It seems like 

something you really want to do. You're not like, "Oh, my God, I have to do this, 

and it's due tomorrow, so I should just rush through”. This year was way different 

than other years. Definitely in other years, they give us a book and tell us to 

make a project on it. It's not something you like and you dread it and you don't 

want to do it. When it's something you don't want to do, it doesn't turn out good 

and then you have a boring class and a boring teacher and a boring project and 

a boring book. There's no point... You know, you need to write this (essay or 

short response) and it's going to be exactly the same as everyone else's and 

exactly the same as you did it the last time because even though we tell you that 

you're unique, we just say that. It's like they tell us to be unique and then we sit 

down to write an essay and everyone's essay is the same. So, when it's a project 

and there's multiple projects to choose from, they are proving the point of saying 
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"be yourself" because you have so many different options and ways to create a 

project. 

Student choice in assessment options. 

Further, I made a deliberate decision to give choice of assessment options as we 

studied any novel either in TEAM time or in ELA class. Throughout reading, students 

could create memes, tweets, or artistic depictions, for example, of their understanding of 

a text in progress. As we moved toward the end of our unit of study, the final 

assessment was aligned with the New York State Common Core assessment. These 

summative assessments included multiple choice questions, short response writing, 

and, as the year progressed, full length extended response essays. However, the 

multimodal options students completed throughout the study scaffolded the knowledge 

they would need to succeed on these more traditional assessments. 

During our TEAM time study of Macbeth, Lexa’s personality came out in creating 

a meme to demonstrate Duncan’s untimely death. She chose a popular meme image 

and supported Lady Macbeth’s plan to blame the two drunken guards for Duncan’s 

untimely death using just six words. She mixed pop culture with an awareness of the 

play to develop her assignment. 

Figure 2 - Lexa’s Macbeth meme 
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Students who find little useful purpose for the work they are doing in the 

classroom are likely to become apathetic students. Lexa blossomed in a new literacies 

classroom where she was encouraged to read any text and create any artifact to 

demonstrate her understanding. Her reading level score and academic writing soared 

(discussed later in this paper under the Common Core Connection). She was 

enthusiastic to share her independent reading projects with the class and took a 

leadership role in the class, encouraging her peers to expand their exposure to books. 

She organized a Friday evening trip to a local bookstore and invited me to join the group 

of 5 other 7th graders from our school. A few of the students were participants in this 

study. We spent nearly three hours looking at books, discussing some of the favorite 

books we had read, and developing our love of reading. Literacy became a living entity, 

not something done merely for the sake of school or a test. True to a more complete 

definition of literacy, it was not something that sits on paper but rather that is a social 

practice, deeply embedded into lived experiences of all people. 

Figure 3 - Lexa’s Evening Barnes & Noble Field Trip 
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Creative freedom: Body biography. 

Although some projects such as the body biography assignment were the same 

for all students, they afforded students the opportunity to express their understanding in 

creative, expressive ways that did not rely on a formulaic response similar to those 

expected in the standards and on the high stakes test. There was no pattern to follow; 

there were no rules other than to represent each of the designated character traits and 

body parts. 

Abigail, a student who received Academic Intervention Services in reading 

because of her below grade level Lexile level and who, during the course of the year of 

the study was identified as a student requiring special education services, spoke to the 

power of having options and creating beyond the academic writing reinforced by most 

teachers. She said, “I think in the previous years, it wasn't like how you did it and how 

we got to create things. In the previous years, we would probably just have topics and 

not really get to create your own things. We got more choice this year.” She had only 

been instructed in and assessed in print literacy up until this point. Having options 

helped her gain confidence in her ability because she was not constrained to produce 

only a single type of writing to show what she had learned. 

Although she was identified as an at-risk reader, she flourished when I gave an 

assignment of a body biography to explore characterization when we read the novel 

Freak the Mighty (Appendix G). Although the assignment was the same for every 

student, she had infinite choice as she and her group decided how to symbolically 

represent characterization. Throughout her literacy education, she was a hesitant 

student who struggled with the narrow perception of what counted as literacy in schools. 
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However, in this project, she became the leader among her peers, directing others in 

their creation of their character’s body biography. She had strong artistic ability and was 

able to clearly draw her group’s understanding of characterization. She contributed 

significant points into the discussion of both the literary concept of “symbolism” and 

could draw on her knowledge of the text (“text evidence”) in support of her ideas. She 

was most attentive to her work during the time she and her group created the body 

biography. Her artistic rendition demonstrated a keen sense of characterization, 

symbolism, and connotative meaning while clearly relying on the crux of the 7th grade 

Common Core reading standards: citing text evidence in support of claims. 

As a scaffold to this activity and to monitor their understanding during reading, I 

gave students an electronic note catcher to use while we read the novel. This document 

focused their attention to key aspects of characterization so they could use the details to 

formulate their artistic representations. Rather than assume students would understand 

how an author develops characterization, this note catcher focused their thinking so that 

they could trace character development in the moment of reading rather than searching 

the novel for evidence only after completing it. Since they had to pay such close 

attention to their character, they were more attentive to their reading of the text each 

day in class. 

As a way to ensure more writing time in the curriculum, I deliberately carved out 

every Friday as a designated composition day. The writing varied depending on need 

but was always a more relaxed period of student-paced writing with my support 

throughout the writing process. Writing was not relegated to just print; sometimes 

students created multimodal representations of understanding or created artistic 
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representations such as blackout poems. As part of the school’s positive behavior 

initiative, I allowed students to listen to music using their devices and headphones on 

these Friday writing sessions, which are known as “Friday Frenzy”. 

During our study of Freak the Mighty, for the final four weeks on every Friday, 

students were allowed to listen to headphones while they worked productively on the 

body biography project using the electronic note catcher as a guide to project 

completion. Abigail, who usually used her headphones during other Friday Frenzy 

sessions throughout the year, did not take them out for the four weeks of the project. 

She focused her group mates and asked probing questions to better understand what 

they wanted to see in the body biography. For a student who was identified as an “at 

risk” reader, Abigail demonstrated strong literacy skills while doing this project. She 

sought to represent ideas with symbolism. She asked questions to clarify her 

understanding. She went back to the text numerous times to better understand both the 

literal and connotative meaning. She was engaged in all aspects of close reading. 

Under Abigail’s supervision and direction, the group completed their body biography on 

time. Abigail was the primary artist, although other students added some aspects to it. 

After the groups created their body biographies, each group presented their 

creation to the class. This aspect of the project addressed numerous listening and 

speaking standards as designated by the Common Core Standards. Again, Abigail took 

the lead and spoke the most during the presentation. In describing their poster, Abigail 

said they chose to draw both Max and Kevin because they were always together. They 

took direction from the character descriptions in the novel by drawing Max much taller 

than Kevin because Max was described as being very tall and Kevin suffered from a 
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medical condition known as Morquio syndrome, which meant he was extremely short in 

stature. In keeping with the symbolic requirements of the assignment, they decided to 

draw Kevin in the place where Max’s heart should have been because Kevin was really 

the only person who cared about Max. Symbolically, the group came to an 

understanding that although the heart keeps us alive, for Max, Kevin was the reason he 

was alive. 

Abigail said they decided to draw so many eyes behind the boys to symbolically 

represent how neither Max nor Kevin could live without people judging them. Max was 

identified as learning disabled in school and he had witnessed his father murder his 

mother when he was younger. Max now lived with his grandparents, both of whom are 

worried that Max will grow up to be just like his father. Kevin had a physical condition 

that caused him to be much smaller than most boys his age. Due to his small stature, 

he was unable to get around physically. People he came in contact with often mocked 

him and called him a freak. The thought bubbles were quotes the group thought were 

most important to describe Max and his circumstances. Under his eye, Abigail decided 

to draw a black tear to represent the tremendous pain he felt. In this instance, she 

clearly drew upon her understanding of the symbolic meaning of color. Although she did 

not use traditional text evidence in the form of words lifted right from the story, it is 

obvious that she clearly understood both the literal and figurative meaning of the story. 

Further, the entire depiction provides ample evidence of her understanding of how an 

author develops characterization throughout a novel. 
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Figure 4 - Abigail’s Group’s Body Biography - Max 

Throughout this artistic rendition of characterization, Abigail led her group 

through a great deal of close reading and analytical compositional choices. The group 

went back to the text numerous times. They chose quotes that were both relevant and 

most telling. In the formulaic writing of the Common Core, choosing the “best” text 

evidence is a key skill. Abigail pushed her group to not choose literal representations of 

their thinking and, instead, asked questions such as, “What could we use to show how 

people looked down on them”. She became the voice of her group and used the 

language of an expert ELA student. 

This “at-risk” reader and writer was tremendously successful in demonstrating 

her literal and connotative understanding of a grade-level text. As she mentioned 

“choice” was something new to her experiences in ELA class, it was evident that having 

choice over how to represent her understanding in a new way was both empowering 
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and engaging. She was a confident reader and composer throughout the process. While 

tools meant to gauge her literacy skills labeled her behind grade level, in this 

assignment, she clearly demonstrated her ability in numerous Common Core standards. 

She could identify key text evidence, understood the concept of symbolism, and could 

monitor how an author developed characterization. These are all central standards in 

7th grade and are tested on both high stakes testing and the final examination. She also 

demonstrated the ability to speak in front of her peers and to consider the input from her 

group mates throughout the creation process. 

Since students must be able to write in a specific format for the state assessment 

and for our local examination, after our study of the novel and after groups had time to 

create and present their body biographies, I assessed students on their ability to take 

this similar knowledge and apply it to traditional school writing. One of the short 

responses, which required two pieces of text evidence, was “A dynamic character is one 

who changes throughout the story. Choose any one character and fully discuss how 

he/she changed throughout the novel.” Abigail’s response showed not only an 

understanding of the question but an analytical understanding of characterization. She 

chose to write about Max, the subject of her body biography character study. She wrote: 

Max’s identity definitely changed throughout the story. At the beginning of the 

story Max had really low self-esteem. He called himself “stupid and a moron”. 

Once Max met Kevin a lot of things changed. Max really opened up once he met 

Kevin. He started trying harder in school. Taking risks and going on “adventures 

or quests” with Kevin. So Max definitely changed throughout the story once he 

met Kevin. 
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It was clear that her body biography work helped her to develop an insightful analysis of 

characterization. Additionally, she met all the requirements of the short response and 

scored a perfect score on this assessment. 

When students were given choices to demonstrate their learning, they tended to 

choose options that allowed them to use the tools they knew best to explain their new 

understanding. Further, when students were given the opportunity to be creative in 

modes that are less restrictive or challenging than traditional print text, they showed a 

clear understanding of skills required of the Common Core Standards. This type of 

learning and assessment then become meaningful and worthwhile, not just an 

assignment done for a grade. These choices supported literacy development across 

modes. Most importantly, choices gave students a voice to express themselves in a 

manner they saw as most effective to demonstrate their learning. Even in a common 

assessment such as the body biography assignment, students had significant freedom 

to design their projects in ways that clearly captured their understanding of the Common 

Core-aligned task. 

Technology Integration 

In a new literacies stance classroom environment, technology integration is 

useful as both a means of instruction and also as a tool for assessment. In both regular 

ELA class and in TEAM time, most teaching was done using technology. I was fortunate 

to have a class set of laptops which I used daily as part of my Google Classroom use. 

Students accessed readings via Google Classroom and engaged in digital discussion 

forums within Classroom. As a result of our access to technology, all student work was 

then completed using technology. We were, for the most part, a paperless classroom as 
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a result of a technology-rich classroom. I will provide examples and discussions of 

student work in both digital video creation and in using memes to show what they 

learned. However, it became apparent that many students were unfamiliar in how to use 

technology for educational purposes. 

Students unfamiiarity with using technology in educational settings. 

New literacies practitioners recognize that as language in the form of reading and 

writing is a social and cultural phenomenon, technology offers another avenue to 

address literacy needs in the 21st century classroom. When I inquired about the use of 

technology in other classes or during their previous schooling for either learning or 

assessing, students reported that their exposure to it was limited. None of the students 

had any experience using a Google product, let alone participating in a class built within 

Google Classroom. Explicit instruction was needed at the beginning of the year on how 

to access their work in Classroom and then on how to use any of the applications or 

programs we used within Classroom. At the beginning of the year, students struggled 

even logging into the computers. Ongoing instruction eased this burden and as we 

moved past the basics of computer use, I could expand their knowledge of other 

aspects of digital learning. 

As a result of their limited exposure to technology in an educational setting, it 

was not surprising that most students had never experienced creating any type of 

schoolwork with technology. Only two students reported using PowerPoint in previous 

classes to make “movies”. Frank, a student who had the different ELA teacher but who 

was in my TEAM class, mentioned using PowerPoint in 2nd grade to make a 

presentation about velociraptors. Jose, a new student to Beachside Middle School, said 
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in his previous school, he made one presentation using PowerPoint but was never given 

the option to use technology to demonstrate his understanding of a topic. 

In new literacies classrooms, students create in multiple modes for multiple 

purposes. In more traditional classroom cultures, print reigns supreme. Students in a 

new literacies classroom are exposed to creating in multimodality. Rather than just write 

typical school essays or responses, students in a new literacies classroom can create 

movies to demonstrate understanding or can use popular culture literacy such as 

memes to express learning. However, it is important for the educator to not use 

technology for the sake of using a new tool but rather to make deliberate connections to 

the curriculum and the standards. 

Digital video composition. 

One of the multimodal literacy tasks used in a new literacies classroom that is 

reliant on the use of technology is student creation of digital videos. Students in this 

study reported that having the opportunity to make movies was a completely new 

experience. Rachel, a quiet student whose diagnostic reading measurement indicated 

she was significantly below grade level, reported that this year was the first time she 

“ever got to make movies for school. And we didn't get to do them in other classes this 

year either”. Jose seconded this sentiment when he said he never got to make a movie 

for any class prior to this year. Prior to coming to our school this year, he attended a 

private school in a wealthy community that has ample access to technology and that 

touts a technology coach to help teachers integrate technology in the classroom. 

As I realized their exposure to making movies was probably limited up until that 

point, I taught them how to use Stupeflix or Magisto to make movies using still 
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photographs or short video clips. These online programs are simple and free to use. 

They require creators to upload photographs stored on their computer or found via 

Internet searches. Style and transitions are built into the programs and music options 

are also available. The option to make a movie was given for every book we studied in 

TEAM time or for their quarterly independent reading projects, which was a requirement 

of ELA class. I provided students with directions on how to create movies in both of 

these programs (Appendices H and I). 

The first time students attempted to make a movie, they spent most of the first 

session “playing around” with their program of choice as they evaluated how to make it 

work. Once they moved past the initial stage of getting to know the program, they 

quickly moved to creating movies to demonstrate their understanding. Some students in 

class required additional time to figure out how to work the programs. Not only during 

this activity but any that involved technology, Claudia required additional instruction on 

how to use whatever program or app we were using because of her limited exposure to 

it throughout her academic career. She said using technology was “a little difficult 

because I'm not really good with computers” and that the opportunity to create movies 

was new to her because she “never got to make anything like that in school before”. 

As the year progressed, the movie making option using one of these two tools 

was particularly popular when students wrote a copy change poem of “If I Were in 

Charge of the World” in response to our study in TEAM time of the dystopian novel, The 

Giver. Prior to reading and analyzing the novel, we had a lively discussion about the 

elements of dystopian literature and, in particular, of how people in the community in the 

130 



    

	 		

         

              

              

            

                

           

             

               

             

   

          

         

           

             

         

           

               

          

         

                  

        

         

    

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

novel made drastic changes to their world in the hopes of achieving perfection. Through 

it, we discussed how any change leads to a domino effect to other aspects of life. 

Students read the original poem, “If I Were in Charge of the World’ by Judith 

Viorst and then my version via copy-change writing (Appendices J and K). Copy change 

writing uses the original text as a guide to create a new poem. As I explained it to my 

students, copy change writing is similar to creating mad libs. I formatted the document 

they typed on to include directions on how to fill in their poem (Appendix L). Students 

then simply had to fill in the blanks with text that made sense to them as they 

envisioned a perfect world, which aligned with the discussion on dystopian literature and 

the quest for perfection. 

After students wrote their copy change poems, they were given options of how 

they were going to demonstrate their perfect worlds multimodally. Many students opted 

to create video poems in response to their written poetry. For example, Frank chose to 

turn his poem into a video using the free web-based program, Magisto. In this program, 

students upload photographs into the platform, and then choose music and a movie 

style. The free version limited their movie length to just ten photographs. Frank was 

deliberate in choosing photos that told the story of what he wanted his poem to say. He 

chose some literal interpretations of the lines of his poem but in other lines, his choices 

represented more symbolic meaning. For example, he began his first two stanzas of the 

poem with the following lines: If I were in charge of the world/I’d get rid of the insecurity 

of being unsure/Worrying about your possessions being stolen/Hunger and bullying/If I 

were in charge of the world/There’d be rewards for being yourself/And for being 

respectful and/Following basic common rules. 
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When he made his Magisto movie, he began with a first slide (or scene) of a split 

screen of a hippopotamus and a tree. He chose these two pictures for the line “I’d get 

rid of the insecurity of being unsure” and said that since nature is so uncertain; he 

thought it represented his ideas well. The next frame was a mirror picture of steaks. He 

used these to represent getting “rid of hunger”. He decided to skip the lines about 

“possessions being stolen” and “bullying”. Instead, he moved on to “being respectful 

and/Following basic common rules”. To represent these ideas, he chose two photos. 

For the first frame, he chose a “No Smoking” sign; for the second in this series of ideas, 

he chose a “Trespassers Will Be Shot”, 

He decided not to represent the third stanza at all and moved on to the final 

stanza in which he wrote, “All would be equal”. To demonstrate this idea, he chose a 

meme that simply said “No Masters and No Slaves”. For this line, he was a bit more 

literal in the sense of equality. His choice of voicing his displeasure most likely stemmed 

from the book he was studying in his ELA class. The class was reading Karen Hesse’s 

prose novel, Witness, which explored the issues of the KKK rising in popularity in 1924 

in Vermont. Frank was not my ELA student but his teacher and I shared lesson plans. 

Our study of the novel centered on the ideas of racism and inequality that have endured 

over time. Frank concluded his movie with a photograph of John Stamos to represent 

the lines: “And a person who is sometimes/Different/And sometimes wrong.” In sitting 

with him to discuss his stylistic choices, he said he chose this picture as a bit of comic 

relief as he thought his other frames were too serious. He thought showing Uncle Jesse 

from Full House would help to bring the tension he intended to develop throughout the 

video down. 
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Figure 5 - Frank’s “If I Were in Charge of the World” Copy Change Movie 

Although he enjoyed the movie making process and was appreciative of having 

the opportunity to be creative rather than write traditional school responses, he did 

notice that he struggled more to tell his story in the movie than he would have had he 

just written a response. 

It's kind of a little bit harder to explain yourself when you do movies because you 

can't really text, or type, what you're saying because you have to completely say 

it through the thing. It's like a non-videoed, or, it's like a movie without any 

words. When I write an essay for sure I can tell my story better because you 

actually get to explain yourself. With Magisto, you have only 10 pictures and if 

you want to use, put text, in there, you have to go to Word, type it, take a 

screenshot, and then paste it into the Magisto just so you can have a little words. 

Like all modalities, there are affordances and limitations. Frank felt that because of his 

strength as an ELA student, he was clearer when using words in a traditional school 

writing piece. He recognized that the free version of the program, Magisto, limited his 

choices. He had to be more concise and had to make decisions about which lines of his 

copy change poem he would represent in his video. Further, as he had only one 

experience in 2nd grade using technology to demonstrate his understanding of 
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velociraptors, his limited exposure to using technology in school hindered his comfort 

with it. 

It is important, therefore, to remember that although many students have access 

to technology and may have rudimentary experience making digital videos, when the 

activity moves to classroom practice, they may need explicit and repeated instruction on 

how to use the tool for academic purposes. It is important to make connections between 

the seemingly “just fun” task of making movies to the “real” work of the ELA classroom. 

However, students may come to understand that they prefer to show what they have 

learned in various ways. Although making a movie may be fun, students like Frank may 

find the process a bit more complicated than other ways favored by schools. 

Popular culture - memes. 

One of the more popular project options in class and in TEAM time was student-

created memes. For this assignment option, students used an online meme generator 

program until the school technology department blocked the site. Then, I created a 

Google Slide template that required students to pull in an image from the Internet to 

create their memes. 

For example, following our exploration of a middle school-friendly, abridged 

version of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, I had student create memes to demonstrate their 

understanding of the play after we acted out scenes. Making memes in school was a 

foreign experience for students. Although students in this study enjoyed making memes 

and “reading” them outside of school, they had never considered them to be a way they 

could show what they learned in school. However, they did see an academic value to 

them, as will be documented throughout this discussion. 
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Rachel said that creating memes “was definitely different than other classes I've 

ever been in because we never got to make them before. I think they would make sense 

in other classes to show what you learned”. Once she made a few memes as informal 

checks in class or as project options, she came to understand that memes forced her to 

be deliberate in choosing an image and then placing just a few words on the image. She 

understood that images combined with words created a complex meaning. 

Frank also found it interesting to use a popular culture medium to demonstrate 

his developing understanding of Macbeth. He enjoyed looking at memes online and 

would often pull up funny memes to share with his peers. For his Macbeth meme, he 

chose SpongeBob Squarepants as a background. When I asked why he chose this 

image, he said he just thought it was funny and that SpongeBob’s face looked like he 

was depressed. These emotions mimicked Frank’s feelings as he was reading the play. 

Rather than depict a scene from the play, Frank chose to describe his experience while 

reading and acting out Duncan’s death. Similar to his movie creation, he used 

SpongeBob as juxtaposition to the seriousness of Duncan’s death. He relied on his 

cultural knowledge in choosing just the right picture of the character. Then, he “read” the 

image to come to the conclusion that SpongeBob looked “depressed”. His layering on of 

words further adds to the depressed tone of the meme. 

Figure 6 - Frank’s Macbeth Meme 
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Both Rachel and Frank found creating memes enjoyable and unique. Since both 

were familiar with how a meme is created and how meaning is developed, it was not 

intimidating to use them to show their understanding of a piece of literature that often is 

viewed as difficult by students. They both expressed an intrinsic awareness of tone, 

characterization, and how different elements of multimodal work add to the intended 

meaning. In the traditional ELA curriculum, teachers focus their instruction on “close 

reading and writing”. It is clear from both of these students that memes provided an 

outlet to read images closely and then to represent their understanding of a text by 

combining elements for stronger meaning. 

Similarly, using technology as a tool for assessment opened up avenues for 

students to demonstrate their understanding. Studying Shakespeare in 7th grade can 

be daunting. Had I relied on typical school tests of understanding such as writing a short 

response or answering multiple choice questions about the text, I posit many students 

would have struggled with the task. However, using the tools of technology as a 

platform for students to show what they understand using popular culture literacy 

practices they are comfortable with outside of the school setting allowed me to 

appreciate what they had learned from our study of the play. 

In summary, students came to appreciate having multiple ways to demonstrate 

what they knew about a text. Students had limited experience using video making 

technology in academic ways prior to this year’s class. It was not surprising that they 

initially hesitated and needed explicit instruction in the academically purposeful use of 

this technology. Although they were adept at creating memes, they had never been 

allowed to use that modality to show what they understood in an academic setting. 
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However, once they became more familiar with the tools, it was evident they could 

clearly explain their understanding of the complexities of literacy in multiple ways 

including, but not limited to, digital video and meme creation. 

Expanding the Definition of School-Based Literacy - Composition 

Narrow view of writing. 

In this section, I will explain the narrow view of writing or composition that 

permeates ELA classroom teaching and learning as a result of the Common Core 

Standards. I will argue that while being able to cite text evidence and to present said 

evidence in a formulaic manner is a valuable skill, it is not the only writing skill students 

should develop in school. I begin by explaining student perception of what counts as 

“writing” in school. I embark on a discussion of how this narrow view of writing is 

problematic in both the short and long term. 

Students in this study have been raised in the Common Core Standards. In ELA 

curriculum, the standards largely assess a student’s ability to cite strong textual 

evidence in support of claims or answers to questions. Although there are a handful of 

standards that address creative writing and using technology, the state assessment only 

requires students to cite textual evidence and provide a strong explanation of how that 

evidence supports their answer to a question. For this reason, this type of writing is 

central to the ELA classroom. 

I admit that even though I have fully embraced a new literacies stance and work 

to develop that stance even more with every passing academic year, my students do 

write the obligatory short response and long essay at the culmination of every book 

study. The formative assessments during our study always involve multimodality but 
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their summative assessment involves short response and long essay writing. While I 

understand the value of a new literacies stance, I am also well aware that they will be 

expected to know how to write in these genres not only through middle school but that 

these types of writing are the foundation for their writing success in high school when 

they will be required to pass an examination at the end of 11th grade. 

Even though students have a plethora of options for independent reading 

projects and that they create multimodal projects throughout their studies in class, 

students in this study had a limited view of what counts as writing because of the focus 

on text evidence and the formulaic writing required for school writing success. All of the 

focal students alluded to the fact they are strong writers because they could cite text 

evidence and write in the way they are required to write for short responses and long 

essays. When I asked them to describe themselves as writers, all of the students gave 

answers that represented the value placed on text based, academic writing. 

Only one student, Lexa, delineated between school-type writing and writing for 

other purposes. She enjoyed writing and had kept a journal of poetry and miscellaneous 

writing for years. At the beginning of the school year, she shared that journal with me so 

that I could read her work. When I asked her to describe herself as a writer, she 

enthusiastically spoke about the difference between writing for school and writing for 

purposes outside of school. 

I definitely think that I'm a lot better writer when I'm writing something based on 

something I want to write like if it's in the journal or on Wattpad or whatever it is. 

It's something you actually want to do. When it's a school project when you read 

just books about whichever you're assigned to, it's not quite the same. I'm not 
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trying to brag or anything, when it's free writing, it turns out way better than an 

essay turns out for me because essays are just, it's the same thing over and over 

again. 

Lexa was the only student who brought up different types of writing in her interviews. 

This is in stark comparison to a pilot study I conducted three years prior when virtually 

every student asked for clarification on this exact question. At that time, they wanted to 

know if I meant “school writing” or “any kind of writing”. Interestingly, those students 

were not products of the dawn of the Common Core Standards era but had been 

exposed to a curriculum that was faulted with being too much about personal response 

and not enough about analytical, academic text-based responses. 

Their responses in the following table indicate their understanding of a narrow 

focus of what constitutes being a strong writer at the middle school level. From their 

responses, it is clear they have been raised on an ELA curriculum which recognizes 

good writing as that which is effective in citing text evidence and explaining how it 

supports a claim. No student delineated between their academic types of writing in 

school and more creative pieces, including multimodal pieces. Further, no student 

recognized their writing outside of school as part of their identity as a writer. 
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Table 4 - Sample Responses - “How would you describe yourself as a writer?” 

“I would know to start by saying what it is and then I have to give a quote for 
text evidence. And then I need to explain the quote. I know that's what I have 
to do every time. I have to answer the question, give text evidence, and 
explain.” 

Claudia 

“As a writer, I think I'm pretty average. I don't think I am so good. I think writing 
is one of my weaker spots. I don't think I'm a strong writer. Yeah. Kind of. ELA 
is never my strong point. I've always been in the 80s when everything else was 
the 90s. My other teacher didn't take off for things like spelling and commas 
but I was never good at writing.” 

Jose 

“I underlined on the texts what I thought I wanted to use in my essay.” Abigail 

“I think I'm a good writer as far as school goes. I understand the whole concept 
and how it's put into effect. I know what has to be in it. I know I have the 
certain parts of the essay like intro and body paragraphs and conclusions. If 
text evidence, I know it backs up strongly what I'm trying to portray.” 

Wendy 

“(My writing) definitely got a lot better this year than I was in the beginning of 
the year. We've worked on vocab and stuff.” 

Rachel 

“Essays are just, it's the same thing over and over again.” Lexa 

“I think I improved this year more than in other years on my state exams. I 
think I did good on them this year. I feel like I did way better than any other 
years.” 

Evan 

“I'd say I'm very detailed. I try to add more than I could. I know it's never gonna 
hurt to add more.” 

Frank 

“I think I am better at using text evidence. I know I have to explain my 
answers.” 

Star 
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As these students were part of the first class of 3rd graders to experience the 

application of the Common Core Standards and the accompanying high stakes state 

test and that they reported never being exposed to multimodality as a literacy path, they 

naturally identify writing with school-based writing. In informal surveys and discussions 

with students at the beginning of the year, none recognized multimodal writing as 

writing. Therefore, none of the students seemed to recognize the similar compositional 

process between print and multimodal texts. Although they were clearly engaging in 

literacy activities using multimodality in TEAM time, none of them recognized that those 

creations “counted” as writing. 

Every year, I begin with an activity in honesty: I ask who likes to read and then I 

ask who likes to write. Not surprisingly, very few hands go up in support. When I then 

ask how many read posts on social media, or text, or create videos, lots more hands go 

up. I then question why they think they are not readers and writers then. Invariably, they 

say that those types of activities are not “real” reading and writing. This, of course, is not 

their fault. In schools, we place an inordinate amount of value in print text: the ability to 

read and comprehend it and the ability to reproduce thinking in the form of the written 

word. As described in the previous section, a new literacies stance is generally 

uncharted territory for most students. It is not surprising that they come with a finite view 

of writing and may not initially see the out of school literacy practices they engage in 

frequently and voluntarily as “writing”. 

In a questionnaire at the end of the school year used to gauge student perception 

of their experiences in TEAM and ELA class, students overwhelming reported a score of 

4 or higher indicating a positive view of being able to use multimodality to demonstrate 
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their learning. When students expressed an issue with using multimodality to compose 

responses to their understanding of texts, they reported technology glitches or group 

mates not being actively engaged with the work at the same level as they were working. 

However, on the positive side, they described being able to be creative instead of being 

confined to the usual types of writing. They appreciated being able to “be themselves” 

and to “express their individuality” in ways that traditional writing did not afford them. 

However, none recognized multimodality as a way they are usually assessed in 

schools. 

After analyzing student responses for this study, I spoke with a senior level 

district administrator about my findings. She asked me to consider an alternative 

perspective: that students could now use text evidence in support of claims is a positive 

outcome because they struggled tremendously just a few years prior to do so. She did 

understand, however, that students are not being exposed to a myriad of writing 

experiences they will need throughout their academic careers and lives. If a teacher, by 

way of the standards, is to prepare students for college and career, maintaining this 

narrow focus on writing appears to be a major area of concern. 

A further problem is that as students move beyond middle school and toward 

college, the ability to cite text evidence is just a foundational skill. At this point, these 

students have grown accustomed to citing text evidence and calling themselves “good 

writers” when, in fact, it is but one small part of the process of writing. It is 

understandable that many of my high school colleagues and then acquaintances at the 

college level lament that students do not know how to write. This is a valid complaint. 

The writing students are expected to know how to do as a result of the standards does 
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not equate to capable writers. It equates to writers who can compose formulaically for a 

narrow purpose. 

Composition Process and Audience 

Two of the most important skills writing teachers teach developing writers is to 

understand the writing process and to be aware of the intended audience. Different 

writers take up different processes while writings yet, in schools, the process is taught 

exclusively one way. In schools, the accepted writing process is linear in brainstorming, 

drafting, editing, and final writing. Attention to academic grammar and structure are key. 

The writing process is largely a solitary endeavor with assistance only from the teacher. 

However, it would be wise to understand that different writers approach the writing 

process differently. Different approaches in teaching the craft of writing should be 

supported by writing teachers. 

Similarly, writers must be trained to craft their message conducive to their 

audience. In school writing, the audience typically ends up being the teacher who is 

grading the paper. In new literacies classrooms, the possibilities are expanded. 

Students can be both the novice and the expert in the writing process. Audience 

becomes more than a solitary teacher. The writing purpose is expanded beyond 

traditional school texts. 

In the following discussions, I highlight some of the student collaboration that 

took place during TEAM time, the less structured ELA period of the day. Then, I move 

on to a discussion the role of an authentic audience had on the writing process in both 

TEAM time and during Digital Video Club and the effect authentic audience had on the 

end result product. 
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Writing process - student collaboration. 

I found three instances of purposeful student collaboration during the writing 

process in TEAM time. These collaborative discussions were always central to the task 

at hand. They did not require me to be at the center nor directing the conversation. 

Unlike much of other student-centered talk that happens in classrooms, I did not 

observe students veering from the task at hand. Their collaboration was always 

scholarly and collegial. The students used each other as sounding boards for ideas or to 

push each other’s understanding. 

In most ELA classrooms, a teacher who provides suggestions, makes 

corrections, and reinforces students’ efforts support burgeoning writers. The writing 

process in this sense is an isolated experience shared between individual students and 

their writing instructor. In a new literacies classroom environment, students move 

between expert and novice as they seek out advice from not only the teacher but also 

their peers and, in turn, offer writing support to others in the room, sometimes without 

the teacher’s input. 

In classroom observations during this study, it was common to see students 

sharing their ideas and works in progress with each other via computer screens. 

Although TEAM time was a regularly scheduled class and school and classroom 

expectations were upheld, the atmosphere was more of a writer’s workshop with 

students sharing, collaborating, and discussing their work with their peers and the adults 

in the room. Students frequently walked around the classroom discussing ideas or 

issues with each other. I did not observe any time when students were off task. Instead, 
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they were focused on the task at hand but shared in the experience of being both the 

learner and the expert depending on the situation. 

On one writing day during our study of The Giver and the concept of dystopian 

literature, Claudia read her version of the copy change poem that was the first step to 

creating her utopian society. She shared with a group of other students seated at her 

table arrangement. The other students encouraged what she had done well and gave 

her ideas to overcome her writer’s block. Often, the conversation took a humorous turn 

but always returned to the writing assignment. At one point, when considering what she 

would get rid of in her perfect world, she told her classmates, “I'd like to get rid of 

centipedes" to which others at her table laughed. 

She not only brainstormed ideas with others at her table, she also came up with 

ideas by thinking out loud to herself. I found this interesting, as she was usually a quiet 

student. She remarked that thinking out loud was not something she usually did while 

writing but she found that when she did, her classmates often offered good suggestions 

for moving her writing forward or editing what she had already written. The social nature 

of a new literacies classroom where students can be both expert and novice and can 

move between those positions was more obvious in TEAM time classes where new 

literacies was always the focus. Claudia seemed to overcome the hesitation she often 

displayed while writing. She seemed comfortable sharing her ideas with her peers and 

also receiving feedback from them. 

In planning and writing his utopian society copy change poem, Frank also took 

advantage of frequent feedback from his peers by speaking his thoughts out loud. At 

one point, he came up with the idea that in his perfect world, “war wouldn't be violent 
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and there wouldn't be death. Instead, it would be like a video game competition to settle 

differences so there'd be competition but no real deaths". In explaining his thinking he 

said, "Guns are evil objects and should be shunned by society.” This prompted his 

classmates to discuss their beliefs about how much terror guns bring in today’s society. 

They talked briefly about school violence and how strange it was that they were growing 

up in a time when they had to practice lockdown drills. 

Not only did the collaborative nature of TEAM time provide Frank opportunities to 

improve his work, he and his peers then shared their understanding of the idea of a 

perfect world. They realized that the reality of gun violence, especially as it relates to 

school violence, was something to consider when thinking about a dystopian world. 

Their expertise as students who have had to train how to react to a potential school 

situations via lockdown drills and shelter in place drills added to their understanding of 

what it takes to make the perfect world. They did not need to rely on the teacher for 

guidance. They live this reality every day. 

Star used similar strategies to overcome moments when her writing stalled. She, 

too, brainstormed aloud with her tablemates, even though each of them were actively 

working on their writing. She was concerned with word choice and choosing the 

appropriate word. At one point, she posed a question to her table, “Is apatheticness a 

word?” After some banter with peers and with me she decided "forget it, I'm going to 

make it a word. I'm 13; I'm allowed." In class, I was often accused of “making up words”. 

I replied that when we get “really good with English”, we are allowed to be create words 

just like famous authors do. Her comment mirrored this sentiment and reflected that she 
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thought she, too, was an expert. The new literacies environment supported the idea that 

each person in the room was at once an expert and a learner. 

Star also engaged in deep discussion with peers exploring their individual ideas 

for their copy change poems. One student, who was a cheerleader, was unable to move 

further in her poem and did not know what to change. Star pushed this student by 

asking probing questions such as, "how about the people who think cheer isn't a sport?" 

The other student then answered the question and Star said, "There, now you have 

something to write." Again, she was modeling what she had seen teachers do 

throughout her education. She asked open-ended questions with the intention of getting 

her peer to move beyond her writer’s block. Again, she was playing the role of expert. 

Star took her expert role one further when she served as a group philosopher at 

times. She enjoyed “saying smart things” and was an insightful reader and thinker. At 

one point during her small group discussions about creating the perfect world, she 

remarked, “Everything affects everything”. It was clear that Star was thinking deeply 

about our discussions around dystopian literature. She relished being a student who 

could capture the complexities of literature study by making intellectual comments such 

as this. It was through this open collaboration that she claimed her place as expert 

among her peers and, as a result, gained increased confidence in her abilities as a 

critical reader, writer, and thinker. 

Throughout each TEAM time session, students routinely collaborated in the 

writing process and engaged in productive struggle so often touted as the road to 

academic growth with the support of each other. Throughout the process, they moved 

between being the expert in the writing process to the novice in need of additional 
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support. Although I was there to support and re-teach concepts, in this environment, 

students relied on each other as much as they relied on me for assistance. TEAM time 

writing became a place of relaxed collaboration where students engaged in composition 

of all sorts. 

Figure 7 - Photographs of Student Collaboration 

In a traditional ELA classroom with traditional types of writing, student 

collaboration is often discouraged because the point of this writing is to grade a 

student’s achievement in reading comprehension and the ability to produce written texts 

appropriately for the task. For the duration of this study, students in ELA class never 

shared their writing with anyone other than me. They did not collaborate during the 

writing process. They did not seek direction from each other. They did not proudly share 

their work with each other. They did not push each other to think or to write. Even 

though I consider myself a new literacies practitioner, the ELA classroom environment 

did not develop this air of collaboration like was common in TEAM time. It can be 

argued that students learning from each other is as effective as learning from the 

teacher. Certainly, when a student can teach a concept to another student, the teaching 

student is demonstrating competence in the subject material. This collaborative 
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interaction is mutually beneficial to both the expert and the novice. This fosters an 

authentic writing process, one more conducive to expert writers. 

Audience awareness in TEAM time. 

For traditional school writing assignments, students are writing for a singular 

audience: the teacher. Although students may want to impress their teacher or earn 

good grades, they realize that their words and thoughts will go no further than the 

teacher’s desk and the red pen. Writing in that sense becomes unauthentic. However, in 

new literacies compositions, the likelihood of the pieces being shared with both an 

intended and unintended audience can mean that students are much more careful to 

craft a powerful message. 

In this study, students often complained of their traditional school writing as both 

monotonous and not meaningful. These 7th grade students understood that in order to 

succeed in the school writing assignments that were required on state assessments and 

their local examination, they simply had to repeat a pattern and include the appropriate 

components of that genre of writing. They realized that no one would see their writing 

except the teacher or state test reader/grader. 

However, when students were given the opportunity to create texts beyond 

traditional school writing, they reflected that they were much more deliberate and careful 

in their composing. During this study, I found two distinct examples of how the power of 

an authentic audience motivated students to produce exceptional work. The first is the 

story of Frank who explained how his writing for most school assignments did not earn 

his full attention but when he writes for the “public”, he is much more deliberate in his 

work. The second example occurred during Digital Video Club. Students in this club 
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were commissioned to create an orientation video for the incoming students. They 

spoke to the necessity of a strong message that was both appropriate and accurate. 

Frank is a student who fell below grade level in most of the assessments used to 

measure grade level literacy. However, he admitted to being an active creator of plenty 

of texts beyond traditional school writing. He was an avid comic drawer and he hoped to 

turn those into movies. He acknowledged that he often shared his comics with others 

both online and in person. He commented that these people are also interested in that 

type of work so their opinion of his creations matters more than when a teacher gives 

him a grade on an assignment. He said, “I find it cool, because the public gets to see 

your work, they get to see what you did, they get to rate you”. He found this more 

meaningful than having a teacher “rate” his written work. As a result, he was more 

careful to produce strong texts. 

His mention of “the public” indicates that he was intrinsically aware that his 

animated drawings were going to reach an audience who chose to view them and who 

shared similar interests. Unlike his school writing where teachers expected student 

submissions and were viewing them through a very narrow lens of standards and 

grades, the audience for his artistic creations was more valuable. He spent considerably 

more time creating these pieces than his traditional school writing and believed he could 

tell a story better with creative work rather than in an essay. He reflected, “I think I can 

tell my story better when I'm being creative. I like to do creative things and I think I put a 

lot of detail and effort into them”. 

On the contrary, his school writing is generally “planned in his head” although he 

acknowledged that “wasn’t the right way to do it”. His editing process included checking 
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spelling and grammar that he would “sometimes fix”. At the conclusion of our interview, 

he reiterated his strong belief in the power of creativity and art. He suggested that I add 

another project to TEAM time that would incorporate art. He proposed doing, 

a piece of art that like, it might be hard to understand, but artists can understand 

but like just a drawing that basically describes a scene or the whole book but it's 

only one image. I would see they can use any creative, artistic mode like 

drawing, or painting, or sculpture. 

This type of artifact is meant to be shared with a larger audience thus making it more 

meaningful to both the creator and the viewer. He hints at the complex meaning that 

can be developed through art. He is clearly advocating for options that not only use his 

natural talents but that can then be shared with a much wider audience. 

Audience awareness in digital video club. 

Another example of the power of an authentic audience occurred within Digital 

Video Club. The voluntary club met on most Fridays after school. Students were free to 

create school-appropriate movies. In this discussion, I will highlight first how a sense of 

audience awareness drove one group’s decisions over an orientation video for which 

they had been exclusively chosen. I will then move on to discuss how digital video 

creation in less high-pressure situations of routine club activity also called upon a strong 

sense of audience awareness. 

One group of Digital Video Club students was put in charge of making an 

orientation video for incoming 5th grade parents and students. The orientation team 

comprised of teachers, administrators, and guidance counselors approached me and 
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asked me to assemble a group of responsible students who could take the charge on 

planning, filming, editing, and presenting this video for 5th grade orientation. 

One of the students, Wendy, was a focal student in this study. When I asked her 

about her experience making the orientation film, she reiterated other students’ thoughts 

on the power of an authentic piece compared to a product written just for a teacher for a 

grade. She began the discussion with her understanding that “the movie had more of an 

impact on the school community than anything I ever wrote. Only a teacher is going to 

see the essay.” This was an especially powerful statement given she clearly understood 

the unauthentic nature of most of the writing done in school. 

In the beginning stages of the orientation video planning process, I helped 

students organize their ideas. We decided that it would make sense to show clips of 

student life in chronological order so from getting dropped off in the morning to the final 

bell at the end of the day to extracurricular activities, the newest members of the middle 

school would understand what life was like at Beachside. Beyond this initial planning, I 

had no role in filming or producing the video. This also is a key component to being a 

new literacies practitioner. It can be intimidating to release control to a group of students 

but by monitoring their progress and helping with any issues that arise, new literacies 

teachers can truly be more of a coach and a mentor than the “sage on the stage”. 

The group took their task as orientation video creators seriously. The staff 

member who was responsible for putting together the entire orientation program asked 

the students to film scenes before and after school and during their study hall. Again, 

with no adult supervision, these students took responsibility for filming based on our 

initial plans. They used a school-issued iPad and purposefully captured the true spirit of 
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life as a student at Beachside. Students then edited their work before doing a voice over 

to tell students what to expect at their new middle school. The group then previewed 

their movie first to the other members of the Digital Video Club before going “live” with it 

at orientation at the end of the school year. 

Wendy captured the spirit of the video when she said, 

The orientation video, it was definitely different. A lot more effort went into it 

knowing it was going to be shown to so many more people, it would be vital for 

them to see it. There was a lot of different writing. We wrote our own scripts and 

then we helped each other edit to better, to make it make better sense. We 

actually edited the words multiple times and then we edited it as we spoke it. A 

few of us were good with editing in iMovie so we were good with that. We wanted 

it to be a student-based project so adults didn't really help us very much. She 

(the orientation coordinator) let us decide what to put in it. 

The almost 8 minute long video was well received by parents and students. The 

students chose to show new students a chronological view of their school day, starting 

with the entrance to the school to breakfast to each of the classes they would be taking 

before concluding the video with a demonstration of extracurricular activities they could 

partake in. The video served to ease anxieties for the newest members of the middle 

school over starting at a new school. The orientation coordinator made a point to tell me 

how impressed she was that the students who created the video did so completely on 

their own and showed such pride in their work. 
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Figure 8 - Scenes from the Orientation Video 

Clearly, this project took a great deal of trust on the adults’ part and a great deal 

of responsibility on the students’ part. A new literacies standpoint acknowledges that 

teachers should be more of guides rather than completely in control at all times. This 

can be a difficult teacher stance to undertake. However, the benefits are far-reaching. 

Students gain confidence in their ability to create. They know that what they are 

imagining has the potential to impact people in their community. They take their work 

seriously. Their work has a purpose. 

Beyond their instrumental roles in the orientation video, Claudia also was a part 

of a group that decided to create their version of the Broadway musical, Hamilton. 

Claudia was a huge fan of the musical and convinced her Digital Video Club friends to 

create a film in its honor. Once completed, the film would be shared with other members 

of the club. 

Adding to the idea that writing for an audience beyond the classroom walls is 

more powerful, said, “I'm not trying to brag or anything, when it's free writing, like for 

Wattpad or something, it turns out way better than an essay turns out for me because 

essays are just, it's the same thing over and over again.” Not only did she hope to make 

a video that would honor her favorite musical appropriately, she also knew it would be 

seen and judged by like-minded peers in our club setting. 
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Wendy planned the film on paper, writing scripts and planning scenes to share 

with the others in the film. She also made paper masks for the actors and actresses to 

wear during the filming. Throughout this filming, it was obvious that students were 

enjoying the creative outlet. Just as the orientation video group had done, this group 

worked independently and productively to create their video. 

Wendy’s Hamilton cast sequestered themselves in a quieter part of the 7th grade 

wing. With little supervision and no assistance from adults, they worked to create 

Wendy’s vision. The playful atmosphere resembled a group of artists enjoying the 

experience of creating something together. Although they were serious in their work, 

their focus was on creating an entertaining video to share with the other members of 

Digital Video Club later in the school year. However, the painstaking planning and prop 

creation highlighted the serious nature of even this playful work. The group knew others 

who shared an interest in creating videos would be watching their film. Therefore, they 

were careful to plan and execute it skillfully. 

Figure 9 - Hamilton Group Working on Video 

155 



    

	 		

          

 

            

           

          

          

          

             

             

             

            

               

            

           

          

            

          

         

        

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Figure 10 - Hamilton Video Planning Page and Homemade Masks 

It was clear that although the videos made in Digital Video Club were done 

outside the confines of the classroom and were not graded, students enjoyed making 

them and took great pride in their work. Whether the audience was merely the other 

members of the Digital Video Club or the incoming students and their parents, audience 

awareness played a tremendous role in the serious nature of their work. In normal 

school activities, students are largely performing for the sake of a grade. In digital video 

production and sharing, students are aware that an audience who has a choice to watch 

their video will be judging their work. As Wendy explained, being part of a digital video 

project that would have an impact on an authentic audience in their community, allowed 

her to have a voice in a “very fun (way) to show what school is like for new students and 

to show that it’s not as scary as some students might think it might be.” She seemed to 

echo the others in the chosen group who felt their work was valuable and worthwhile.  

TEAM Time vs. ELA Class - Perceived Similarities and Differences 

In this section, I will describe the different ways that two distinct learning settings 

were designed during this academic year and the students’ perception of these settings. 

Each day, students had their regularly scheduled traditional ELA class. At the time of 

this study, the New York State ELA modules were mandated for ELA class. This limited 
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the scope and breadth of instruction and assessment in ELA class. Then, once every 

four days, students received a supplemental class period in each of their four core 

classes. This “TEAM time” period was designed to allow for remediation or 

supplemental curricular work. TEAM time was designed around the standards but with a 

more focused attention to new literacies work. 

Although I have been deliberate in designing my ELA classroom practice to 

include a strong new literacies stance, limitations and requirements affect my ability to 

create a curriculum with more of a focus in new literacies. During the time of this study, 

middle school ELA teachers in my district were mandated to utilize the New York State 

modules. These restrictive lessons left little room for creativity and, most definitely, did 

not embrace a new literacies stance. It was understood that as long as the modules 

were enacted, supplemental lessons and class activities could occur but with limited 

class time (40 minutes each day) and extensive module expectations, it was extremely 

difficult to fit anything more into the course of the regular ELA classroom. 

Fortunately, during the academic year of this study, students were scheduled for 

TEAM time during 10th period every day. Students had an extra class period of each of 

their core subjects (Math, ELA, Science, and Social Studies) on a four day rotating 

schedule. It was in this period that I was able to design enrichment and additional 

practice in ELA-based standards. In this period, unlike the regular ELA class, I was able 

to choose any literature and any activities. This is where my new literacies stance was 

more obvious. 

As all the students in this study were also in a regular ELA class each day, points 

of comparison were bound to be exposed throughout the duration of this study. The 
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ELA class was far more structured and had few teacher-created resources or lessons 

as a result of the mandated ELA modules. In comparison, TEAM time was more loosely 

structured and I was able to design all lessons as I saw fit. Students read one book 

during ELA class and another during TEAM time. Writing and assessments in ELA class 

were respectful of the limited genres of writing expected on the Common Core 

examination. These included short responses of fewer than eight sentences requiring 

relevant textual evidence in support of claims and longer essays that contained an 

introduction, at least two body paragraphs with a total of two pieces of textual evidence, 

and a conclusion. In TEAM time, students wrote creatively including poetry and non-text 

based writing. They also gained experience in creating multimodal pieces to 

demonstrate their understanding of the text. ELA was obviously a graded course; TEAM 

time did not earn a grade that was reported on the quarterly report cards. 

Student perceptions of ELA class. 

Here, I will provide one example of how a student struggled to use the tools set 

forth in the ELA modules to demonstrate competency in both reading comprehension 

and short response writing. As the modules were mandated and could be “added to” but 

not abandoned, it was difficult to adjust instruction if students struggled with concepts. 

These ELA modules were designed to guarantee that teachers had appropriate tools at 

their disposal to meet the curricular demands of the Common Core Standards. The end 

result would be that students would be more successful on the New York State ELA 

assessment at the end of the year. 

Although most middle school students had reported in their beginning of the year 

survey that they did not enjoy reading and often struggled with it, none of the students 
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complained they “had” to read two books simultaneously, one in ELA class and one in 

TEAM time. Often, they would draw connections between the novels we read in TEAM 

time with the novels we were reading in class as part of the NYS ELA modules. For 

example, our first novel of study in ELA was Linda Sue Park’s A Long Walk to Water. 

Two main writing tasks in the modules were to follow how time, culture, and place affect 

one’s identity and how character’s thoughts and actions help them overcome difficult 

situations. Students were given graphic organizers in which to track their understanding 

of how time, culture, and/or place affected one of the main characters in the novel. 

Using these pieces of textual evidence gathered during our whole class reading 

and discussion of the novel, students were taught how to use evidence to write 

academic responses. Throughout the nearly three-month study of the novel, students 

had ample practice in constructing short responses and longer essays. The module 

required cold reading quizzes of certain chapters in which students also had to fill out 

the graphic organizer used in class and then write a short response. 

While the concept of how time, culture, and place affecting how we grow up was 

not complicated, students struggled to complete the graphic organizer (Appendix M). As 

it was part of the modules and not something I had created, I also struggled with 

understanding how effective the tool would be to organize student thoughts and 

understanding. I did attempt to model how to fill out the organizer by completing the first 

line of the organizer for students. While this was effective for some students, a few 

struggled with knowing how to fill it out. However, during our class discussions, it was 

obvious they understood the concept of how time, culture, and place affects one’s 

identity, but that understanding often did not translate to notes on their graphic 
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organizer. For example, when we brainstormed how students came to be the people 

they were at the time, they realized their family life affected them, the fact that they were 

growing up in the suburbs played a part in their identity, and their access to technology 

certainly shaped their experiences. 

Students were instructed to give information about what was going on in the 

novel to help the reader of their writing understand what they were trying to prove. 

Finally, in the explanation box, students were expected to fully explain how their text 

evidence proved how a character’s identity was affected because of their time, culture, 

or place. This graphic organizer formed the first assessment of the novel. Students read 

chapter 5 on their own and filled the graphic organizer in as they read. Then, using the 

information from the graphic organizer, they formed a short response to answer the 

question of how a character was influenced by his/her time, culture, or place. This 

constituted their first quiz on the novel meant to assess their understanding of the novel, 

the concept of how time, culture, and place affect identity development, and a first 

practice in short response writing. 

Abigail struggled to make sense of the graphic organizer on this first quiz 

(Appendix M). She struggled to cite explicit text evidence as required in the first box. 

Rather than use direct words from the text, she alluded to what happened in the novel. 

This is a common error when students are first beginning to use textual evidence in 

support of claims. She did, however, make progress toward giving the background 

information around the attempt at using the text evidence she cites in the second box. 

Then, using the graphic organizer, students were then to turn their planning into 

a short constructed response in alignment with a common task on the Common Core 
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exam. For this task, students need to answer the question with an inference, provide 

two pieces of relevant textual evidence, and fully explain how each piece of evidence 

supports their answer. I teach students that this type of writing is very much like 

following a recipe. I refer to it as the “short answer map”, as shown in the following 

figure. As long as the parts are in the writing and their answer is plausible, they will earn 

full credit (2 points) on their writing. 

Figure 11 - Short Constructed Response Map 

Abigail demonstrated a beginner’s understanding of the formulaic writing task. 

She writes, “Salva and Nyas identiy has developed as a result of culture, time and place 

because salva has to walk to diffrent places to try and find his family and nya has to 

walk to the pond everyday to get water” (errors are student original text). This would 

count as an inference because she clearly understands that their place is affecting the 

way they are growing up. She then demonstrates confusion by also discussing culture 

and time. She does not use any of the information she documented in the graphic 

organizer, which was meant to organize the writing process. She does not use any 

specific text evidence but, instead, alludes to events that happen in the novel. She does 
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not fully explain how any of that weak evidence proves her claim that their “identiy has 

developed as a result of culture, time and place because salva has to walk to diffrent 

places to try and find his family and nya has to walk to the pond everyday to get water” 

(errors are original student text). However, again, in our class discussions, it was 

obvious that Abigail had a clear understanding of how time, culture, and place affected 

a character’s identity. She struggled, however, with the formula of short response 

writing and how to use the graphic organizer to guide her writing. 

Adding to the assertion that students understood the concept of time, culture, 

and place, students often brought up this point while we were reading a different novel 

in TEAM time, The Outsiders. Students often discussed how the Greasers and the Socs 

were products of their environment. The Greasers had fewer opportunities because of 

where they grew up and because of their lack of family support. On the other hand, the 

Socs had very different experiences because of their upbringing and family support and 

economic standing. They were able to do this without the use of graphic organizers that 

in ELA class seemed to muddle their ability to show what they knew. 

From this example, it was obvious that the tools used within the New York State 

ELA modules were confusing to both teacher and student. This graphic organizer, in 

particular, was ineffective in producing the end result: helping a student organize her 

short response writing. In class discussions, it was clear that Abigail understood the 

thematic concept of how time, culture, and place affect identity development. She could 

cite evidence in the text in support of her thinking. However, she was unable to 

demonstrate that understanding in a short response. 
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In analyzing class observation notes and my reflective notes during this research 

process, it is clear that students’ confusion over how to use this graphic organizer was 

partly my fault. As I did not create the tool nor did I have a very clear understanding of 

how it should be used to achieve an uncertain goal per the mandated modules, this was 

an in-process learning experience for all of us. That I was expected to use just the 

module tools to teach severely limited my pedagogical tools. I had to abandon my 

expertise in new literacies and in tools I knew could be effective in helping students 

achieve learning targets. 

Student perceptions of TEAM time. 

Students had a clear perception of the supplemental class period referred to as 

TEAM time. I will begin by explaining the classroom dynamics and the perceived 

learning in the setting. I then give a few examples of both student assignments and 

student work to situate their work in this additional period within the standards and skill 

development within the ELA curriculum. Often, students discussed how the work in 

TEAM time supported the work being done with the New York State modules in ELA 

class. Understandably, students were hesitant to say anything negative about their 

regular ELA class as I was also the teacher of that class. However, because of the 

trusting and honest relationship we had developed, I encouraged them to be upfront 

about their perceptions. 

Students opened up about their perceptions of the two different periods. Abigail 

explained ELA class versus TEAM time class as, 

In TEAM, I kind of like it. It's not as hard as ELA class because there wasn't a 
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grade and we got to free write more kind of. Like we have stuff we are doing but 

it's not as strict as an actual class, like ELA was. We got to go over what we did 

in ELA class. But we do it in a different way than we did in ELA class. 

When she mentions ELA being “strict” she hinted at the constrained view of 

literacy that occurred as a result of the mandate to use the modules. She acknowledged 

that “we have stuff we are doing...we got to go over what we did in ELA class. But we 

do it in a different way than we did in ELA class.” She speaks of the potential of new 

literacies to address the same standards but in a differentiated manner across the 

regular ELA curriculum. 

It was obvious that Abigail perceived a significant difference in the expectations 

and experiences of each academic setting. She was not alone. Each student in the 

study easily delineated between TEAM time and regular ELA class. Without using the 

words, “new literacies”, they recognized that TEAM time was much different from the 

work of traditional ELA class even though I integrated new literacies practices as 

frequently as I could within the confines of the module requirement. 

The following table is a sample of student responses to the question of their 

perceptions of TEAM time and ELA class. Throughout the responses, it was clear that 

students found TEAM time “more relaxed”, “more active”, but yet they believed they 

were “still learning”. There was frequent mention that TEAM time allowed for creative 

freedom, variety, and flexibility despite the fact that I tried to implement new literacies 

within the regular ELA class by supplementing the New York State module framework. 
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Table 5 - Student Responses - Perceived Differences Between TEAM and ELA Class 

Frank “The difference is in ELA class, it's more focused. You have to learn more 
about a certain type of reading and writing. In TEAM time, you do have to 
learn and focus but I'd say it's more relaxed. Like, you have to do specific 
things in ELA class but in TEAM time, you can write about anything you 
want. Like you could write in a certain way or be creative.” 

Wendy “In ELA class we almost do basic work and learn new things but in team 
time we learn a little bit more and do more active activities.” 

Lexa “I think TEAM time is more easy-going and it's a time where, like when we 
did Macbeth, it's something you can be funny about and you're still 
learning. We learned Shakespearean insults and it was funny but you're 
learning that, you think that you know so much, but then when you get 
exposed to something new like Shakespeare, you're like, you're just this 
tiny little speck and you know nothing. So I think definitely in TEAM time, it 
shows us that because we have a lot of variety. In ELA, I'm just repeating 
myself over and over again.” 

Rachel “I think TEAM, it would have been a lot different in class if we read 
Shakespeare. It would have probably been worse in class because we 
would have had things we had to do with it, I'm sure. TEAM is a little more 
laid back and there wasn't any text evidence or anything in TEAM time. We 
kind of wrote a little essay in the memes and movies and stuff. We still kind 
of showed what we were thinking. It just wasn't a bunch of words.” 

Jose “TEAM time is more fun with reading like The Giver or doing the play or 
The Outsiders. ELA is more restricted learning and stuff like that.” 

Claudia “TEAM time is more fun, well, not that ELA isn't because in ELA we're 
doing work but in TEAM we are also doing work but the only reason why 
it's a little more fun is because we did Shakespeare. We did acting.” 

Abigail ‘In TEAM I kind of like it's not as hard as ELA class because there wasn't a 
grade and we got to free write more kind of. Like we have stuff we are 
doing but it's not as strict as an actual class, like ELA was.” 

Evan “I think we do a little more computer time in TEAM. Like today we were 
doing the projects for Macbeth. I mean we do some in ELA but I feel like 
we do more in TEAM than the actual ELA class. We didn't do any plays in 
ELA but we did in TEAM.” 

Star “I like ELA class but TEAM time is even more fun.” 
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Despite TEAM time being more “laid back” than ELA because there were not any 

grades or tests, students were always actively engaged in the work in TEAM time. 

Although we were reading an additional novel in TEAM time, students did not complain. 

While studying A Long Walk to Water in ELA with the modules and The Outsiders in 

TEAM time, Evan commented at one point that the theme of The Outsiders was “the 

same theme as A Long Walk to Water”. Other students questioned, out loud, why we 

could not read the books we were reading in TEAM time in ELA class. They found the 

books more interesting and the work around those books more meaningful. It was clear 

they saw an academic value to TEAM time work despite there being no high stakes 

aspects to it including a grade on their report cards or a test to pass. 

In TEAM time, at the same time we were wrestling with the graphic organizer for 

A Long Walk to Water, I wanted students to trace the development of characterization in 

The Outsiders. It can be difficult for 7th grade students to monitor a concept such as 

theme or characterization throughout a novel. The module attempted to do this using 

their graphic organizer. For our work in TEAM time, I chose to have students follow 

characterization development in The Outsiders rather than theme because they were 

already following that track in ELA class. 

Rather than fill out a graphic organizer tracing how the characters in The 

Outsiders developed, students participated in activities much more aligned with new 

literacies. In one activity to monitor student comprehension of how a character 

develops, I assigned each student a character to closely follow during our reading. 

Students took notes about their character on a blank Google document. I asked them to 

focus on a character’s appearance, character traits, close relationships, and conflicts. 
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As we neared the end of our study, I asked them to choose one of the project options as 

outlined in Appendix N. All of the options required an awareness of the text, citation of 

text evidence, and a clear understanding of characterization but none of the options was 

to write a traditional short response. 

This activity was meant to follow a character’s identity development throughout 

the novel, which aligned with the Common Core Learning Standards. It was clear that 

this new literacies-based assignment could have easily achieved the same outcome of 

demonstrating a student’s understanding of how time, culture, and place affects identity 

development, as was being studied in ELA class. During the character study in TEAM 

time, students were motivated and attentive to their work as they worked on gathering 

evidence for their projects. They were not confused, as they had been with the graphic 

organizer in ELA class, and created solid responses that clearly showed their ability to 

trace character development throughout a novel. 

Wendy’s playlist of the ten songs Cherry would have on her iPod demonstrated 

an ability to follow Cherry’s development throughout The Outsiders (Appendix O). She 

was able to identify character traits and conflicts in understanding how Cherry not only 

became the person she was but also what songs she would have on her device as a 

result. In the heuristic or explanation part of the assignment about her song choices, 

Wendy discusses how Cherry is influenced by her status as a Soc. She gives text 

evidence throughout her discussion (e.g., “she loved Johnny but later they start to lose 

interest in each other”; “but either way she has to be on both sides”; “in a way they all 

stayed gold like Ponyboy was”) of why she thinks Cherry would listen to the particular 

song. Although the assignment was not to trace how time, culture, and place affects 
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identity, it is clear that this project also achieved the desired outcome of the module 

work around A Long Walk to Water that many students struggled to successful 

demonstrate competency. 

TEAM time afforded students the opportunity to practice the standards and the 

skills required of them within the 7th grade ELA curriculum. It also gave them the 

chance to build literacy skills they will need throughout their lifetimes, skills that may not 

have been explored prior to TEAM time. Claudia was a hesitant student in ELA class. 

She needed almost constant confirmation that she was doing the work “right”. She did 

not work independently and feared making mistakes. In TEAM time, she often struggled 

to work within multimodality. She was not comfortable working with a computer but as 

time went on, she was able to create projects to demonstrate her understanding. 

For her Outsiders project, she chose to do a Ten Things About Me list for Cherry 

(Appendix P). I first saw a similar list on Instagram some years ago. Former students 

posted a picture of relevance and then listed the same types of information about 

themselves. I used this as a way for students to explore and analyze characterization 

but use a social media concept to demonstrate that learning. 

This hesitant student who needed frequent check-ins to make sure she was 

“doing it right” worked independently and confidently through the project. On occasion, 

she would brainstorm with a classmate sitting close with her or ask for verification of an 

event in the story but she was able to trace the character development of the character 

throughout the novel. She demonstrates a clear understanding of plot and conflict 

throughout the novel. She mentions “she (Cherry) hates fights”, “even though she did 

care about Johnny, she changed her mind, and said that she would never forgive him 
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for killing her boyfriend Bob”, and “falling in love with boys even if they annoy her at 

times”. She hints at possible thematic connections between Cherry’s character traits 

and the overarching issues in the novel. When she mentions “watching sunsets” or “to 

make the Greasers and Socs get along better”, she is using evidence in support of the 

major thematic issues of the novel of equality and non-violence. Without using a graphic 

organizer or other form of traditional thought planner, she is able to clearly name 

character traits and provide evidence in support of her thinking. Had I chosen to turn 

this into a discussion of how time, culture, or place affects the way a person grows up, 

she would have had a relatively easy time of transferring this discussion to show how 

elements in Cherry’s environment caused her to be who she was (e.g.: “her family was 

rich”; “she stands up for what she believes in”; “does not like hatred towards others”). 

TEAM time offered students different ways to approach the same concepts we 

were practicing in ELA but with very different tools. TEAM time seemed “more laid back” 

to students for a variety of reasons. First, there was no high stakes quality as far as 

grades. Second, students were free to use student-friendly tools to demonstrate skill 

development. TEAM time was an opportunity to “do ELA” but to approach the content in 

an innovative manner. Since they could use concepts or tools they used in their out of 

school literacy practices (like music or Instagram models), they did not have to concern 

themselves with learning the tool like they did in ELA (the graphic organizer and short 

response pattern). Instead, they could readily demonstrate their new understanding in a 

way that was familiar to them. 
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Student perception of ability to use multimodality. 

I will now explore a common misconception about adolescents’ confidence in 

using digital tools as so-called “digital natives”. I provide examples of how one student 

in particular struggled to tell her story using technology especially in TEAM time. 

Students’ perceived aptitude with technology was one factor in their comfort while 

composing in modes other than print. I provide examples of student work while using 

technology. One student, Rachel, preferred to work in multimodality. Students preferred 

resorting to the tools and modes they were most familiar with when faced with 

demonstrating their understanding of a topic in class or in TEAM time. That mode was 

not necessarily via technology. 

Claudia preferred traditional school writing in comparison to other modalities 

afforded in a new literacies classroom. She often lamented that she “was not really 

good with computers”. Whenever we used technology in class, she asked numerous 

questions before embarking on the task at hand. Although she had a smartphone and a 

computer at home, she felt more comfortable creating in print. Continuing her 

understanding that school writing was largely formulaic, she felt more at ease writing 

responses than doing the work of multimodality. “I think I could get more across in an 

essay. Computers and things like that can be confusing. Usually I don't get too much 

out of the creative things. It is fun, though because I usually write sometimes, I just 

know what to do when I have to write so it's easier.” Her unfamiliarity with technology 

and perceived lack of skill when using technology definitely impacted the types of texts 

she chose to produce, although she did have success when creating in other modes. 
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For example, in creating a response to our TEAM time study of Lois Lowry’s The 

Giver, students had the option of creating a rendition of their perfect world, which 

aligned with demonstrating their understanding of dystopian literature. Claudia chose to 

discuss her perfect world using a brochure tool provided by the National Council of 

Teachers of English website, ReadWriteThink. She used some graphics to help explain 

her understanding of the perfect world. She did take a mostly literal approach to 

describing her society but, given her hesitation to use any technology, this creation was 

a tremendous accomplishment for her. In discussing her artistic choices, she said she 

chose a lamb because lambs are “gentle and adorable”. She was deliberate in choosing 

the perfect photograph for each frame. I observed her searching Internet photographs 

for almost an entire class period (40 minutes) before choosing these images. Creation 

of the pamphlet took another two class periods. As she submitted the assignment, she 

was noticeably proud of her work (Figure 12). 

Although she maintained a mostly literal understanding of the novel and of the 

idea of dystopian literature, she was willing to step outside her comfort zone to create a 

multimodal representation of her perfect world, complete with the innocence that is a 

12-year-old girl. The project took her much longer to complete than if she had just 

written a customary short response, which she preferred. She would not fit the 

stereotype that today’s youth prefer using technology. 
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Figure 12 – Claudia’s Lambieland Perfect World Project 

On the other hand, some students who felt more adept at using technology felt 

they could tell their stories better using something other than the printed word. For 

example, Rachel was one such student who preferred using multimodality to show her 

learning. She had a history of scoring more than two grades behind grade level in 

reading comprehension for a few consecutive school years. During the year of this 

study, her Lexile levels were recorded as 774, 787, and 854. Grade level Lexile level for 

7th grade begins at 970. She scored a 1 on her 6th grade NYS ELA assessment with a 

raw score of 276. As a result of her growth as measured by her Lexile levels, her score 

on the 7th grade NYS ELA assessment improved by 20 points. She earned a 2 on the 

7th grade assessment. This designated her still below grade level but no longer in the 

most troublesome range. 

She was an active user of technology and when faced with a tool she did not 

initially know, she “messed around” with the tool to understand it. She did not ask me 

questions about how to make a technological tool work. She said she preferred to 
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create in other modes because “an essay is to me just like a bunch of words together. A 

movie is like pictures and sounds and stuff so there is bigger meaning.” She felt she 

could demonstrate her thinking better in modes such as movies because she struggled 

more with traditional literacy and because she was more “at home” with technology. For 

Rachel, technology was a purposeful scaffold to help her articulate her learning. Since 

she was more comfortable with applications and web-based programs than she was 

with reading and writing in traditional school modes, she felt more empowered when 

she was given the option of creating in these alternative modes. 

In her character study during our reading of The Outsiders, she followed the 

character, Cherry Valance. She chose to create a list of 10 things about me. She 

changed the font to red to demonstrate her understanding of the character’s physical 

traits (she had red hair). She also chose a more whimsical font to highlight the fact that 

the character was a teenage girl who was also a cheerleader. She clearly showed her 

understanding that meaning can be made beyond merely words in making such 

deliberate choices in creating this text although the text itself is largely words. She 

clearly understands how multimodal projects allow students to demonstrate their 

learning beyond words to include how “pictures and sound and stuff” can add to the 

meaning. She deliberately chose the color red to reflect Cherry’s hair color and 

chose the font “Cherry Soda” to reflect Cherry’s name as well. This multimodal project 

allowed her to express herself more completely than if she was forced to use a more 

traditional assessment approach (Appendix Q). 

Contrary to Claudia’s experience, being able to create something common to 

Instagram was a positive consideration in Rachel’s case. Not only did she cite text 
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evidence and demonstrate an understanding of the text, she used the affordances of 

the tool to build a stronger message. By changing the font color and name, she was 

symbolically representing meaning in a purposeful way. She intuitively recognized that 

“pictures and sounds and stuff (make) bigger meaning”. Her familiarity with the tools 

and the subtle meaning added by these multimodal extras enhanced her ability to 

explain her thinking about the novel and about characterization. 

These points provide considerations for the teacher and student. Teachers 

should be mindful that not all students will feel comfortable using technology nor will feel 

they are able to best demonstrate their understanding using a technological tool. 

However, some students may feel constrained by traditional literacy and may flourish 

when given the opportunity to use multimodality. What is central here is that while 

undertaking a new literacies stance, options should be available to all students. 

Conclusion – Student Perceptions 

I have continually developed my teacher practice to embrace a new literacies 

stance in the ELA curriculum. To me, this means affording students opportunities to 

read and write, the foundational work of the ELA classroom, in multiple modes. I fully 

support the notion that while embracing new literacies, I am not abandoning traditional 

texts and methods of instruction. Instead, I am building a classroom culture of a 

complex tapestry of literacy practices. These literacy practices stem not just from 

traditional curricular decisions but also from the lived experiences of students. I contend 

that today’s students are reading and writing perhaps more frequently than I ever did at 

their age because of their access to technology. They are reading (or making sense) 

and writing (sharing their understanding of the world) in a variety of ways. To me, it 

174 



    

	 		

            

         

          

         

       

         

         

          

          

           

           

         

            

        

      

             

         

           

         

        

           

          

               

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

makes good sense to bring those modalities into the classroom to help inform and 

support the literacy practices valued by schools. Conversely, improving students’ 

school-based literacy can impact the ways they read and write across modes. 

Students in this study confirmed the trend toward traditional teaching methods. 

New literacies work remains largely supplemental or downtime work. It rarely gets 

attention as meaningful work in literacy. Students embraced the opportunity to make 

decisions about how they showed their understanding of texts and concepts. These 

choices, whether through project choice or creative freedom, is different from the rote 

learning and repetitive practices in a more traditional classroom setting. 

As one of the key components of new literacies is the integration of meaningful 

technology teaching and learning, it was not surprising that most students in this study 

had limited opportunities to use technology for projects. This study explored students’ 

work in new literacies through the creation of digital video and memes. In these 

experiences, students succeeded in demonstrating their learning in ways not fully 

embraced in more traditional school assessments. 

In this study, I posit that literacy as it is defined in schools should be expanded to 

include the multiple ways in which students make sense (“read”) and communicate 

understanding (“write”). The findings suggest that with such a narrow definition of 

literacy, school practice limits students’ view of literacy. In this study, students 

overwhelmingly considered themselves strong writers when they could cite text 

evidence. While this skill is central to the elementary and middle school standards, 

being able to write in this way does not necessarily mean students are accomplished 

writers. While some may argue that students’ ability to write deeply about a text citing 
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evidence in support of claims is a positive outcome of focused writing instruction, still 

others may be concerned that this narrow view of writing prevents students from 

becoming strong writers in multiple modes and for multiple purposes. 

Further, exposure to the work of new literacies was effective to developing two 

crucial writing considerations: audience and purpose. Students who create for wider 

audiences are often more deliberate in crafting the precise message. In perfecting their 

work, students in this study routinely engaged in voluntary collaboration with peers and 

with me. This was not the case when students were writing more traditional school 

essays that were designed to assess student composition skills more commonly aligned 

with the Common Core Standards. Further, the students in this study reported feeling 

that their work was more meaningful when it is shared with an authentic audience rather 

than with a teacher for the purpose of a grade. 

Throughout this study, students overwhelmingly gave credence to the work they 

did in a less formal classroom setting called TEAM time. Students still read texts that 

might be considered canonical for the grade level (The Outsiders, The Giver, and a 

shortened version of Macbeth). However, the artifacts they created in response to these 

texts supported a new literacies mindset. These projects were multimodal and drew 

upon the students’ experiences with other forms of literacy they used outside of school. 

Despite the perception that new literacies is not applicable to rigorous academic work, 

students in this study routinely made connections with the work being done in TEAM 

time with the module-inspired work in ELA class. 
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Chapter 5 

Findings – CCLS and Student Achievement 

In the previous chapter’s findings, I focused on student perceptions and 

experiences in classroom designs that were more traditional in nature and that were 

more thoroughly built upon the tenets of new literacies. In this section, I will explore two 

issues related to ELA decisions: the Common Core Learning Standards and the high 

stakes testing associated with them. This discussion explores the feasibility of 

incorporating new literacies in alignment with Common Core standards and analyzing 

student achievement as measured by district level growth monitoring and state 

assessment data. In this discussion, I explore some possible reasons why new 

literacies, despite its potential to foster school-based literacy, remains largely the work 

of “pioneers” in the field (Kist, 2007). 

A major concern with implementing a new literacies stance is the effectiveness of 

such a classroom culture on student achievement. In an age of increasingly high stakes 

testing, a push to a common set of standards, and the pressure of such testing and 

standards on a teacher’s standing within the profession, it is not unreasonable for 

teachers to be cautious in embracing what is perceived as grassroots educational 

changes. 

In the age of the Common Core Learning Standards, the focus of ELA curricula 

and most ELA teachers maintains a limited view of literacy acquisition and 

development. Most reading instruction takes place in the form of the printed word. 

Students read novels, poetry, short stories, and informational texts and practice close 

reading. Close reading is best defined as the reader paying close attention to details in 
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a text to analyze it by understanding what the text says on a literal level and the multiple 

connotative meaning derived from the text. It also involves noticing elements of the 

writing craft including author’s purpose, use of literary devices and techniques, and 

particular elements of the genre under study. A main concentration in this literary 

analysis is in citing textual evidence in support of claims. These supporting pieces of 

evidence are explained either in writing or in small group or whole class discussions. 

Other than reading, writing is the other form of literacy instruction. Students are 

explicitly taught to cite textual evidence in what can best be described as formulaic 

writing. From 3rd through 8th grade, students are expected to be able to write two types 

of responses: the short response and an extended response. The short response 

involves answering a question and then providing two pieces of textual evidence from a 

passage in support of the student’s answer. This type of writing is formulaic in nature in 

that as long as students answer the question, provide two pieces of relevant text 

evidence, and explain their reasoning, they are deemed proficient. Their writing does 

not need to be insightful, grammatically correct, or even well written. It just must be 

written. 

The extended response is an essay. To earn proficient status on this writing task, 

students must be able to answer the question, provide two pieces of relevant text 

evidence, and again, explain their reasoning. In this response, they also need to include 

an introduction and a conclusion as they build a four to five paragraph essay. Students 

earn a top grade when they use nearly flawless grammar, include transitions phrases or 

words, and demonstrate insightful analysis using grade-level or better vocabulary. To be 
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proficient, students can still make usage errors as long as the essay reader/grader can 

still understand what the student meant to say. 

Lastly, it is important to evaluate not only measures such as student growth and 

testing results but also information gleaned by engaging in meaningful discussions with 

students and studying their work in a new literacies classroom. These conversations 

should involve students’ thoughts about what strategies might work for them as they 

develop as readers, writers, and thinkers. All too often, decisions are made about our 

education policies without asking the students for their input. Although a lesson plan 

may be developed based on standards and sound pedagogical theory, it is worthless if 

students do not find the work meaningful, engaging, and purposeful to their goals. 

In order to minimize the concerns of educators, administrators, and policymakers 

who are shrouded in uncertainty over embracing new literacies and to ensure that 

students’ experiences within classrooms are both meaningful to them and prepares 

them for their lives in and beyond school, decision makers need to better understand 

what a new literacies classroom offers students. They need to evaluate both outcomes 

of measures of student achievement and the rich data afforded by qualitative data 

points. 

The findings of this study in this chapter explore how students met the demands 

of the Common Core Learning Standards and demonstrated growth or competency on 

measures used to assess them. As educators must be cognizant of meeting the 

demands of the Common Core Standards and monitoring student growth measures on 

local assessments and high stakes testing, I consider how lesson plans in a new 

literacies environment meet the standards and then evaluate the outcomes of 
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assessments beyond looking at the raw numbers to uncover why students achieve or 

fall short in achieving goals. 

Common Core/New Literacies Connection 

Since their inception in school districts, the Common Core Standards have seen 

their fair share of controversy. Although I have always found the ELA standards to be 

grade and age-appropriate, the tests administered each spring have met with 

tremendous pushback from families and community members. Many districts, including 

the district of which Beachside Middle School was affiliated, resorted to enacting the 

use of state-produced ELA modules. These modules were intended to help teachers 

meet the demands of the standards while preparing them for the state tests. Within the 

7th grade module, the majority of the curriculum was based in print text reading and 

traditional academic writing (short responses and extended response essays). Based 

on the focus in these types of writing, there is little indication that any other type of 

literacy is valuable in helping students meet the demands of the standards and, in turn, 

very little, if any time, is devoted to work that might be considered aligned with a new 

literacies stance. 

Much of what we know about new literacies research has found a high level of 

student engagement and motivation. While these are certainly important aspects of 

student learning, very little is understood about the ways in which a new literacies 

stance meets the Common Core Standards and even less is understood about the 

connection between immersion in a new literacies classroom and subsequent 

performance on standardized testing. 
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To better understand how a new literacies stance fits into the Common Core, I 

sought to gain an understanding of the academic value students perceived in a 

classroom that welcomed a tapestry of literacy activities. As the study participants were 

raised in the tradition of the Common Core, their insight into how they were learning in a 

different type of classroom was valuable. Further, as these participants were both 

students in an ELA classroom environment where the NYS modules were mandated for 

part of the year while simultaneously enrolled in a TEAM time class where the modules 

were not required (although the work needed to align with the standards and high 

quality instruction) provided a perfect comparison between the two types of classrooms. 

Perceived academic value of new literacies. 

Some believe that although work in new literacies is engaging and motivating, it 

does little to address the standards or build students’ school literacy skills. This section 

will explore student perception of the academic value of new literacies. As TEAM time 

was built entirely upon new literacies, student work in that setting is useful to 

determining the academic rigor associated with that work. Every focal participant 

identified academic value to the work they did in TEAM time despite their beliefs that 

TEAM time was more relaxed than their regular ELA class. I will provide evidence from 

nearly every participant in this discussion. 

Participants overwhelming reported understanding the academic value of a new 

literacies stance in TEAM time. Although the class was not graded and was meant to be 

an enrichment period, students recognized the learning they were doing in that class 

and often compared it to the work we were doing in the more structured ELA class. 

Frank was not my student in ELA class but his teacher and I collaborated on lesson 
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plans and often conducted similar lessons on a similar schedule. He saw a definite 

benefit of engaging in literacy activities in a non-traditional way in ELA class. When 

asked if he saw an educational value to TEAM time even though no grade was 

assigned and the routine activities of ELA class were not expected, he said, 

I thought that it helped a lot because learning more and in different ways always 

has a use. Reading more books will definitely help your reading and writing skills 

but all those projects helped definitely helped a lot because like I said earlier, it 

gets you used to things you're also going to do as you grow up. There's real life 

things. I'm going to use technology or be creative. 

Not only did he see that the activities and additional work in literacy in TEAM time 

beneficial to his academic progress and to the skills he was expected to develop in ELA 

class, but he saw a valuable connection between the projects using technology in 

TEAM time and what he would be expected to be able to create throughout his life. This 

speaks to one of the tenets of the Common Core: to prepare students for college and 

career. New literacies offer students a chance to explore multiple literacy pathways to 

ensure they are literate in multiple ways. 

Rachel also hinted at the authentic nature of new literacies and the meaningful 

literacy practices students are engaged with outside of school. In speaking about the 

value she saw in TEAM time, she said, “I think it's like relating it to what's in the world 

now. An essay is just a bunch of words. But using Instagram, we're using that for real 

now”. She understood that essays were a type of literacy schools valued but that in 

students are using other modes “for real”. When she connected literacy to her 

Instagram use, she was making the connection that today’s students are engaged in 
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literacy practices informally throughout their day. Although Instagram may never be 

used as a testing format, the skills she develops in creating content for her Instagram 

feed can most certainly develop literacy valued by schools. 

Wendy offered insight into her views about how TEAM time and its new literacies 

stance worked in conjunction with the work we were doing in the mandated module 

work in ELA class. 

Making movies helps me grow as a reader. It lets me get creative in explaining 

in writing and reading. TEAM time has helped me as it strengthens my reading. 

When we read a certain book as a group and we explain more about the book it 

helps me realize why this certain thing happened in the story though we did it in 

ELA class it helped me a lot. 

She, like other participants, never considered the work in TEAM time to be separate 

from the “real” learning of ELA class even though it definitely had a different feel in 

comparison to ELA class. For students like Wendy, although ELA and TEAM were 

separate classes with distinct purposes and designs, she found the work in both 

powerful in building her literacy skills. 

Lexa captured how TEAM time was effective in giving students new ways to 

explore the content and standards. She recognized that in traditional ELA class, with its 

focus on formulaic writing, students do not write varied genres. Once they get the 

pattern down of the short response and extended response, they can successfully 

complete any writing task given to them. New literacies work, however, opened 

pathways to learning in a new way. She seemed to recognize that the unique and varied 
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ways were actually more powerful ways to learn because they were so distinctive from 

the type of writing students are expected to compose. 

I think it makes you stronger in ELA because like you have so many options and 

so many ways to write it, that no one will have the same thing. And since you 

have so many ways to write it, you're not going to write more than one thing the 

same. Like I was saying earlier, each time you write an essay, it's the same thing. 

Text evidence, explain. No matter what subject it's in, it's the same. But when 

you have a project, and you have different ways and different things to do the 

project on, you're exposing yourself to more things and you're thinking new 

things. If you're just doing the same thing over and over again, you're not 

learning anything. But if you're pushing yourself and even if you fail miserably, 

and get a 0 because you don't have anything of what you needed, that 

experience of completing face-planting into a 0 is a learning experience. It 

teaches what you should have done and what you can do the next time. If it's an 

essay, you're not learning anything. You learn by trial and error and when you 

think about new things like a project, you think new ways and you learn stuff. 

Lexa appreciated the opportunity to write beyond what was expected in ELA class and 

school writing. Not only did these opportunities give her a chance to be creative but she 

saw them as opportunities to push herself to grow as a critical reader, writer, and 

thinker. New literacies opened up doors not possible when students spend their entire 

academic year writing only short responses and essays. 

Jose made the connection that his work in TEAM time, with its focused new 

literacies stance, actually helped him improve in all aspects of reading and writing. 
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“Writing is explaining stuff in words. I think everybody should be able to explain stuff in 

different ways like movies and drawing. You have to explain stuff. I think creativity wise 

my writing got better because I got to make those projects.” Abigail also saw a clear 

connection between her work in TEAM time with her progress in more traditional forms 

of literacy, “I think it like helps because it teaches you the techniques not just for writing 

but for making movies. You have to plan what you do and put it together. Because I got 

to make movies and do those creative things, I think I became a better reader and writer 

because I got to understand how to plan things out more”. Both of these students spoke 

in terms frequently used in the teaching of writing such as planning and explaining. New 

literacies have the potential to teach students within the standards in multiple ways. The 

standards can be addressed in many ways. True to any differentiated instruction, new 

literacies offers different pathways to achieve the same results. 

Common Core Standards Addressed in TEAM Time 

The New York State 7th grade Common Core Standards are grouped into four 

strands: reading (informational texts and fiction); writing; speaking and listening; and, 

language usage. In this section, I will explore how standards in reading and speaking 

and listening were addressed in the new literacies-structured TEAM time. This 

discussion will support how building instruction around new literacies meets the 

demands of the standards. 

Although TEAM time activities were not graded and did not have to follow a 

particular curriculum as ELA class did, the expectation was that all lessons would serve 

as enrichment within the standards. As such, I was careful to plan lessons and activities 

with attention to the standards just as diligently as I did for ELA class. In TEAM time, we 
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read literature we could not read because of the module-mandated texts in ELA class. 

However, we did not do the same activities or assessments we did in ELA class 

because those tasks were aligned with the modules and did not allow for new literacies 

aligned options. Students recognized a more laid back atmosphere in TEAM time 

thanks largely to the much more open dialogue in those classes, the more playful 

atmosphere of the classroom, and the interactive and personal project options. Yet, as 

described in the previous section, students saw an academic value to TEAM time. This 

was because the lessons aligned with the standards so although they may not have 

recognized TEAM time work as difficult or as monotonous as writing in ELA class, they 

were still building the skills required of them by the standards. 

Because all of the activities in TEAM time were based in the Common Core 

Standards, it makes sense that students perceived they were learning. However, they 

were learning in a much different classroom environment than what they were 

experiencing in the regular ELA classroom. Although I deliberately worked in elements 

of a new literacies classroom in ELA, I was bound by the expectation that I follow the 

New York State modules in the traditional class. I could supplement work but not 

replace module work in designing lessons. This research is unique in that it studied the 

same group of students in two separate settings in one building during one academic 

year. Students were able to describe the differences between both TEAM time class 

and regular ELA class. As instructor of both, I created learning activities and 

assessments to align with the standards in both the traditional ELA class that was 

tailored to the restrictive New York State modules and in TEAM time, where I was free 

to design and implement instruction with a much stronger focus on new literacies. Yet, 

186 



    

	 		

            

         

           

          

             

            

 

         

 
 
 

 

               
        

                
            

              
    

                
 

            
       

               
      

            

 
 

 

 

           
            

     

         
          

      

 

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

in both settings, the standards were always addressed and met. In TEAM time, in 

particular, the following standards were routinely addressed and assessed. 

I will break up the discussion on standards in three distinct subheadings: reading 

and listening and speaking standards and then writing standards. Table 5 represents 

the reading and the speaking and listening standards addressed in TEAM time. I will 

then discuss each of the standards and how they were addressed in TEAM time 

separately. 

Table 6- Reading and Listening & Speaking Standards Addressed in TEAM Time 

Reading 
Literature 
Standards 

Description 

7.1 Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says 
explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 

7.2 Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the 
course of the text; provide an objective summary of the text. 

7.3 Analyze how particular elements of a story or drama interact (e.g., how setting 
shapes the characters or plot). 

7.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 
figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of rhymes and other 
repetitions of sounds (e.g., alliteration) on a specific verse or stanza of a poem or 
section of a story or drama. 

7.7 Compare and contrast a written story, drama, or poem to its audio, filmed, staged, 
or multimedia version, analyzing the effects of techniques unique to each medium 
(e.g., lighting, sound, color, or camera focus and angles in a film). 

Speaking 
and 
Listening 
Standards 

Description 

7.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 7 topics, texts, and issues, building 
on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly. 

7.4 Present claims and findings, emphasizing salient points in a focused, coherent 
manner with pertinent descriptions, facts, details, and examples; use appropriate 
eye contact, adequate volume, and clear pronunciation. 

187 



    

	 		

     

          

            

          

             

        

       

            

            

        

          

          

             

          

           

          

            

            

  

          

          

          

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Reading standards – TEAM time. 

For example, in studying The Outsiders and The Giver in TEAM time, we focused 

on a few main standards in the reading (literature) and the speaking and listening 

strands. However, although these were the same standards as addressed in the NYS 

modules, we approached them very differently in that we studied the novels using whole 

class and small group discussions to assess reading comprehension and literature 

analysis with much less focus on filling in premade graphic organizers or performing 

perfunctory tasks. One of the biggest focuses in TEAM time was on “scholarly and 

collegial discussion”, a foundational skill central to the speaking and listening standards. 

Students often commented when they recognized our discussions were “scholarly and 

collegial”. They noticed when students built off of each other’s thoughts or when they 

could counter a point a classmate made with intellectual comments. 

In addressing the reading standards, TEAM time still focused on text evidence 

but did so without the expectation of the formulaic short responses and extended 

essays. Instead, we utilized more creative modes to demonstrate understanding of plot, 

character, conflict, and theme. The multimodal and creative projects allowed students to 

use a wide range of semiotic resources to explain their thinking. Each time they focused 

on image, sound, color, or word choice, they were supporting their understanding of text 

evidence. 

Similarly, the reading and speaking and listening standards were often 

addressed simultaneously. Since TEAM time was designed around new literacies, I 

knew that whole class and small group discussions were important to understanding 
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student learning. In ELA, this was not always the case as students had graphic 

organizers and other tasks to complete independently while we read. 

In observing classroom culture and student involvement in TEAM time, I noticed 

students were frequently engaged in deep thinking about topics related to the novels. 

After checking to be sure students understood the text on a literal level, we discussed 

the larger issues within all quality literature. During our reading of The Outsiders, for 

example, we explored themes related to social class, loyalty, violence’s impact on 

outcomes, and unfair judgment of groups. Students relied on text evidence without 

realizing they were engaged in standard RL7.1. They based their arguments on 

evidence they drew from the text. For example, students lamented that it was “unfair to 

judge people based on their appearance or how rich they are.” They then drew on both 

the Greasers’ and Socs’ experiences in the book to prove their point. Tracing this fact 

addressed standards RL7.3. They eventually arrived at a thematic statement that not all 

people are giving the same opportunities in life. This addresses standards RL7.2. 

Students were disturbed by the themes evolving from The Giver. They openly 

struggled with the concept of sameness especially as it pertained to everyone having 

the same birthday and no one being singled out as special on a particular day. We then 

had discussions around utopian ideology. Students came to realize that perfection was 

unattainable and that as “soon as we change one thing, other things change as a 

result”. They easily picked up on the sterile language of “family unit” and “dwelling” in 

the novel and realized the language was meant to reinforce the lack of emotional 

connections in the society. This discussion addressed standard RL7.4 in which students 

need to be able to understand words on both literal and connotative levels. 
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Reading standards were also addressed when we studied a middle school 

abridged version of Shakespeare’s Macbeth in TEAM time. During this unit, students 

enthusiastically dressed up in costumes to act out one of Shakespeare’s most famous 

plays. Rather than read the play from their desks, students took turns acting out the 

play. This fully addressed the requirements of RL7.7. One student acted as scene 

director, another served as narrator. Each day, different students volunteered to read 

and act out the play. During the reading, their understanding of key concepts was 

monitored through quick questioning before we returned to the acting. For students who 

initially said they were not looking forward to studying Shakespeare, their active, 

boisterous participation in the activities was palpable. Even students who chose not to 

participate by acting served as the “groundlings” and interacted with the actors and 

actresses. Again, although students acknowledged that TEAM time and acting out 

Shakespeare was “fun”, they recognized the powerful learning that was going on. 

When we first began our study of Macbeth, students’ reactions varied from 

inexperience with Shakespeare to a dislike because “he talks in a different language”. 

We began our study by watching examples of Shakespeare in pop culture. Students 

were surprised they had actually seen some Shakespeare in their lifetimes. Then we 

moved on to a lesson in his language, which culminated with students creating 

Shakespearean insults. When the time came to begin insulting each other with their 

creations, students were at first quiet. Within a few minutes, the classroom erupted into 

laughter. Following class, it was common for students to continue insulting each other in 

the hallways. A few students even shared what they had learned at the family dinner 

table that night. 
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In observations during TEAM time, it was clear that every student was actively 

participating in acting out and trying to understand a complex text. Interestingly, 

students who were less motivated to work in traditional ELA class were the first to 

volunteer to participate to read and act out the play. Whereas some students in 7th 

grade might have been embarrassed to dress up in silly costumes and act out a play 

that was definitely a challenge in both language and content, I never had to convince a 

student to participate, My instruction took the form of also acting out parts or asking 

students to repeat a particular scene so I could assess their understanding and ask 

questions about the literal and connotative meaning of the words. 

Figure 13 - Photographs of Macbeth in TEAM time 

Instruction/Redirection during acting 

Three witches and their cauldron 

Although the new literacies work in TEAM time was perceived as less structured 

than ELA class, students had ample work within the reading standards. This supports 

the idea that new literacies pedagogy can be infused in more traditional classrooms with 

similar outcomes as far as student learning aligned to the standards. 
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Speaking and listening standards – TEAM time. 

The speaking and listening standards were constantly addressed in TEAM time. 

Prior to the start of each of the novel studied, we played a game we called 

“Switzerland”. This was similar to a get off the fence activity in which I posed questions 

related to the concepts in the novel and asked students to demonstrate their feelings 

about the statements by positioning themselves in different corners of the classroom 

depending on their agreement or disagreement with the statement. Although the 

questions all pertained to potential themes or conflicts students would discover within 

the novel, the questions were all based in experiences they might have in their lives 

(Appendix R). 

Throughout this activity, students listened to each other’s opinions and it was not 

uncommon for students who originally disagreed with a statement to move to the neutral 

space or even the agree side once they had heard a classmate’s reasoning. Students 

often requested this activity before every new study either in TEAM time or in ELA 

class. In order to participate in this activity, students had to meet the requirements of 

SL7.1. 

Students frequently brought up the term “scholarly and collegial” as they listened 

to and responded to each other in this game. It was not uncommon for students to bring 

up the discussion points from the game when we began reading the novel. They clearly 

understood the real world implications of themes and issues that were developing in the 

novels. 

Additionally, even when we were not formally in a debate during class, we built a 

strong dialogic community as we made sense of the texts. In the beginning of our study, 
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I often initiated the open ended questions but as our study went on, students took 

ownership of asking questions as they read. We read and discussed in whole group and 

some small group settings. During these times, SL7.4 was addressed frequently each 

day. 

Through full lessons such as the Switzerland game to less structured or 

unplanned discussions around issues related to the text, students were engaged in the 

Common Core speaking and listening standards to a greater degree than they were in 

the traditional ELA class. One potential reason for this is that the speaking and listening 

standards were not highlighted in the module work required of ELA class. Another 

possible reason is that the speaking and listening standards are never tested on either 

the New York State ELA assessment or local exams. Unfortunately, what gets tested 

often receives priority over other standards. However, dialogue proved to be a 

meaningful, powerful way for students to not only engage with the standards but to 

develop their understanding of the texts on an analytical level. 

Writing standards – TEAM time. 

In addition to reading and speaking and listening standards, the Common Core 

Standards also place a great deal of emphasis on writing standards. In the following 

discussion, I present four student projects created during TEAM time that specifically 

addressed the writing standards. Three of the projects were in response to our study of 

the dystopian novel, The Giver. The final project was created after our study of a middle 

school-friendly version of Shakespeare’s Macbeth. 

Each of the projects were clearly aligned with the Common Core writing 

standards but none of them required students to produce the types of texts required of 
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them in testing situations. The projects were all multimodal in nature. Although being 

able to cite text evidence in support of claims is the central skill in the ELA curriculum at 

this grade level, students are mostly expected to be able to write short responses or full 

essays using the text evidence. These projects demonstrated students’ abilities to cite 

text evidence without using the traditional way of explaining their understanding. Rather 

than producing imitative writing, students demonstrated a deep understanding of the 

texts and a strong ability to rely on text evidence in support of their project creations. As 

a result, these projects aligned with the skills required of the writing standards. 

Although none of the work done in TEAM time was graded, students completed 

projects at the completion of each unit of study. During the course of the year, we 

studied three pieces of literature in TEAM time: The Outsiders, The Giver, and Macbeth. 

Projects varied depending on the work but, again, composition was based in the skills 

development required within the writing Common Core standards strand. By embracing 

a new literacies perspective of teaching and learning, I understood that students could 

demonstrate their understanding beyond the traditional written pieces they were trained 

for within the modules and in their academic careers. Projects were multimodal and 

encouraged creative thought while still focusing on the inclusion of textual evidence in 

support of ideas. 

Albeit difficult to single out particular standards addressed in any one day in the 

study of literature, three main writing standards were most frequently broached during 

TEAM time project creation. These standards are at the crux of all of the writing 

standards in any composition form: being able to provide sound, relevant evidence in 

support of claims; being able to organize information appropriately using words or 
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graphics as deemed necessary for the audience and task; and, making cultural and 

thematic connections through the creation of other art forms beyond the written word. 

These writing standards are explained in the following table: 

Table 7 - Writing Standards Addressed in TEAM Time 

Writing 
Standards 

Description 

7.2 Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, 
and information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content. 
a. Introduce a topic clearly, previewing what is to follow; organize ideas, concepts, 
and information, using strategies such as definition, classification, 
comparison/contrast, and cause/effect; include formatting (e.g., headings), graphics 
(e.g., charts, tables), and multimedia when useful to aiding comprehension. 
b. Develop the topic with relevant facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or 
other information and examples. 

7.4 Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style 
are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 
a. Produce text (print or nonprint) that explores a variety of cultures and perspectives. 

7.11 Create a presentation, art work, or text in response to a literary work with a 
commentary that identifies connections. 
a. Make deliberate, personal, cultural, textual, and thematic connections across 
genres. 
b. Create poetry, stories, plays, and other literary forms (e.g. videos, artwork). 

During our study of The Giver, students were given multiple multimodal choices 

aligned with a new literacies stance to demonstrate their understanding of dystopian 

literature, a utopian ideology, and themes related to the novel. Students clearly 

demonstrated a strong understanding of citing textual evidence in support of their claims 

by relying on their knowledge of the novel in creating their perfect societies. Some 

students opted for creating digital brochures for their perfect worlds. Lexa chose to 

represent her perfect world using a brochure but referred back to details in the novel in 

creating her world. For example, she wrote about “all needs being supplied for each 

family”, which is a direct reference to the community in the novel being given everything 
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they needed so that no undue stress would fall upon any community member. She used 

the robotic, sterile language so striking throughout the novel. Students often commented 

on the strange names for common items such as “family unit” for family, “dwelling” for 

home, and “telling of feelings at the evening meal” for dinner time with your family. Her 

brochure reflects the stylistic language choice, which added to the overall tone of the 

novel and, as a result, added further meaning to her perfect world. 

Figure 14 - Lexa’s Perfect Society Brochure 

Her project demonstrated proficiency in each of the most commonly addressed 

standards in TEAM time. Writing standard W7.1 asks students to produce writing that 

organizes ideas in a logical manner and that follows from the given text. It is within this 

standard that the requirement to cite strong text evidence is key. She relies on her 

knowledge of the novel to model her project. Writing standard W7.4 expects students to 

produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style 

are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. Clearly, Lexa demonstrate an 
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understanding of the style and even modeled her project on the original text. Finally, 

writing standard W7.11 encourages students to use multimodality in explaining their 

understanding of a concept. Throughout her perfect world brochure, Lexa establishes a 

capacity to meet the requirements of each of those writing standards by using not only 

words but also images and graphics. 

Frank also chose to make a brochure depicting his perfect world. He used similar 

ideas from the novel but instead turned his society into a more pleasant place to live. In 

The Giver, people are not allowed to fall in love or choose their own spouse. In Frank’s 

world, people will be free to fall in love although, similar to the novel, his world will be 

free of pain. In keeping with the idea that every person in the novel shares the same 

birthday so as not to single any one person out, Frank chose to use a graphic showing 

December 31, January 1, and January 2 to signify that people will have different 

birthdays. He hints at the importance of difference in that same picture which says, “this 

year will be different”. Throughout this lighthearted brochure, he clearly draws on his 

understanding of the novel to create his own perfect world. 

Figure 15 - Frank’s Perfect World Brochure 
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His project also relied on citing text evidence in that he adjusted the impersonal 

nature of the community in The Giver to create a more appealing society. The 

juxtaposition was powerful because in order to identify elements of his perfect world, he 

needed a deep understanding of the society in the novel. He organized the brochure in 

such a way that made sense to his interpretation of the perfect world. In the novel, 

students often commented on the lack of color. It is not surprising that Frank chose to 

use bright color and cheerful images in his alternate view of perfection. Again, he used 

a digital tool that was successful in producing the desired results because he had a 

deep understanding of the text and could communicate his understanding beyond mere 

words. 

Some students opted to create a digital video to portray their visions of a perfect 

world. Wendy created a video that drew on the science fiction nature of The Giver in her 

opening scenes. She shows a futuristic city in the background with flying saucers 

coming out of the skyline. Dispersed among the shots of this city, she describes what 

her perfect world will look like. Each of the statements is typed in white font on a plain 

black background. This is a direct reference to the black and white nature of the 

community in the novel. The movie runs only one minute describes her Rose Site 

Community. In this community, there is no war or hate, many diseases have been 

cured, tickets to Broadway shows are free, children will not have any homework, and 

there will be great security and equality among nations. However, should the rules be 

broken, Wendy cautions “you might be sorry” while a roaring Mufasa from The Lion King 

is playing on the clip. She combines pop culture with her reference to The Lion King and 

a video clip of her favorite Broadway musical, Hamilton. With the combination of these 
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more current pop culture references and her understanding of a futuristic society similar 

to that in The Giver, she clearly demonstrates her understanding of utopian worlds and 

the nature of dystopian literature. She employed the creative power of multimodality to 

show her understanding of the genre and the novel. 

Figure 16 - Scene from Wendy’s Perfect World Digital Video 

Utopian world 

Utopian world 

Introduction to Wendy’s video 

Pop culture connection 

In analyzing Wendy’s choices, a correlation to the writing standards is obvious. 

First, she cites text evidence despite not using verbatim words from the text. In showing 

the futuristic city, she is citing evidence from the setting of the novel. She knowingly 

chose plain white images on the scenes where words did appear to support her 
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understanding of the sterile nature of the community in the novel. Incorporating popular 

cultures references was masterful at connecting with the thematic issues within the 

novel. She combined her knowledge of the novel with her vision for the perfect world in 

a multimodal form that, although lacking in words, clearly conveys an understanding of 

the text. 

As each of these three students completed their perfect world projects, I was 

confident that they understood the novel and could demonstrate their understanding of 

the texts using strong, relevant textual evidence. It was clear that these writing 

standards had been addressed at every level of their creative processes. 

In our final study of the school year, we explored an abridged version of 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth. My goal in exposing these 7th grade students to Shakespeare 

was to alleviate some of the fear associated with studying his work before they went to 

high school where they will be expected to read one play per year. After gauging their 

interest and concerns in group discussions, we embarked on understanding 

Shakespeare’s language first before diving into the play. 

Despite initial hesitation to read Shakespeare, students soon were excited to 

study his work when we created Shakespearean insults. At first, students worked quietly 

to craft their insults using an insult-generator document. Within a few minutes, students 

began whispering to the people close to them. When I approached groups of students, I 

could hear one student insulting another with their Shakespearean insult. Laughter soon 

filled the room. I then encouraged students to continue writing their insults and then we 

had a whole class insult session. Their excitement and joy at creating these insults and 

then sharing them with each other and with me filled the room. As students left the 
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classroom, I heard the laughter continue into the hallways as they continued to come up 

with Shakespearean insults on their own. 

Figure 17 - Photograph of Students Engaged in Whole Class Shakespearean Insults 

After we acted out the play and discussed it scene-by-scene to be sure students 

understood the plot, conflict, and essential elements of the Shakespearean tragedy, 

students created their choice of multimodal project to demonstrate their understanding 

of the play. Frank chose to create a series of memes to demonstrate his understanding 

of the play. In his first meme, he represented a dark mood and said he chose the image 

because it was “dark just like the play”. He thought the image of the wild animal 

reflected Macbeth’s anger. 

In his second meme, he highlights the idea that Lady Macbeth is at first proud of 

her husband for having carried out Duncan’s murder. As is common when students 

create multimodally using a medium they use outside of school, he combined a 

reference to pop culture by including a photograph of an actor from Game of Thrones. 

To him, Macbeth represented a different kind of game to gain the throne. 
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Figure 18 - Frank’s Macbeth Memes 

In his memes, Frank demonstrates competency in these three writing standards. 

He is able to draw upon his knowledge of the play to choose appropriate images that 

fully capture his understanding. He uses minimal words to build upon that 

understanding. He is aware of audience and purpose. He follows the grammatical rules 

of memes creation by placing each line of words in their designated spots to emphasize 

the ideas. Finally, he uses a mode other than print to produce texts that provide ample 

evidence of his understanding of the text and his ability to make sense of it using some 

form of representation. 

Each of these student examples clearly shows a close alignment to these three 

writing standards. In traditional ELA curriculum, citing text evidence and organizing 

information most often takes the form of a prescriptive short response or academic 

essay. There is little room for creativity or even straying from the designated pattern. 

However, in a new literacies classroom, teachers recognize students can cite text 

evidence in numerous ways. Students are not limited to just traditional written 

explanations of their understanding. In addition to these common texts, multimodality 
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and popular culture can also give students the practice they need in the writing 

standards. 

Student Achievement in a New Literacies Classroom 

Student achievement is of tremendous importance in any classroom setting but 

in particular within a new literacies classroom. Although new literacies is known to be 

motivating and engaging for students, the reality is if students do not show growth on 

local measures such as reading level or on a state level as designated by high stakes 

testing, teachers and policymakers may be hesitant to embrace it as sound pedagogy. 

This section will evaluate two measures of student achievement: SRI (Scholastic 

Reading Inventory) and New York State ELA Assessment data to determine the ways, if 

any, participation in a new literacies classroom may support student growth. I draw on 

student perceptions of their learning in analyzing the scores reported in each 

discussion. 

The premise of the Common Core Learning Standards is that students need 

repetitive practice in a related and progressive set of standards in order to attain literacy 

that will prepare them for college and career. An educator who is well versed in the 

standards measures students’ growth and achievement against those standards on an 

on-going basis in the classroom. These formative assessments are then combined with 

common formative assessments to determine student literacy growth. Schools then rely 

on both types of data to help them evaluate the effectiveness of programs and students’ 

proficiency in the standards. The common data points are found in literacy assessments 

administered during the academic year and in the form of state tests which are given 

203 



    

	 		

              

         

        

          

        

          

           

          

           

           

           

           

            

              

        

           

               

          

             

           

            

          

           

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

every spring. Student growth and achievement are important not only to the student but 

also to the school, the teachers, and the districts. 

Program modifications are made determined using these outcome measures. For 

example, students must receive additional literacy support if their literacy score on 

either local or state level assessments is deemed as significantly below grade level 

expectations. In the district where this study was conducted, the New York State ELA 

modules were mandated curriculum up until spring of that school year. This prescriptive 

curriculum was designed to guarantee that students were exposed to work in the 

standards. Some of the reasoning behind this was that some teachers may have felt ill-

equipped to develop lesson plans that were rigorous enough to fully support the 

standards. The argument leads to the belief that if students had rigorous exposure to 

work within the standards, they would succeed on the state assessments, purportedly 

designed to measure student acquisition of the skills required within the standards. The 

ultimate end goal would be that all students would succeed on these tests by scoring a 

level 3 or 4 on the state tests. 

The state tests are also of significance to districts and their teachers. District data 

from these tests are reported to the public in both the media and on the New York State 

Report Cards. This attempt at transparency is meant to give community members a 

view into what is happening in their schools. Further, up until a few years ago, the 

results of these tests also played into the teacher evaluation system. Clearly, with so 

much riding on these tests for students, districts, and teachers, it is not unreasonable to 

understand why new literacies is not fully embraced. There is little evidence that 

students who are exposed to new literacies, which, again, does not mean abandoning 
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traditional literacy but rather expanding what counts as literacy, actually see gains in 

reading comprehension measures and state test scores. This kind of work must be 

undertaken if teachers are to feel comfortable embracing new literacies in their 

classroom. This section will explore student achievement on these points to begin to 

understand the effect, if any, student immersion in a new literacies classroom impacts 

their growth and competency in these qualitative measures. 

Reading comprehension - Scholastic Reading Inventory. 

Three times each academic year, students are required to take an assessment of 

their reading levels. During this academic year, the Scholastic Reading Inventory (SRI) 

assessment was administered in the fall just after school began, again in January, and 

once more in May. The computerized program requires students to answer 

comprehension and vocabulary questions on varying passages. Students’ assessments 

are individualized in that no two students receives the same questions at the same time. 

The test begins at different points depending on the last assessment a student has 

taken. The screening takes approximately 45 minutes to complete although some 

students can sit longer depending on their reading speed, starting Lexile level, and 

seriousness towards the test. 

Students in this study have taken part in the SRI testing since their elementary 

school days. Students generally had an understanding of their approximate Lexile level, 

as determined by their previous screenings. The program assigns grade level 

competency based on Lexile level. The computerized test anticipates average yearly 

student growth of 50-100 Lexile points. Students who are already at or above grade 

level are not expected to see significant gains. These scores were valuable to assess 
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student growth toward grade-level reading and were also used as part of a backup data 

point for teacher evaluation. The district set a goal of 10% growth on all student Lexile 

levels or meeting the minimum grade level Lexile level by the end of the year unless the 

student was already at or above grade level. 

The assessment company, Scholastic Reading Inventory, supplied grade level 

lexile ranges (Table 8). Students could be considered at “beginning 7th grade” at the 

970 mark and nearing 8th grade with a score of 1010. Students who were at grade level 

at any point during the school year (scoring a 970) were not expected to make 

significant gains in achievement. In fact, students who were at or above grade level 

could actually realize lower scores during the administration of the assessment 

throughout the school year. It is common for students’ scores in the at or above grade 

level categories to fluctuate while remaining within the appropriate categories. For this 

reason, it was not predicted that students who achieved grade level would improve their 

scores over the course of the year. For students who were one or more years below 

grade level, the program designated a 50-100 point growth over the school year. 

Table 8 – Scholastic, Inc. (SRI) Performance Bands and Lexile Correlation 
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The following table documents each student’s Lexile level at each testing period. 

The table also includes whether the student was in TEAM time classes, in Digital Video 

Club, or in a combination thereof. Finally, the table lists whether the student met the 

10% Lexile level growth as set by the district or whether they achieved grade level by 

the end of the school year. As part of the teacher evaluation process, the district needed 

to designate a local measure of student growth to be included in the teacher APPR 

score. The district decided that it would set a 10% growth target or the expectation that 

all students would be on grade level by the end of the year. The 10% target was meant 

to safeguard teacher rating based on students who were significantly behind grade level 

and were highly unlikely to achieve grade level SRI score by the end of the year. 

Table 9 - Student SRI/Lexile Level Assessment 

NAME 
TEAM or DV 

Club 
FALL 
SRI 

WINTER 
SRI 

SPRING 
SRI 

MET EXPECTED DISTRICT 
GROWTH 

Abigail Team 902 917 841 N 

Rachel Team 774 787 854 Y 
Frank Team 738 858 896 Y 
Wendy Both 501 671 818 Y 
Lexa Both 888 1234 1277 Y 
Evan Team 890 992 885 Y 

Claudia Team 988 1165 1218 Y 

Jose Team 1070 1079 1179 Y 

Star Both 1162 1027 1115 Y 

As the table shows, all but one student, Abigail, achieved the 10% growth or 

achieving grade level measure as required by the district APPR plan. Her scores of 902 

and 917 indicate that she was close to grade level but did not achieve the required 

score of 970 to place her within 7th grade level. She also did not achieve the 10% 
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growth over her initial assessment (90 points) as designated as a backup APPR rating 

tool by the district. This student was identified in the early winter as a student who might 

benefit from special education services. After meeting with the Committee on Special 

Education and with collaboration from her parents, it was decided that she did need an 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP). As a result, she received special education co-

teacher services in addition to other accommodations including extended time to 

complete assignments during the final months of school. 

Additionally, she was identified as a student who had many discipline infractions. 

As a result, she was placed in the mentor program. This meant she was required to 

check in with a faculty member at the beginning and at the end of the day to monitor her 

behavior and to set behavioral goals. During ELA and TEAM time, she never displayed 

behavioral problems. Perhaps the unique learning opportunities kept her engaged in 

learning and gave her a creative outlet. She saw TEAM time as a natural extension of 

ELA class but “we do it (learning) in a different way than we did in ELA class”. She 

appreciated “having choices” rather than being mandated to do a particular type of 

assignment. She was a leader among her peers when students created a body 

biography exploring characterization during one unit of study. She was always on task 

and willing to participate in class. 

Although three other students did not reach a grade level Lexile score of 970, 

each achieved the 10% growth target as set by the district. Notably, Wendy began the 

year at a 501 Lexile level. By winter, she had reached a 671, which outperformed 

expectations set by the SRI program (50-100 growth annually) and the 10% growth 

designated by the district (50 points). By the end of the year, she had grown to an 818. 
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This 317-point growth is remarkable for just one academic year. She was in both TEAM 

time and in Digital Video Club. She was instrumental in planning, directing, and acting in 

a Hamilton-inspired video and was one of the students who put together the 5th grade 

orientation video that was seen by the entire incoming class and their families. She 

found the unusual experience of making digital videos helpful in her literacy growth. She 

said, “Making movies helps me grow as a reader. It lets me get creative in explaining in 

writing and reading.” Her traditional school genre writing assignments at the beginning 

of the year often lacked detail and clarity. However, she felt she could explain herself in 

video making in ways she could not in writing. A new literacies classroom environment 

gave her additional opportunities and modes to practice the skills required of the 

standards en route to her growth as a reader and writer. 

In regular ELA class, Wendy was quiet and often did not participate in 

discussions. She found TEAM time especially helpful in her growth as a reader. She 

explained, “TEAM time has helped me as it strengthens my reading. When we read a 

certain book as a group and we explain more about the book it helps me realize why 

this certain thing happened in the story though we did it in ELA class it helped me a lot”. 

That TEAM time could be entirely devoted to enacting a new literacies stance to include 

extensive discussions and project-based learning in multiple modes, Wendy felt that her 

experiences in that class absolutely impacted her ability to read and write even when 

the work was more traditional academic work. She had progressed so remarkably 

throughout the school year that I recommended her for Honors English in 8th grade. 

She welcomed the opportunity and succeeded in the class. 
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Jose started the year above grade level (higher than a 970 Lexile). According to 

the tool, he was not expected to grow at all as he was already above grade level. 

However, even though his initial score was higher than 970, he continued to grow 

throughout the year, maxing out at a score of 1179. This was significant also in 

consideration of his identity as a poor ELA student. He was new to our building this year 

and reported that in his previous school, “ELA was never my strong point. I've always 

been in the 80s when everything else was the 90s. I was never good at reading and 

writing”. He credited TEAM time with helping him grow as a reader and writer. He saw 

TEAM time as “another place to read and build my vocabulary and stuff like that” 

because he wasn’t “the biggest reader at home”. Even though TEAM time was a 

different type of learning environment to his traditional ELA schooling, he thought he 

“definitely learned stuff in TEAM”. 

One student, Claudia, began the year slightly above grade level with a Lexile 

level of 988. She was hesitant to use technology because she self-identified as not 

being technologically competent. She often made comments such as “I’m not so good 

with computers” when it came to using technology. However, she was a compliant 

student and always participated in learning activities across modalities. When presented 

with a new technology or different way of composing or reading, she needed support 

and encouragement. She recognized a distinct difference between ELA class and 

TEAM time in the format and types of work expected. 

She realized that in ELA class, “you have to learn more about a certain type of 

reading and writing.” She thought she was a good writer because she knew “to start by 

saying what it is and then I have to give a quote for text evidence. And then I need to 

210 



    

	 		

          

         

               

                

             

              

          

             

                 

         

                 

          

         

           

        

              

          

         

             

            

      

           

          

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

explain the quote.” She understood the formulaic writing required on the state 

assessment. However, despite her hesitation to use technology or to explore other ways 

of reading and writing, she saw value in the work that was given utmost priority in TEAM 

time. She stated, “In TEAM time, you do have to learn and focus but I'd say it's more 

relaxed. Like, you have to do specific things in ELA class but in TEAM time, you can 

write about anything you want. Like you could write in a certain way or be creative.” 

These opportunities helped to push her comfort zone and aided her growth as a reader 

and writer. Her Lexile level soared from 988, which was above grade level at the 

beginning of the year, to 1165 and then 1218 by the end of the year. Her varied learning 

experiences helped her grow well beyond the 50-100 points expected of students who 

were not at grade level, let alone grow at all since she was above grade level at the 

beginning of the year. Her strong performance both in class and on assessments 

allowed her to be recommended for Honors English in her 8th grade year. 

Both Lexa and Evan achieved both their growth projection and achieved grade 

level mastery of the assessment. However, Lexa’s growth was remarkable. She began 

the year with a Lexile level of 888, which would put her at multiple grades below reading 

level. She was an enthusiastic student who fully embraced both the new literacies 

opportunities in class as well as the traditional reading and writing assignments. She 

was also an active member of the Digital Video Club. She was instrumental in creating a 

video on bullying in which she helped write, direct, and act. 

Throughout student interviews for this research, she lamented her experiences in 

most ELA classes because they were “the same thing over and over.” She came to 

understand that writing for ELA class, with its narrow focus on standardized test writing, 
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did not give students the opportunity to express themselves or to grow as readers, 

writers, and thinkers. The repetitive, formulaic nature of traditional ELA writing did not 

force students to “think outside the box”. Instead, she recognized that “if you're just 

doing the same thing over and over again, you're not learning anything.” It seems that 

Lexa’s experiences in a new literacies environment gave her new ways to think about 

literacy. Not only did she achieve grade level, she surpassed it. In her winter 

assessment, she scored a 1234; her final assessment put her at a Lexile level of 1277, 

which is the level an experienced high school student would be expected to score. Like 

some of the other focal students in this study, she demonstrated proficiency in literacy, 

which prompted me to place her in Honors English in 8th grade. 

That she was able to not only achieve grade level expectations but surpass them 

in the winter and grow even more by the end of the year is a remarkable feat. She 

believed one of the key reasons she grew so much as a reader and writer was because 

of her experiences in a classroom environment that was situated in a new literacies 

stance: 

I think it (new literacies in TEAM time) makes you stronger in ELA because like 

you have so many options and so many ways to write it, that no one will have the 

same thing. And since you have so many ways to write it, you're not going to 

write more than one thing the same. Like I was saying earlier, each time you 

write an essay, it's the same thing. Text evidence, explain. No matter what 

subject it's in, it's the same. But when you have a project, and you have different 

ways and different things to do the project on, you're exposing yourself to more 

things and you're thinking new things. If you're just doing the same thing over 
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and over again, you're not learning anything. But if you're pushing yourself and 

even if you fail miserably, and get a 0 because you don't have anything of what 

you needed, that experience of completing face-planting into a 0 is a learning 

experience. It teaches what you should have done and what you can do the next 

time. If it's an essay, you're not learning anything. You learn by trial and error and 

when you think about new things like a project, you think new ways and you learn 

stuff. 

Students in the study overwhelmingly met their targeted Lexile levels throughout 

the school year. Although one student did not achieve her goal, Abigail demonstrated 

enthusiasm about learning when she was allowed to demonstrate her learning in the 

new literacies activities in class and during TEAM time. Every student recognized the 

learning that was happening in TEAM time and saw it as a welcome enrichment period. 

Although I was mindful to incorporate new literacies experiences in ELA class, 

the mandate of the New York State modules as the curriculum was limiting to my 

implementation. The understanding was that I could “add to” the modules as long as 

students did the work within the modules first. As many times as possible, I found ways 

to incorporate new literacies into the work of the modules and regular ELA class. I was 

thankful for the opportunity to expose students to literacy in multiple ways in TEAM time 

and in Digital Video Club. 

Student growth in this achievement measure, coupled with student perceptions 

about their learning within a new literacies environment in TEAM time, support the idea 

that new literacies can very much support the rigorous reading and writing required of 

the Common Core Standards. Whereas some educators may be hesitant to embrace 
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the idea of multimodality, it is clear that these students not only saw their work as 

motivating and engaging but they also realized it was pushing them beyond their 

comfort zones and giving them another venue for developing as readers and writers. 

The skills they used in reading and writing across modes seems to have had a positive 

influence on their print-based writing skills as measured by the SRI assessments. 

New York State ELA assessment results. 

One of the most overwhelming realities in the intermediate and middle school 

experience is the reality of high stakes tests. Here, I will cite and analyze data from the 

New York State ELA assessment. I will draw upon student perceptions of the academic 

value of their work in their new literacies-focused TEAM time in trying to understand 

state testing data. 

Students from grades 3-8 take the controversial New York State ELA 

Assessment each spring. The format of the test has since changed over the past few 

years but when the students in this study took the examination in 7th grade, the test 

was three days of untimed reading and writing. Students read fiction and informational 

text passages and then answer a variety of questions based on their comprehension. 

The assessment the year of this study consisted of 42 multiple choice questions, 

7 short response answers requiring two pieces of text evidence, and 2 full length 

essays, one of which was a paired writing task in which students had to use evidence 

from two different texts. The test was untimed but the state education department 

suggested students could complete each day’s test within 90 minutes. However, as long 

as students were working productively, they could continue to work on the test for as 

long as it took them to finish it. 
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Proficiency is defined as students earning a score of 3 or 4 on the state 

assessment. Students earning a 2 are considered nearing proficiency. Those scoring a 

1 are identified as significantly below grade level expectations. The cut scores for each 

of these grading categories fluctuate each year. After students take the exam and the 

tests are scored, the state education department evaluates the data to determine where 

the passing raw score should be. 

The state reported a proficiency rate on the 7th grade exam of 42%. This meant 

that 42% of the 7th grade students across the entire state scored either a 3 or a 4 on 

the test. Beachside’s home district reported a 42% pass rate among all 7th grade 

students in their two neighboring middle schools. Beachside posted a 49% pass rate 

while the other middle school in the district saw 39% of its 7th grade students reach 

proficiency level on the state assessment. 

An interesting point of comparison is to evaluate the scores of students in this 

cohort with their pass rate when they were in 6th grade. As shown in the following table, 

the same group of students saw a significant increase in their pass rates over the 

course of one academic year. This is interesting because as students in 6th grade, they 

had a double block period of ELA class. This amounted to a total of 80 minutes of ELA 

instruction each day. Their 6th grade ELA class was typically divided into one class of 

reading comprehension instruction with the rest of the time devoted to writing 

instruction. 
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Figure 19 - Beachside Proficiency Rate - Cohort - 2016 vs. 2017 

Students often mentioned that ELA class in 7th grade was significantly different 

from their experiences in previous grades. One possible explanation for this is that 

teachers up through 6th grade are elementary-certified teachers. They may not have an 

exclusive ELA background. Once students reach 7th grade, all teachers are certified 

specifically in their content area. For this reason, ELA class can be a different 

experience for students. Teacher stance is another possible reason why students felt 

they were experiencing a different kind of classroom. I have committed myself to taking 

a new literacies stance. This means that the classroom culture encourages discussion, 

student choice, multimodality, and a community of learners in which all of us take on 

roles of expert and novice depending on the situation. Although I was restricted in my 

use of a full new literacies stance in the ELA class, I did work in components of 

multimodality at numerous times through the year. TEAM time was completely built 

upon the tenets of a new literacies stance. 
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Abigail was one of the students who recognized the shift from other methods of 

ELA instruction. She mentioned, “in the previous years, it wasn't like how you did it and 

how we got to create things. In the previous years, we would probably just have topics 

and not really get to create your own things. We got more choice this year”. Perhaps it 

was the variation in activities and task that helped Abigail to grow as a reader and 

writer. 

Jose seemed to appreciate the shift away from more fundamental ELA classes. 

He often commented that he did not think he was particularly talented in ELA. He had 

transferred to Beachside from a private school and reported that his previous teacher 

took points off his grade for “spelling and commas” and did not praise his writing. His 

grades were a result of this identity as a weak reader and writer. He mostly earned 

grades in “the 80s when everything else was the 90s”. He did, however, appreciate the 

multimodal aspect of a new literacies classroom. Not only was he able to demonstrate 

his understanding better, his identity as a reader and writer developed as well. He felt 

he was a better student because of the work in a new literacies classroom because he 

could “definitely explain things better when I make a movie. I really don't think I'm that 

good at explaining something in writing so when I get to make a movie, I get to show 

you what I mean. I feel more comfortable and more confident in a creative way”. 

Working in multimodality might have been the reason students showed a tremendous 

growth in proficiency over the course of one school year after having been exposed to 

work in new literacies. 

While these overall passing rates are valuable, it is difficult to paint an accurate 

picture of the phenomenon without looking closely at the scores of the focal students. 
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Similarly, it is valuable to compare their 6th grade assessment scores to their 7th grade 

scores. Although raw score values are fluid and change each year and at each grade 

level, comparing the two offers some insight into how a new literacies experience may 

give students opportunities to develop literacy that will help them succeed on these 

tests. Also included in this data is a commentary on any unexpected student 

performance on the writing portion of the state test. As I never got to see student work 

in multiple choice questions, it is difficult to analyze their performance in that aspect of 

the test. However, I was privileged to at least see their writing for the exam although I 

could not grade it. 

Table 10 – Cohort - 6th and 7th Grade State Assessment Results 

NAME TEAM or DV Club STATE ASSESS 6TH STATE ASSESS 7th 
Abigail Team Opt out 2 (288) 
Rachel Team 1 (276) 2 (296) 
Claudia Team opt out opt out 
Jose Team 3 (317) 4 (347) 
Lexa Both 3 (327) 3 (320) 
Evan Team 2 (285) 2 (315) 
Star Both 3 (324) 4 (347) 
Frank Team 1 (270) 2 (291) 
Wendy Both 2 (297) 2 (305) 

All of the students either maintained their 6th grade overall ratings while 

improving their raw score, as designated by the number in parenthesis, or improved 

their overall proficiency in 7th grade. 33% of the focal students were deemed proficient 

on the 2017 state assessment. While this is percentage is lower than the district and 

state pass overall rate percentages, all of the students in this focal study began the year 

as students below grade level in reading or those with special education designation. 
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Therefore, their achievement on this state test can be viewed as a positive outcome. It 

is difficult for a student to move from one scoring category to the next. None of the 

students scored worse than they did in 6th grade where a more traditional ELA 

curriculum was enacted. 

The raw cut score for a passing grade of 3 on this edition of the test was a 318. 

This means that two other students, Wendy and Evan, missed the cut by fewer than 13 

raw points. This could have been the equivalent of getting one or two more multiple 

choice questions correct. In 6th grade, their cut scores indicated a greater margin of 

missing the pass cut score. This is significant for Wendy who started the year with an 

identified gap in reading achievement based on her SRI score. Based on her initial 

score of 501 in the fall of the school year, it would have been expected that she earn a 1 

on the state assessment, indicating a student significantly behind grade level. 

Another interesting case is found in Evan’s performance on the state 

assessment. In 6th grade, he scored a 2 but was in the bottom percentile of the range 

based on raw scores. In 7th grade, he was a “high” 2, missing a 3 by just three points. 

Evan struggled in ELA class throughout the year. He was often off-task and when he did 

turn in work, it was clear he was struggling with the content and the standards. TEAM 

time gave him a creative outlet to demonstrate his understanding of texts. He was a 

different student in TEAM time. In a more relaxed environment that fostered creativity 

and working in multimodality, he thrived. He saw academic value in the work of TEAM 

time. For example, when he turned his poem into a digital video, he thought it helped tell 

the story better because “you can see more things instead of just hearing or reading it. I 

think when I make a movie, you can see exactly what you're saying”. This environment 
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helped him prepare for the state test in different ways. Rather than drilling print-based 

reading and traditional academic writing, TEAM time gave him an opportunity to explore 

reading and writing in less stressful, more creative ways. 

His writing on the state assessment was extraordinary and far exceeded his work 

throughout the year. Out of 22 writing points, he earned 21. When we discussed his 

growth as a writer, he said he thought TEAM time and the “way we did it”, inferring the 

complete new literacies stance, helped him improve as a reader and writer. He was 

proud to say, even before he knew the outcome of the test, that “I think I improved this 

year more than in other years on my state exams. I think I did good on them this year. I 

feel like I did way better than any other years”. Because he had the opportunity to 

express himself in many ways, he built confidence in his ability to show what he 

learned. He was not trapped in a classroom culture that built skills only with print-based 

texts but yet could implement what he learned while reading and writing multimodally to 

the high stakes test. 

Rachel moved from a 6th grade score of 1, which would have designated her as 

significantly below grade level expectations, to a 2 with a raw score of 296, missing the 

cut score of a 3 by just 22 points. Her writing score was remarkable considering she 

struggled throughout the year but worked hard to improve on her test-type writing. Out 

of a possible 22 writing points, she earned 18. This is a significant improvement over 

her 6th grade performance and her writing ability throughout the year. 

She attributed being able to create multimodally with her drastic improvement in 

literacy over the year. In TEAM time, we often made memes, movies, or other 

multimodal representations to demonstrate their understanding of complex texts and 
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themes. One of her favorite activities was creating memes in response to literature. 

When she was making her video in response to her perfect world project during our 

study of The Giver, we discussed how her choices were still using text evidence, a key 

aspect of literacy in the ELA standards. For a student who struggled to use text 

evidence while writing the types of responses required of the curriculum and the state 

test, she was excited that she could show what she understood about the book without 

resorting to the same types of responses. In TEAM time, she could “kind of write a little 

essay in the memes and movies and stuff. We still kind of showed what we were 

thinking. It just wasn't a bunch of words but it was still text evidence. It just was 

different”. In a new literacies stance, we recognize that “text” means much more than 

just the written word and that evidence from that text can be beyond words. Rachel 

embraced the new literacies stance. She felt accomplished and capable. Even in her 

multimodal projects, she was immersed in the standards. Because of the deliberate 

connections we made while she was working to text evidence in multiple modes, she 

became more adept at using text evidence in writing for the state assessment. 

Jose, who self-identified as a weak ELA student, moved from a 3 to a 4. His work 

in TEAM time demonstrated an enthusiasm for composition and close reading, skills 

required for success on the state test. His focus on creating strong projects in TEAM 

time helped him develop as a writer. He contends, “Writing is explaining stuff in words. I 

think everybody should be able to explain stuff in different ways like movies and 

drawing. You have to explain stuff. I think creativity wise my writing got better because I 

got to make those projects”. He came to 7th grade with a low opinion of himself as a 

reader and writer as a result of his performance in another school. That teacher was 
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much more traditional and took points off for “spelling and commas” and outside of a 

PowerPoint he got to make once, he had no experience in multimodality. Giving Jose an 

opportunity to express himself in modes he felt more comfortable with gave him the 

confidence to develop his school writing. Not only did his state assessment grade 

improve, I recommended him for Honors English for 8th grade. 

His newfound excitement over ELA was evident when he sent me an email the 

following summer while he and his family were on vacation in North Carolina. During the 

school year, we studied Edgar Allan Poe so when he found himself at a Poe-themed 

restaurant, he sent me a photograph. He was excited to tell me they had a sandwich 

called “The Raven” and another called “The Tell Tale Heart”. For a boy who did not like 

ELA and who did not identify as someone who succeeded in ELA to develop into a 

strong reader and writer who was enthusiastic about what we studied because he found 

the work “fun” is further confirmation that new literacies is meaningful, vital work. 

Figure 20 - Photographs from Jose - Summer 2017 

These focused stories help underscore the fact that students in a new literacies 

classroom do not do poorly on state assessments. A common fear among educators is 

that by incorporating texts other than print-based and by welcoming composition in 
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modes beyond print will hurt students when they sit for these high stakes tests. The 

reality is that all the work within a new literacies classroom, including multimodality, can 

meet the requirements of the standards. When students become proficient in these 

standards, it follows that they will “pass” the test. When students gain confidence in their 

abilities to demonstrate what they know, they come to believe in themselves as readers, 

writers, and thinkers. When students enjoy the work they are doing, they take pride in 

their work and persist through difficult learning moments. 

Conclusion – Common Core Standards and Student Achievement 

The reading and writing in TEAM time aligned with the Common Core Standards 

yet felt different from the usual writing tasks focused on in ELA class. In ELA class, the 

majority of assessments were modeled after the New York State ELA assessment. This 

involved close reading and then answering questions either in multiple choice form or 

via rigid written responses that were expected to follow a singular pattern. 

Contrary to the sentiment that work within a new literacies classroom is not the 

“real” work of ELA class, it was clear that not only were the standards addressed but 

that students perceived TEAM time as valuable to improving their overall literacy skills. 

TEAM time reinforced concepts and skills we were building in ELA class but did so very 

differently. Students who, as 7th graders, felt bored by the work of typical ELA class 

welcomed this variety. 

As further evidence of the academic value of a new literacies stance, student 

achievement measures as documented by triannual SRI assessment and the New York 

State ELA Assessment provide much needed support to teachers and policymakers 

who may be considering embracing new literacies but are fearful to do so because of 
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the high stakes nature of testing. Without this documentation of student growth on 

measures traditionally assessed in schools, the ELA curriculum may not develop into 

meeting the needs of the 21st century student. 

One of the greatest concerns for educators is the need to prepare students for 

success on high stakes tests. For this reason, some educators may be hesitant to 

change their practice. The fear of the unknown can prevent new literacies from being 

embraced to any degree. Educators may not know how to utilize new literacies to 

achieve the standards. They may be unfamiliar with the technology or may fail to 

recognize how meaningful, intentional technology integration can positively impact 

student learning and achievement. This study showed that “despite” being in a new 

literacies classroom, students did not perform poorly on state tests or on literacy 

progress monitoring. The student achievement data in this study should support the 

idea that new literacies is a valuable pedagogical stance, one that may contribute to the 

development of students’ literacy skills. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Discussion and Implications 

Discussion 

The purpose of this research was two-fold: to help me better understand focal 

students’ educational experiences in a classroom environment I have deliberately and 

thoughtfully designed as a new literacies space and to explore student achievement in 

new literacies teaching and learning. I sought to understand how stotiudents perceived 

education in this environment and, as any teacher would, sought to improve my 

practice. I focused my questions on how students read or make sense of texts in both a 

traditional school sense of print texts and through multimodal texts. The study is unique 

in that it draws on student experiences in a classroom period that was completely based 

in a new literacies stance (TEAM) while drawing on their experiences in the more 

traditional ELA classroom. It then fully developed their perceptions of new literacies in a 

voluntary digital video club held after school. 

However, the research was bigger than the confines of my classroom and my 

students. I hoped to gain a clearer perception of how a new literacies stance was 

aligned with the Common Core Standards, high stakes testing, and quantitative 

measures of student growth, and, as a result, were solid pedagogical strategies that 

would give educators and policymakers the confidence they needed to embrace the 

many modes of literacy our students are engaged with both in and out of schools. 

Without confirmation that such a stance did not hinder student learning and might, in 

fact, enhance authentic learning, those making curricular decisions may hesitate to 

embrace new literacies. 
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In this chapter, I will explore the reasons why new literacies are a vital 

component of the ELA classroom. Student perceptions about their experiences in both 

the traditional classroom and a new literacies environment are crucial pieces to 

understand the value of educational decisions. I will also address potential difficulties 

educators might face in implementing a new literacies stance in classroom practice. To 

counter these concerns, I will summarize the literacy growth attained by students in this 

study in two central literacy skills: reading and writing. Finally, I will evaluate one of the 

major hurdles to embracing a new literacies stance in the classroom: the daunting 

reality of high stakes testing on all members of the school community. 

Implementing a new literacies stance. 

This section explores how I have come to understand of the importance of 

building ELA curriculum firmly rooted in a new literacies framework. It is important for 

students to feel engaged in their work. Engagement often leads to intrinsic student 

motivation which, in turn, fosters learning. Unless students feel “motivated to learn and 

believe that they will be able to use and function with what they are learning in some 

way that is in their interest”, work in classrooms will be futile (New London Group, 1996, 

p.85). When students learn in dynamic ways in their daily classroom environments, their 

outcomes on the various measures of student achievement will be positive. While this 

can be achieved in a traditional classroom, what is often lacking in that traditional 

classroom is the opportunity for students to build literacy skills they will use outside the 

school walls and throughout their lives. 

As a result of this research, I now better understand how students perceive 

learning in a new literacies classroom and can see the relationship between this 
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learning and students’ success on growth measures and high stakes tests. Similar to 

other research in new literacies, I did observe students in this study were more engaged 

and motivated in an ELA classroom with roots in new literacies (e.g., Buckingham, 

2007; Hunter & Caraway, 2014; Miller, Knips, & Goss, 2013). What has always been 

intriguing, however, is how well my students have succeeded on high stakes tests and 

on measures of literacy administered in schools over the past decade. While I 

appreciate how some new literacies scholars do not concern their work with a focus on 

how students become proficient at the state standards or how they succeed on state 

tests, the reality is these are important considerations for the classroom teacher. Of 

course, I want my students to have literacy experiences that are based in their lived 

experiences and that are meaningful to them. However, I do have to be cognizant of the 

demands placed on them throughout their academic careers. To ignore that reality is to 

be negligent in my work as an educator. The key question is how can ELA teachers 

combine a new literacies stance while making sure students are prepared for testing 

situations? My work within the classroom and my students’ commitment to that work 

has provided insight. 

In order to develop a fuller idea of how new literacies impacts teaching and 

learning, I presented a discussion on how students felt their experiences in this new 

literacies environment were unconventional in their education careers. While these 

perceptions of their experiences are clearly important, a fundamental obstacle is the 

uncertainty whether new literacies experiences are simply a pleasant experience used 

to sweeten the tough work of literacy (Kist, 2005) or whether work in new literacies can 

actually contribute to student growth in reading and writing. Ultimately, whether 
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educators wish to acknowledge the truth or not, student competency on high stakes 

testing can impact how and what is taught throughout the school year. A crucial 

discussion about the purposefulness of new literacies in regard to high stakes testing 

culture completes this section. 

Student perceptions: New literacies is truly “new”. 

One of the most striking, yet not surprising, findings was that a new literacies 

environment was truly “new” to most students. As Jose explained, “This year has 

actually been an extreme change in what I'm used to in ELA”. In classroom 

observations, in lesson planning, instruction, and assessment, and in student 

interviews, a common realization was that students in TEAM time and in Digital Video 

were new literacies novices. It was obvious that students had limited exposure to 

reading and writing beyond traditional school modes. This is problematic for a few 

reasons. First, maintaining decades old teaching traditions does not provide modern 

students with the experiences and tools they need to succeed. Second, the lack of 

variety in educational experiences can also lend to a feeling of boredom or frustration, 

especially in those students who have historically struggled with printcentric texts. 

Teaching and learning should always keep pace with modern social practices. 

What it means to be educated today is not what was expected just a few years ago. As 

society changes, so, too, must the focus of schools. New literacies practitioners 

acknowledge that embracing such a stance does not mean abandoning traditional texts 

and writing activities; however, they understand that as the world changes, so do the 

literacy needs of students. Technological advancements have certainly changed the 

ways in which people communicate and make sense of the world. Today’s students are 
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already creators of content which they share via the internet. Today’s students rely on 

the internet for information in ways that encyclopedias and books of the past could not 

match. 

While it is important to instill in students a cultured awareness of literature and 

academic writing, their needs move beyond this narrow scope. Today’s students need 

to know how to participate in an increasingly global community. Without exposure to the 

kinds of texts a new literacies classroom brings them, they will not be as fully prepared 

for their lives as they could be (e.g., Ajayi, 2013; Albers, 2006; Schwartz, 2014). As 

Seglem & Garcia (2018) posit, “the promise of transformative 21st century classrooms 

remains elusive today” (p. 56). 

In discussing their previous experiences with ELA class, students reported that 

the work was repetitive and boring. This is not surprising as the ELA Common Core 

Standards are along the same strand from 5th through 8th grade. The main expectation 

is that students develop a capacity to cite textual evidence in support of claims. 

Although there are dozens of standards at each grade level, the common skill among all 

of them is the ability to prove thinking with text-based evidence. Although the wording of 

some of the standards in the grade strand may change, the basic skills remain the 

same. Certainly, the ability to cite textual evidence in support of answers to questions is 

the main skill testing in the high stakes assessment culture. 

Students seemed frustrated with the narrow focus of literacy skills expected of 

them. Lexa was passionate as she explained how a new literacies classroom gave her 

the opportunity to explain himself beyond the confines of citing text evidence in 

traditional ways. She acknowledged that in new literacies “you still have to add text 
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evidence” but that you could do so “in a more creative way instead of doing the same 

thing over and over again in this meticulous way like 50 times”. Being in a new literacies 

classroom encouraged her to expand her thinking and, as a result, push her growth as a 

reader and writer. She understood that 

...Each time you write an essay, it's the same thing. Text evidence, explain. No 

matter what subject it's in, it's the same. But when you have a project, and you 

have different ways and different things to do the project on, you're exposing 

yourself to more things and you're thinking new things. If you're just doing the 

same thing over and over again, you're not learning anything. 

Overall, new literacies practices were a change in experience for these students. 

They had gone through their entire elementary years and most of their middle school 

careers without being exposed to multimodal texts and a wide array of literacy 

opportunities. The change was not only motivating and engaging but offered them 

additional opportunities to grow as readers and writers. As a result, their school 

literacies progressed and they developed new skills in multimodal reading and 

composition that they found meaningful and purposeful. As Frank illustrated, new 

literacies offered him the opportunity to “get used to things you're also going to do as 

you grow up. There's real life things. I'm going to use technology or be creative”. 

Students’ perceptions of a new literacies classroom giving them the tools they 

need to participate in their literate lives while being an interesting way to approach the 

curriculum should not be ignored. Their voices should be heard. 
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Impediments to student comfort with new literacies. 

In this study, two reasons students may have been unfamiliar with how to use 

new literacies were a lack of available technology and their unfamiliarity with how to use 

the tools for academic purposes. Despite school district making a concerted effort to 

integrate more technology into instruction, there remains both budgetary and 

philosophical concerns (Hull & Helson, 2005). Further, although today’s students can be 

considered “digital natives” by some, the findings of this study support the idea that just 

because students use technology does not mean they are skilled or accustomed to 

using it for educational reasons. 

Despite schools making a concerted effort to enhance the availability of 

technology to its students and teachers, many schools lack enough devices to enable 

new literacies integration on a broad or consistent level (Jones & Bridges, 2016). In this 

study, students were fortunate to have laptops available to them on a daily basis. This 

was certainly the exception rather than the rule. Without adequate devices, teachers will 

be unable to assign multimodal projects because of the limited availability of technology. 

In this study, students had never created digital video or used technology for 

assessment purposes. 

Perhaps because of the limited access to technology for educational purposes, 

students reported differences of opinion about which modality would best demonstrate 

their learning (Jocson, 2015; Kress, 2017). Some students who had limited availability 

to technology outside of school preferred traditional print assignments. Alternatively, 

some students who historically struggled with print-based literacy preferred to 

demonstrate their understanding of ELA topics and exceled in doing so (Ayotte & 
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Collins, 2017; Bruce, 2008). This supported Kress’ (2017) thoughts that students will 

use the tools they feel most comfortable using when conveying thoughts. 

Educator hesitation to embrace new literacies. 

This reality that new literacies is only sporadically employed is not unexpected. 

Researchers like Kist (2007) point out “new literacies instruction that does exist often 

comes only out of the fortitude of lonely pioneers of new literacies” (p. 44). As an ELA 

teacher, I posit the reasons for this reality are many. First, many teachers who have 

been in practice for a period of time have not had the opportunity to explore thinking in 

new literacies. While immersed in the job of being a K-12 educator, there is little time 

left to read current research. Those teachers who have only recently graduated from 

programs where they may have been exposed to new literacies research are generally 

not in positions of authority within the ELA or reading departments or in their districts. 

Therefore, there may be little opportunity to spread understanding of the potential power 

of a new literacies stance. 

Second, the pressure of the Common Core and the high stakes testing situation 

at the 3rd-8th grade level is a tremendous consideration for why teachers, despite what 

they may believe to make good pedagogical sense, may be hesitant to embrace new 

literacies. While this testing data has received significant scrutiny, the reality is the 

results of the spring assessments have substantial consequences to the students who 

take them, the teachers who prepare them, and the districts which develop programs to 

support student success. This reality must be considered when understanding why new 

literacies remains fragmentary if implemented at all. 
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Despite educators’ best intentions to not teach to a narrow focus of test 

preparation, unfortunately the bulk of instruction and assessment remains rooted in the 

skills required on these high stakes tests. New literacies pedagogy can be viewed as 

too risky when students must master certain standards (e.g., Miller & Bruce, 2017; 

Siegel, 2012). With so much depending on the outcome of these tests, it is not 

surprising that much of the instructional focus goes to those skills required on those 

exams. For 3rd-8th grade students, the essence of ELA instruction is on developing 

students’ ability to cite relevant textual evidence in support of claims. While this is 

clearly an important skill to develop, it is not the only literacy skill students need to 

develop for their lives. 

These teacher realities are often overlooked in new literacies research. Some 

studies have concluded that integrating a new literacies stance may help to teach 

content in different ways (e.g. Boche & Henning, 2015; Hutchison & Colwell, 2014) 

However, the importance of these tests for students and schools continues to be a 

serious consideration when new literacies practitioners advocate for their use in all 

schools. Without supporting evidence in new literacies’ efficacy and relationship to 

positive student outcomes, the trend of new literacies being foreign to most students will 

continue. 

New literacies and reading comprehension growth. 

In the ELA classroom, student learning is assessed in four key areas as 

prescribed by the Common Core Standards: reading, writing, speaking and listening, 

and language use. As supported by data in this paper, it is common to encounter 

students at any grade level who are deemed below grade level in reading 
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comprehension. An ELA teacher has an enormous responsibility to develop students’ 

reading comprehension. Students who are deemed significantly below grade level must 

receive academic intervention services in reading. Yet, most of this reading instruction 

occurs in the mode students have documented trouble with comprehending: print 

(O’Brien, 2012). 

I have always found this confusing. While being able to read and make sense of 

texts in print is a lifelong literacy skill we should absolutely foster in students, students 

who struggle to meet grade level reading expectations often fail to make significant 

gains in reading when just these traditional methods are used. New literacies instruction 

in how to read texts not exclusively in print supports differentiated instruction. New 

literacies offers the potential to develop reading comprehension strategies outside of the 

print texts these students have historically struggled to make sense of in ELA or 

intervention services. 

In this study, students reported that they had never been encouraged to “read” 

any other text in school besides the printed word. This is problematic in that students 

who struggle to comprehend the printed word can feel overwhelmed when their 

instruction and, often, their reading intervention, only expose them to words printed on a 

page. This approach limits the types of text despite the fact that these students often 

have extensive experience reading other text types in their lives outside of school. 

In TEAM time, this was evidenced by students’ innate understanding of how 

sounds and images built meaning in one type of unconventional text: movies. In one 

activity, I played a musical score and asked them to tell me the story they saw 

happening while this music was being played. From nothing more than music, each 
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student relayed a complex story including setting, plot, imagery, and conflict. In other 

lessons, I played a short video clip and asked them to garner meaning (“read”) from the 

clips. They were able to easily and precisely answer text-specific questions and could 

relate these clips to our study of literature and reading comprehension. For example, 

when we were discussing tone and mood, I played students a series of video clips and 

asked them to identify the mood in each. All students were able to understand the “text” 

and to determine an appropriate mood. Through transmediation, students drew upon 

multiple modes of communication to both understand and to demonstrate that 

understanding. This practice was beneficial for students of all ability levels as they 

developed stronger literacy skills (e.g., Reed, 2017; Siegel, 1995). 

The close reading skills they demonstrated in these instances were exactly the 

skills they needed to master when reading print-based texts. It was then simple to 

transfer what they had learned by practicing the skill in a mode they were more familiar 

and comfortable with when we moved back to print. Students clearly demonstrated the 

ability to transmediate among texts to build both comprehension of multiple modes and 

to demonstrate their understanding of multiple texts in multiple modes. 

Through transmediation, (McCormick, 2011; Semali & Fueyo, 2001; Siegel, 

1995; Suhor, 1984), students create new meaning in a mode different from the original 

text. Transmediation requires a tremendous understanding of the original text. It also 

takes deliberate choice in the new mode to be sure that the tool offers the affordances 

required in the meaning of the new text. For students who struggle to make sense of 

print or to demonstrate their understanding in print, new literacies and the work of 

transmediation may offer another access point towards reading comprehension. 
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Further, often this work in new literacies is done in a text type the student finds more 

familiar. Alleviating the frustration by encouraging students to make sense of curricular 

topics makes sense. Approaching literacy with a new literacies angle with the help of 

transmediation is one way to scaffold the close reading strategies students need to 

develop in print. 

Throughout this study, I observed students transmediating their understanding of 

print texts through their ability to read multimodal texts. The complex literacy exposure 

allowed students to demonstrate grown in their reading assessment measures 

throughout the year. Multimodal texts offer the same opportunities to employ strong 

reading strategies as print texts. However, for many students, and especially those who 

struggle in print, it is less intimidating to hone literacy skills in modes they feel more 

comfortable with in the first place. Once those strategies were solidified in multimodal 

texts, the same practices could be used to help teach students to approach print texts. 

All but one student, Abigail, realized gains in their SRI testing to either reach grade level 

expectations or growing beyond grade level. 

In discussing with students how they saw their work in TEAM time as being 

beneficial to their learning, most responded that TEAM was a natural extension to ELA 

because we did similar types of work. This was because TEAM time was also 

foundationally set in the Common Core Standards. However, students repeatedly 

responded that TEAM time was “more laid back” and “more fun” even though they did 

learn. Students were surprised that this type of classroom could foster critical thinking. 

In one classroom observation while students were working, I overheard two focal 

students discussing their work. One said, “I didn't expect it to be like that. I expected to 
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have a good time, I didn't expect to have an amazing time. I didn't really expect that we 

could learn something in that kind of laid back atmosphere but I did”. 

Other students saw a clear connection between the new literacies TEAM class 

and the traditional work of ELA class. Jose was a student who struggled with his identity 

as a strong reader and writer. He transferred to Beachside during this school year and 

thought his literacy skills were weak. He worked hard in class and enjoyed challenging 

himself to grow as a reader and writer. He found TEAM time to be a place to practice 

ELA standards in a different way. Rather than building literacy skills only in ELA class 

and only in traditional ways, he thought TEAM time was an opportunity to “go over what 

we did in ELA class but we do it in a different way than we did in ELA class”. His 

confidence grew in TEAM time and, as a result, his work in ELA also improved. His 

reading level was above grade level at the start of the year so it was not expected that 

he grow any further. Students above grade level generally hover around the same 

Lexile level throughout the course of the year. He, however, grew over 100 points, 

moving from 1070 to 1179 by the end of the year. Interestingly, he also achieved 

mastery on the New York State ELA Assessment that spring by earning a 4 on the 

exam. 

Incorporating a wide range of texts and reading experiences gives students more 

opportunities to practice the close reading skills required of them in the standards. 

Arguably, students who have, throughout their academic careers, struggled to make 

sense of print may benefit from learning how to focus on components of any type of text 

in order to make sense of them. Once students develop those comprehension skills, 
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they can be applied to other types of text. Through transmediation, students can grow 

as critical, close readers (King & O’Brien, 2002; Miller, Knip, & Goss, 2013). 

New literacies and composition. 

A new literacies approach is even more profound when exploring the potential to 

enhance students’ composition skills. Just as students struggle to develop strong 

reading comprehension skills, the ELA classroom is the center of writing instruction and 

development. However, what counts as writing in the traditional ELA classroom is a 

narrow construct. Students are assigned numerous writing tasks and are graded using 

the same methods as students have been assessed for decades. In the age of high 

stakes testing and the finite types of writing that matter in that setting, students are 

expected only to know how to cite textual evidence in support of claims and explain their 

thinking. This formulaic type of writing is both monotonous and contrived (Albers, 2006; 

Cercone, 2017). 

This study revealed that students overwhelming responded that they were “good 

writers” because they could “cite text evidence and explain it”. While this may seem to 

be a positive development, the picture is not entirely optimistic. Students who have 

been raised on this diet of writing have seemed to have lost the creativity to write 

anything other than text evidence responses. I observed students struggling to write 

creatively and they often asked if they had to “give text evidence” in even their most 

creative, free writing pieces. 

I spoke to one senior level administrator in the district about this rather disturbing 

development. She said that while this may seem to be a problem, our students could 

not write academic pieces using text evidence and sound reasoning prior to the push in 
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the standards to do so. She reiterated what many had feared in past years: students 

had become good at writing personal responses but could not prove their thinking with 

evidence. It seems as if the pendulum has swung back in favor of teaching students to 

write academic pieces. Many have all but abandoned other types of writing and most 

certainly have not devoted much time to composing outside of print. 

As a middle school ELA teacher who has also taught at the high school and 

college levels, I perceive this narrow focus on writing to be problematic for a few 

reasons. First, if students are not exposed to numerous types of writing tasks and 

purposes, they, like the students in this study, can fall victim to believing there is only 

one type of writing that matters. Second, when students go on to college or to their 

work, this type of writing will not suffice. Students will be expected to build on these 

fundamental skills to demonstrate their understanding of topics in much more complex 

ways, ways we never teach in school. Finally, outside the walls of academia, students 

will not ever have to write such formulaic pieces in their real lives outside of school. 

Students will be expected to compose multimodally and in modes they never have 

practiced in in schools. 

Writing instruction in traditional ELA classrooms is too often focused on this 

formulaic writing that will benefit students in the short term but most certainly will not be 

sufficient in the long term. A new literacies stance encourages students to compose in 

many modes, for various purposes, and for audiences who will genuinely be interested 

in their thoughts. It develops students’ composition strategies that can span modes and 

purposes. It fosters a deep understanding of the nuance of language and signs in many 

modes instead of limiting them to just printed words on a page. Additionally, when 
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students create in multimodality, they often address compositional process in these 

modes that they may struggle with in print. They may use similar literary terms and may 

express an awareness of task, audience, and purpose (Bruce, 2010; Miller & Bruce, 

2017; Warner, 2016). To this end, new literacies composition not only stands as a 

necessary skill but also can be beneficial to helping improve students’ school-based 

composition. 

New literacies and the common core learning standards connection. 

The Common Core Learning Standards dictate the types of learning that should 

be occurring in classrooms across the state. At each grade level, the learning standards 

focus attention to close reading and critical analysis writing. As students move to each 

new grade, the standards are meant to build upon previous learning. In ELA curricula, 

students are expected to be able to read grade level texts with increasing complexity. 

They need to be able to make sense of the texts on both a literal and interpretive level. 

In making inferences and answering questions, students are trained to cite relevant 

textual evidence in support of claims. Although there are dozens of standards at each 

grade level, these are the essence of instruction and assessment. 

ELA instruction in most classrooms remains deeply rooted in reading print texts 

and responding in traditional writing tasks. Students confirmed this truth numerous 

times in formal interviews, informal discussions, and through their initial struggle in 

working in multiliteracies. However, as is evidenced by the connections students 

perceived between the standards and the activities in TEAM time, it is obvious that the 

standards can absolutely be addressed when giving students the opportunity to make 
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sense of and to demonstrate their learning by using texts beyond print (Batchelor, 2015; 

Boche & Henning, 2015; Hutchison & Colwell, 2014; Miller & Bruce, 2017). 

All of my lesson plans for TEAM time were dependent upon my strong 

understanding of the learning standards and how to make even non-traditional reading 

and writing assignments fit within the confines of those standards. It is important to 

reiterate that undertaking a new literacies stance does not mean abandoning the “old” in 

terms of texts and writing products. What it means is giving students choice, building 

awareness of texts beyond print, and using strong compositional strategies regardless 

of the mode of “writing”. 

In TEAM time, students read texts that are considered classic middle school 

literature including The Giver and The Outsiders. However, rather than remain solely in 

print, students were exposed to video and audio clips that made thematic connections 

to the novels. In explaining the power of dystopian literature, they learned about 

persuasion via ethos, logos, and pathos and evaluated commercials and 

advertisements to identify how they were being persuaded. 

Although students described TEAM time as “more relaxed” and “laid back”, every 

student spoke to the educational benefits of TEAM time. From “reinforcing” their 

learning in ELA to having the opportunity to “read great literature including 

Shakespeare”, students saw TEAM time as a different way to approach the curriculum. 

When speaking of differentiated instruction or sociocultural theory in practice, the idea 

that students learn in multiple modes is clear. One style of instruction does not fit all 

students. A new literacies classroom opens up multiple pathways to learning. Rather 

than restricting learning to just print-based texts, students can develop literacy skills in 
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many modes. Rather than viewing these innovative activities as “add on” or 

supplemental instruction, educators and policymakers should look at the demonstrable 

growth in students’ literacy skills during immersion in a new literacies classroom. 

New literacies is a different way to approach the standards. Rather than the 

repetitive, formulaic reading and writing required in ELA, TEAM time and the new 

literacies stance afforded students the opportunity to explore texts and to create pieces 

that reflected their learning in innovative ways. It was not uncommon for students to 

claim to be good writers because they could “cite evidence and explain it”. While this 

may seem a positive turn as far as the standards are concerned, it is limiting in that 

students do not have opportunities to compose in many other ways. If the ELA 

curriculum is designed to prepare lifelong learners, readers, and writers, this narrow 

view of literacy will pose problems as students move beyond elementary and middle 

school toward high school, college, and career paths. A new literacies classroom 

encourages writing in multiple modes for multiple purposes. This encourages students 

to develop a broad range of thinking and literacy skills that they can adapt as they face 

different challenges throughout their lives. It develops students’ ability to cite evidence 

and supporting details in various ways, often multimodally, in support of their claims not 

only in school but in their real lived experiences where their ability to communicate 

effectively will be of great importance. 

High stakes testing. 

Despite my commitment to being a new literacies practitioner, the reality is I am 

still expected to prepare students for the high stakes New York State ELA assessment 

each spring. The test assesses students’ ability to comprehend fiction and nonfiction 
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pieces and to demonstrate their understanding by successful completion of multiple 

choice questions, short response writing, and long responses in traditional essay form. 

Some parents and educators lament that students are being exposed to “teaching to the 

test” and lose authentic learning experiences as a result (Schwartz, 2014). 

This study clearly demonstrated that students who are exposed to a new 

literacies environment do not suffer when the time comes to sit for these tests. A 

common misconception is that new literacies is fine as supplemental work in the 

classroom but is not the “real” work of the ELA curriculum. Those who have a limited 

understanding of the pedagogical benefits of a classroom situated with a new literacies 

stance can view it as extraneous material that, while clearly engaging and motivating to 

students, does not accomplish the important work required of teachers and their 

students (Kist, 2005; Miller & Bruce, 2015). Without research that demonstrates the 

effects of such an environment on student performance, the misunderstanding will 

continue. This study supports the thinking that a new literacies classroom culture not 

only engages and motivates students because the work they do is different and 

important to their lives outside of school but also helps them develop close reading and 

writing skills required of them in the grade level standards and also on the high stakes 

assessments they will face throughout their academic careers (Benson, 2008). 

In this study, students did not suffer poor testing outcomes as a result of their 

exposure to a new literacies classroom either in limited doses in the ELA classroom or 

in a full-fledged new literacies TEAM time. Students either maintained their score range 

or improved upon their previous year’s testing scores. 56% of the focal students 

improved their score on the 7th grade NYS ELA Assessment in comparison to their 6th 
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grade scores. This is particularly interesting because prior to 7th grade, all students at 

Beachside Middle School have a double block of ELA time built into their schedule. ELA 

and Math receive a tremendous amount of instructional time in the district with the 

hopes that this extra time in these core classes will help students develop the skills they 

need to meet the demands of the Common Core Standards and, in turn, succeed on 

these standardized assessment. That this many students improved their testing score in 

a year when ELA instruction was just one strict ELA class period of 40 minutes per day 

but then adding a supplemental 40 minutes of TEAM time once per four day cycle 

speaks to the power of new literacies pedagogy. Although the New York State modules 

were mandated for part of the year in ELA class, I was able to integrate elements of 

new literacies into that class period after the module work was completed. Students 

then were part of ELA enrichment one period every four days during TEAM time, where 

new literacies instruction was the main focus. I was free to design instruction as I 

desired as long as the ELA standards were still addressed. 

Although students technically had two periods of ELA instruction, this double 

block of ELA did not occur every day. The daily ELA instruction followed the New York 

State modules, which allowed for little emphasis on a broad range of literacy strategies. 

Then, every fourth day, students had an ELA TEAM time period where I could employ 

all the strategies of new literacies while still meeting the demands of the standards and 

while reading print texts. 

Two students, Rachel and Frank, improved their scores from a 1 the previous 

year to strong 2 in 7th grade. Students who earn a 1 on the state assessment are 

deemed well below proficient in standards for their grade. Students in this grade 
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category received reading support from a Reading Academic Interventionist teacher. 

During the school year, a reading teacher pushed into regular ELA classes to assist 

students with reading and writing goals. However, the AIS teacher this year did not pull 

students into small group instruction during class time. He supported my lesson plans 

and was helpful during class time when we were writing or creating responses to 

literature. 

In trying to understand why these two students moved from well below grade 

level proficiency to nearing grade level proficiency in just one academic year, I observed 

that both Frank and Rachel seemed hesitant in their work in ELA class early in the year. 

However, with exposure to a new literacies environment, both grew as confident 

readers and writers. In describing her experiences in both ELA and TEAM time, Rachel 

noticed a correlation between the ELA nature of work in both but also noticed a striking 

difference. 

I think TEAM, it would have been a lot different in class if we read Shakespeare. 

It would have probably been worse in class because we would have had things 

we had to do with it, I'm sure. TEAM is a little more laid back and there wasn't 

any text evidence or anything in TEAM time. We kind of wrote a little essay in 

the memes and movies and stuff. We still kind of showed what we were thinking. 

It just wasn't a bunch of words. 

This is a student who just one year prior was ranked as well below grade level in 

reading comprehension on the state assessment. That she (and her peers) was able to 

understand a middle school version of Shakespeare’s Macbeth was remarkable. She 

recognized that in ELA class, she would have felt more restricted in demonstrating her 
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learning because the expectation was to follow the module format and to produce 

formulaic writing pieces. However, in TEAM time, she was able to use memes and 

movies to “write a little essay” instead of “just words”. She intuitively understood that 

meaning could be conveyed in ways beyond the traditional methods assessed on the 

state test. However, when the time came for her to sit for the state assessment in the 

spring, she clearly had grown as a close reader and writer. She did so partially because 

she was more confident in demonstrating her understanding of texts in many modes. 

When the time came to switch back to traditional school writing, she could use the skills 

she developed to compose in multiple modes to help her write strong responses. 

It was clear during TEAM time in particular that students gained confidence in 

their abilities as readers, writers, and thinkers. In the “less formal”, as the students 

described it, setting, they could take risks with their learning. They were still reading 

texts that would be considered canonical at the middle school level (The Giver, The 

Outsiders) but instead of writing test-based responses in the form of short responses 

and full length essays, they were composing multimodal pieces to demonstrate their 

understanding of the texts. In using these familiar forms of composition such as 

Instagram posts, memes, and digital videos, students did not have to struggle with the 

format of the composition and could, instead, devote their energies to understanding the 

texts on both literal and connotative levels. Since students always had options to 

demonstrate their understanding, they used the form they felt most familiar with and, in 

doing so, alleviated some of the struggle in attempting to make sense of a text using 

just words. This was most beneficial to students who were deemed “below grade level” 

in reading and writing. It is not surprising that the students who had earned a 1 on the 
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previous year’s state assessment improved their score to a 2, which would indicate they 

are nearing grade level competency because they gained confidence in their literacy 

skills through a broad range of reading and writing experiences (Ayotte & Collins, 2017; 

Batchelor, 2015; Kress, 2017; Miller, 2007; Mills, 2010, New London Group, 1996). 

247 



    

	 		

 

    

    

         

            

             

           

          

            

           

  

          

           

            

                

              

           

             

           

  

         

            

        

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Implications 

Implications for Education Policies 

Expanding the definition of school-based literacy. 

Some of the most crucial conversations needed among policymakers for the ELA 

curriculum at local, state, and national levels are how to expand what counts as literacy 

instruction and assessment in light of social and cultural realities. In an increasingly 

digital world, it seems foolish to limit literacy to print-based texts. Today’s students are 

exposed to numerous literacy opportunities on a daily basis. Most of these events occur 

outside of school beyond traditional school hours. It makes good pedagogical sense to 

find ways to incorporate these out of school literacies into the work students do in 

schools. 

Rather than limiting “literacy” to a student’s ability to read and comprehend texts 

and to produce the written word that speaks to their understanding of texts and 

concepts, it makes sense to expand the definition of literacy to acknowledge that 

literacy is a social practice enacted on a personal level in a variety of ways, we can 

begin to see that literacy is not merely based in texts that can be consumed and 

produced in print. Once educators support this more complete view of literacy, it is 

simple to see that by opening up the ways we encourage students to “read” and “write”, 

we offer students a limitless range of possibilities in which to grow all of their literacy 

skills. 

A new literacies-focused curriculum does not exclude traditional print or literacy 

skills in a traditional sense. Instead, the classroom becomes a rich tapestry of Common 

Core aligned literacy activities. These experiences are differentiated, culturally 
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responsive, and developmentally appropriate. It is clear that innovative new literacies 

classrooms are engaging and motivating. While these classrooms may seem lacking in 

the “real work” of ELA, it is undeniable that when students are motivated and engaged 

in learning they find relevant to their lives, their learning is improved. Then, through the 

work of transmediation, students can achieve competency in a multitude of literacy 

practices. 

Mandated curriculum. 

In direct response to student achievement on state tests, New York State created 

a set of ELA modules meant to ensure teachers had the texts and tools to fully 

incorporate the standards into their teaching. The supposition was that once students 

had a full year of proper standards exposure, their test scores would rise. There are a 

few flaws to this thinking. First, the perception by teachers that they were incapable of 

developing lessons aligned to the standards was ill-received. Further, the modules were 

so lengthy, many teachers struggled to make sense of what students should be able to 

do throughout them. Finally, as the scores on the state tests did not necessarily improve 

because of the use of the modules left some question as to their value. 

Educators report feeling a loss of creative freedom when modules or mandated 

curriculum are forced upon them. In New York State, all teachers must hold a Master’s 

degree in order to be employed. Mandating curriculum denies these highly educated 

professionals the opportunity to accurately assess student needs and then plan 

meaningful lessons to address those needs. 

During the time when the modules were mandated at Beachside, I often felt 

bewildered at the point of the modules. I spent approximately 5 hours every weekend 
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trying to decipher learning targets and standards meant to be addressed by the supplied 

lessons. I used graphic organizers and texts provided in those modules but often knew I 

could create better materials based on how I knew my students learned. For example, 

the modules presented a confusing graphic organizer meant to have students organize 

their thoughts and text evidence to create a short response to literature. Not 

surprisingly, students struggled with the organizer because they were not reflective of 

students’ experiences or interests. 

In considering student lived experiences and interests, it occurred to me that any 

strong academic writing was a conversation in which no detail should be omitted. I knew 

students were familiar with text messaging so I suggested they try an online fake text 

message program as a graphic organizer. In each text bubble, they wrote each of the 

required components of the short response (answer the questions, two pieces of text 

evidence, and full explanation of how that evidence proved their answer was correct). 

This proved to be an effective graphic organizer because they could see how leaving 

out one of the pieces of information was as confusing as if one part of a texting 

conversation was never sent or received. 

Additionally, the texts required of the 7th grade NYS modules were neither 

canonical texts nor particularly interesting texts. When attempting to instill a lifelong 

passion for reading, it makes much more sense to expose students to high interest, yet 

rich, novels. Most of my students come to me at the beginning of the year and admit to 

not liking reading. They often discuss their past classroom experiences of having to fill 

in packets of information on books and being forced to read particular genres of 

literature. 
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TEAM time afforded me the opportunity to familiarize students with high interest, 

challenging novels in ways they had never been exposed to before in their academic 

careers. I often choose The Outsiders for 7th graders as it is an American classic, is 

highly engaging, and allows for deep discussion of characterization and theme. Over 

the course of my career, I have had students become excited to read the novel and 

after our study of it, seek out books either written by the author or written in a similar 

manner. If one of the goals of ELA is to instill a love of reading, this novel certainly 

moves even the most hesitant reader to pick up a book. While the modules are 

designed to meet the standards, a teacher well versed in the standards and in what 

students should be able to read and write by the end of the year can create lessons that 

align with the standards in more creative ways. 

Although the implementation of the New York State modules and other scripted-

type curriculum is done with the intention of improving student outcomes, they are not 

necessarily effective. The work within these curricula can seem redundant and boring to 

students. When the work is tedious, students lose focus on the task at hand and their 

learning will be impeded. Throughout this study, students reported they were expected 

to do the same types of writing and reading every school year. The modules, which had 

been mandated in this district for a few years prior to this study, focused student 

learning on a narrow range of standards. The literature within the modules was less 

than enticing and often did not address student interests or lived experiences. When 

writing was required, students were expected to know how to cite text evidence in 

support of claims. With so much focus on state test writing preparation, all types of 
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creative or expressive writing were relegated to when the “real” work of the ELA 

classroom was completed. 

Instead of mandating ELA modules or scripted curricula, district should be 

encouraged to explore how students’ exposure to literacy within a new literacies 

focused classroom can achieve the same results. Not only did students in this study 

demonstrate growth in local and high stakes measures, they reported feeling revitalized 

when they were given broad choices in reading and writing. Instead of viewing students’ 

achievement in spite of a new literacies environment, policymakers need to explore 

student achievement because of a new literacies environment. 

Expanding new literacies exposure in classrooms. 

Based on the findings presented in my data, I argue that students need more 

exposure to new literacies practice in every ELA classroom experience. Students 

repeatedly mentioned in formal interviews and in informal discussions with their peers 

and me that ELA and TEAM time were “so different” than what they were used to in ELA 

classes in previous years. Although our regular ELA class was mandated to use the 

modules for much of the year, I did try to incorporate new literacies as frequently as 

appropriately possible. TEAM time, however, was completely built on a solid foundation 

of new literacies. New literacies should become an integral part of all ELA instruction. It 

should not viewed as the “spoonful of sugar that makes the medicine go down” (Bailey, 

2009, p. 217; Kist, 2005) 

It is not unreasonable to assume that the reason some teachers do not embrace 

a new literacies stance is because they are unfamiliar with it on numerous levels. 

Veteran teachers who have been out of their teacher preparation programs for a few 
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years do not have the opportunity of taking a college class where new literacies is 

studied. Newer teachers who may have just completed their education programs may 

not have been exposed to new literacies pedagogy. Teachers of any experience level 

may be hesitant to embrace a new literacies stance because they are unfamiliar with 

what that means to their classroom practice. They can be wary of the seemingly 

overwhelming technological possibilities available to them. They may also be cautious 

in using technology in the classroom because they are not comfortable with using it in 

educational settings. The availability of technology in districts may also hinder full 

implementation of a new literacies stance. 

To overcome these obstacles, new literacies instruction should be offered as 

continuing education and professional development courses. This instruction can begin 

by focusing on how to use the many technological tools available to teachers. In this 

type of learning, teachers can learn how to use the tools from a student perspective and 

can explore the potential uses in their practice. Teachers should be encouraged to 

“mess around” with the technology to become familiar with it and expand their 

instructional possibilities. There needs to be a deliberate focus on not merely buying 

devices to increase teachers’ and students’ use of technology in the classroom but 

rather on how to use those devices in true new literacies fashion that supports strong 

pedagogy. 

Continuing education coursework can also focus on the theory of new literacies 

so that educators can understand what new literacies mean. In this type of setting, 

teachers should read research in new literacies so they can begin to understand how 

students learn in such an environment. Without guidance at this broader focus, teachers 
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may be unable to explain the potential powerful learning that is afforded to students in a 

new literacies classroom. They may struggle to explain how they are not using 

technology and multimodality as supplemental work of the ELA classroom but instead 

are using it because it meets the demands of the Common Core Standards and is solid 

pedagogy. 

Since so much of my work is focused in implementing new literacies and growing 

in my understanding of how it impacts learning, I have begun teaching a 20-hour 

professional development course in a few districts. The course, What Are New 

Literacies and Why Do They Matter, is delivered completely online and gives educators 

and administrators an opportunity to read seminal pieces on new literacies. Then, in an 

effort to combine theory with practice, class participants “read” and “write” multimodal 

pieces so they begin to appreciate the rich literacy skills required when approaching any 

modality. In just two offerings, more than 50 educators have been exposed to new 

literacies theory and practice. Participants have ranged from administrators, elementary 

teachers, and secondary ELA teachers. These teachers have commented that the 

course should be mandatory for all ELA and literacy teachers as it stretches their 

understanding of literacy in the 21st century. While I do not favor mandating any type of 

curriculum to teachers or students, ELA teachers should be strongly encouraged to take 

the course or at least read peer-reviewed articles or crucial texts in the field. 

Intentionally focusing attention on expanding educators’ exposure to new 

literacies must happen if educators are to move curricular decisions beyond standard 

practice. By building a solid argument of how to engage students’ out of school 

literacies in the work of the ELA classroom to not only engage and motivate them but 
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also to help them develop close reading, writing, and thinking skills is vital to moving 

new literacies from the rare occurrence it is now to standard practice. Once educators 

have a basic understanding of new literacies, ongoing support should be provided so 

that they can continue to develop their skill set to meet the needs of their students 

Need for teachers to become researchers. 

It is no surprise that teachers are tremendously busy with the daily work of their 

classrooms and the administrative work that is expected. For this reason, it is not 

surprising that many educators often live in the moment rather than considering what 

adjustments they can make to their instruction to better serve the needs of their 

students. However, I argue that restricting a teacher’s knowledge to just his or her 

classroom is counterintuitive. Teachers possess a wealth of knowledge not only about 

their students but about teaching and learning in general. They are the front lines of 

American education yet are often left to accept mandates and changes without much 

input. 

Fecho (2003) rightly argues, “unless schools recognize the tremendous potential 

of their own teachers conducting research in their classrooms and support such 

research with money, infrastructure, time, and acknowledgment, they will also continue 

to silence many practitioner researchers” (p. 290). Teachers hold a unique position 

within the educational system. Faced with dilemmas and successes on a daily basis, 

they are equipped to explore how and why students learn and what may hold them back 

from reaching their fullest potential. Rather than merely analyze data, as is so often 

expected, teachers should be encouraged and supported to study their work and their 
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students’ subsequent outcomes so that they can add to the growing body of knowledge 

about how students learn. 

Further, district should look at leveling the playing field when it comes to 

availability of technology. The next educational divide may very well be the chasm 

between students who were exposed to technology-rich and multimodal education and 

those who have not. Financial decisions in a district are made based on the greatest 

needs of its students. Certainly, educating students with a mindful awareness of their 

lived experiences and how those can impact their learning should be among the more 

pressing initiatives in any district. 

Implications for Students 

Literacy development in authentic learning. 

The best learning experiences are those that are authentic and meaningful to 

students. The New London Group (1996) was correct in its assertion that 

there is ample evidence that people do not learn anything well unless they are 

both motivated to learn and believe that they will be able to use and function with 

what they are learning in some way that is in their interest (p. 85). 

As students in this study mentioned, they were not exposed to a new literacies stance 

classroom in their ELA experiences prior to that school year. Their first exposure to 

such a classroom proved both exciting and challenging at the same time. Unfamiliar 

with multimodality in a school setting, some students sometimes initially struggled to 

demonstrate their learning in these unconventional ways. They may have been 

accustomed to using the tools of multimodality in their lives outside of school and may 

have found it peculiar to bring those into their learning. However, with deliberate 

256 



    

	 		

             

            

        

  

         

           

         

           

            

          

    

           

        

           

          

            

          

            

    

         

            

           

         

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

instruction and explicit instruction in how these unusual modes can be employed in a 

classroom setting, students began to feel more at ease using tools such as digital video, 

social media-like creations, and popular culture artifacts such as memes to demonstrate 

their learning. 

Students will most likely find “reading” and “writing” multimodally interesting and 

engaging. Once students are motivated to learn, they are willing to push themselves 

further into their learning. In a new literacies classroom, when tools such as digital 

video, social media-like platforms, and memes are used, students do not need to 

struggle with competency in the mode and can, instead, focus their cognitive energy on 

showing what they know in ways that are less intimidating. Encouraging students to 

explain their compositional choices through heuristics or talk alouds reveal central 

elements in strong composition in any mode. In these multimodal and nontraditional 

compositions, students practice similar compositional choices they are expected to be 

able to produce in traditional school writing. Elements of strong writing such as 

audience awareness, writer’s voice, deliberate word and element choice, and masterful 

composition are all present in any type of composition. If students struggle with 

traditional school writing, multimodality makes sense so that students gain expertise in 

these compositional strategies outside of a mode that may cause frustration and, as a 

result, avoidance of composition. 

Similarly, students can develop reading comprehension and close reading skills 

in modes other than print. It is not unusual for students at any given grade level to 

present with lower than grade level expected reading comprehension skills. In an 

attempt to assuage these deficits, students who are significantly below grade level 
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received academic intervention services with a reading specialist. In these classes, 

students are exposed to just print texts and remedial reading instruction strategies. In 

this study, students’ reading levels grew tremendously throughout the school year in 

their first exposure to a new literacies stance classroom. For students who struggle to 

make sense of print texts, the study suggests they may benefit from “reading” practice 

in modes beyond just print. This practice seems futile. Rather than continuing to instruct 

and assess in print, it would make sense to explore multimodality. As this study 

reported, students developed close reading and strong composition skills using multiple 

modes. 

Further, the Common Core reading standards can be achieved when students 

explore various modes. One of the central skills required of intermediate and middle 

school students is citing text evidence in support of claims. Certainly, this can be 

achieved by asking students to “read” short video clips, images, or even listening to 

audio. Students clearly demonstrated competency in then “writing” that evidence via 

images, color, or other multimodal choices. Once students are able to cite evidence in 

these modes, deliberate, explicit instruction in how they can use those same thought 

processes to apply them to print text might go a long way to help them grow in their 

understanding of all literacy modalities. 

Differentiated instruction. 

All educators realize that teaching and learning is not a one size fits all 

phenomenon. Each student comes to the classroom with a different set of skills and 

individualized learning needs. While this can seem overwhelming to educators, it is 
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expected that instruction is differentiated so that all students can access learning no 

matter what they bring to the educational table. 

At the core of new literacies instruction is the concept of student choice, 

welcoming students’ lived experiences, and creating a true community of learners 

where all participants, students and teacher alike, can be share the responsibility of 

teacher and learner. These ideas are the foundation to differentiated instruction in 

practice. 

Differentiated instruction in the ELA classroom has largely relied on how to adjust 

print based texts and writing tasks so that students at every ability level can succeed. It 

is not uncommon for students to read books at their designated grade level, even if that 

grade level is below their age-related grade. As students get older, this can turn into a 

point of embarrassment and shame. Students in 7th grade are acutely aware if they are 

reading books they deem “babyish”. The plot and theme of these books can be 

demeaning to adolescent students. Similarly, although students may not like to write, 

giving them “watered down” versions of grade-level writing tasks again gives them the 

perception that they are not capable. 

Rather than potentially damage a student’s self-esteem, new literacies can be 

used to differentiate literacy instruction. By using multimodal texts deliberately and 

purposefully, a teacher can work to strengthen a student’s reading and writing skills. 

Rather than viewing this work as “less than”, students often are invigorated by this 

innovative work. As a result, their confidence grows as does their motivation to 

approach different texts. By embracing a new literacies stance that welcomes both print 
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and nonprint texts into the classroom, educators afford their students varied, 

individualized opportunities to engage with literacy. 

Implications for Educational Change 

As this study was designed as teacher research, one of the most crucial 

purposes of the study was to drive appropriate change in the field. English Language 

Arts teachers are responsible for building students’ literacy skills in the traditional sense 

of being able to read print and to write traditional academic responses. Schools have 

relied on the same strategies to teach reading and writing for decades. Most students 

receive instruction in literacy in the same ways that I received instruction decades ago. 

Maintaining these parameters are insufficient to educating today’s student. 

Literacy is always based in the social and cultural experience of people. It does 

not make much sense that literacy is viewed the same today as it was years ago. The 

times have changed. The tools of literacy have changed dramatically especially in light 

of rapid advancements in technology. People today are participating in their worlds via 

the internet and are no longer merely consuming information but are producing 

information that will be read and shared with a worldwide audience. To continue to limit 

literacy to just the printed word ignores the social and cultural advances in our world. 

High stakes environment. 

It can be particularly frightening to change the traditional view of literacy and how 

it is taught and assessed when so much is dependent upon a child’s earned literacy 

level. On one hand, a child who is functionally illiterate will have limited opportunities as 

he or she goes through their schooling and heads toward a career. In the current 
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educational climate, a student’s ability to read and write has serious implications for the 

student and the teacher beyond this scenario. 

A student who is deemed below grade level will receive reading intervention 

services. While this can be helpful to close their reading comprehension gaps, it is not 

without social stigma. It is not uncommon for students in middle school to feel 

ostracized because they need additional reading support. Certainly, as these students 

head into high school, they will continue to lag behind their peers and will, most likely, 

not have the opportunity to take higher level courses. This, in turn, may impact their 

self-awareness and be further limiting in their academic careers. 

As far as student growth is concerned, this study supports that students do show 

marked growth in local measures of student literacy growth as measured by triannual 

assessments of reading comprehension and ongoing monitoring of students’ writing 

ability. In the Scholastic Reading Inventory, it is expected that students would grow 75-

100 points each school year. It was not unusual for students in this study to grow more 

than that over the course of the academic year. Students’ writing improved 

tremendously over the year as documented by their ability to write a variety of 

responses. Giving students multiple pathways to literacy acquisition makes good sense. 

Perhaps the biggest area of concern in implementing a new literacies stance is 

the high stakes testing culture so dominant in schools. Although teachers try not to 

“teach to the test”, the reality is students, teachers, and districts are measured by the 

pass rate on these lengthy annual exams. Whether educators agree with the tests or 

not, the reality is it is expected that students are well prepared for these tests. Teachers 

and policymakers may be particularly hesitant to implement new literacies for fear of not 
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preparing their students for these tests, which assess a student’s ability to comprehend 

print texts and to respond to those texts with formulaic writing tasks. 

In the current educational climate, a student’s literacy success is also a measure 

of a teacher’s effectiveness. In the high stakes testing culture, students who do not test 

at the proficient level are counted against the teacher in the evaluation process. 

Thankfully in New York State, a moratorium is currently in effect that prevents these 

scores from affecting a teacher’s yearly evaluation score. However, there is no 

guarantee that these scores will not one day be used as part of the teacher evaluation 

process. For this reason, teachers may be particularly hesitant to implement any major 

changes to their practice. In a world of the unknown, teachers rely on the “tried and 

true” rather than taking appropriate risks to improve student learning. 

This study, however, detailed how a new literacies stance addresses numerous 

Common Core Standards traditionally taught and assessed through print-based texts. 

Further, it is crucial to remember that embracing a new literacies stance does not mean 

abandoning traditional texts in favor of “new”. Instead, it encourages a wide range of 

reading and writing in multiple modes to help students develop those literacy skills 

required of the standards. 

This study further supports a teacher should he or she decide to try to implement 

new literacies stance because students in this study performed better on those 

assessments than their grade level peers across the state and their home district. 

Anecdotal data from my ten years in the classroom confirms that students who are 

exposed to new literacies practices do not struggle when it comes time to take a test. 

Over the past ten years, my students have always performed better than traditionally 
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prepared students. It is clear that because students in a new literacies classroom are 

constantly working within the Common Core Standards and are exposed to rich, 

complex texts in multiple modes, they are well prepared for the demands of these high 

stakes tests despite having a dramatically different classroom experience. 

Teacher stance. 

This study also explored how I have intentionally positioned myself as a new 

literacies practitioner over the span of my ten year teaching career. Arguably, the 

teacher I am today is not the teacher I was ten years ago. Throughout the many 

changes that have taken place in my practice over the years, I have always focused on 

how students can and should read and write in multiple modes. I believe in always 

giving students a choice in project creation. I position myself as not the sole source of 

knowledge and not only welcome but actively invite students’ expertise into the 

classroom. It is crucial that today’s teacher evaluates his or her teaching philosophy and 

modify it to better meet the needs of today’s students. 

Part of the reason the ELA classroom looks like it did when I was in middle 

school is curricular decisions that have maintained a traditional view of literacy. The 

other part is that either teacher preparation programs or teacher continuing education 

programs have not been mindful of social and cultural changes that, in turn, impact how 

today’s student learns. 

This is not to say that embracing a pioneering view of education is without worry. 

Throughout my career, I have had to occasionally defend my pedagogical choices 

because they “looked different”. This is a difficult conversation to have with 

administrators who may be hesitant to embrace a different view of teaching and 
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learning. However, I hope that because of this research, ELA teachers may feel more 

confident in expanding their literacy instruction to embrace, to whatever degree they 

deem appropriate, a new literacies stance. 

It is also important to remember that a new literacies stance is forever in flux. The 

“new” in new literacies is not stagnant. As new social, cultural, and technological 

developments take place, literacy again changes. A new literacies practitioner must be 

acutely aware of these changes and must be willing to invest the time to explore how 

they might fit into the work of the ELA classroom. 

Implications for Future Research 

Many studies within new literacies have found high levels of student engagement 

and motivation when they find themselves in a classroom that encourages this “new” 

kind of reading and writing. However, not many studies have been conducted that 

explore the outcome of student work in new literacies with their high stakes test results 

or other measures of student achievement. 

It may be wise to conduct longitudinal studies that follow students who have been 

exposed to new literacies throughout their middle and secondary educations. These 

studies would be useful in understanding how exposure to new literacies instruction 

impacts student learning throughout their academic careers. It would be helpful to study 

students who have had a single year of exposure to assess the impact on their learning 

and achievement. Once more teachers enact a new literacies approach to literacy, 

research on students who have repeated or ongoing exposure to new literacies might 

be valuable in understanding how students in these settings perform in comparison to 

their peers. 
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It would be interesting to follow students who, like these focal students, had 

exposure to a new literacies classroom in their middle school years to see if they were 

successful throughout their high school ELA classes and, in particular, what they score 

on their 11th grade Common Core Examination in ELA that is required for high school 

graduation. Further, it may be beneficial to study how these students fared in their high 

school ELA courses and whether they were successful in higher level coursework such 

as honors or Advanced Placement courses. 

It may be useful to follow these students as they graduate from institutions of 

secondary education and head to college or careers. It would be interesting to monitor 

their ability to manage the literacy demands of those settings. As a new literacies stance 

encourages composition and reading in multiple modes and for multiple purposes, it 

would be interesting to evaluate in what ways, if any, a new literacies background helps 

to prepare students for their literate lives. 

Lastly, it may be valuable to study educators and policymakers who may be 

hesitant or unaware of the potential pedagogical reasons to implement new literacies, in 

any degree, in the classroom. By understanding where the confusion or hesitation to do 

so lies, new literacies proponents can better build an argument as to the plausibility of 

implementing a new literacies stance in classrooms across the country instead of it 

remaining in so few classrooms. Without this understanding, new literacies will not be 

embraced as a viable, powerful teaching stance. 
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Limitations 

While the possibilities of a new literacies stance are clear, this study is not 

without limitations. For one, students’ growth in reading and writing could be attributed 

to the fact that they had two ELA periods every four school days during the time period 

of this study. Students were scheduled for their regular ELA class and then had their 

TEAM ELA class every four days on a rotating schedule. This additional time immersed 

in the standards could account for their growth. However, these students had a double 

block period of ELA throughout their academic careers through 6th grade and did not 

realize the same growth patterns. 

Teachers from 7th through 12th grade are certified in content areas. This is in 

stark contrast to teachers through 6th grade who are all elementary certified teachers. 

As a result, students could have experienced tremendous growth in literacy because 

this was the first year they had an ELA teacher who is specialized in ELA content and 

pedagogy. However, all students who had been identified as struggling readers would 

have had reading intervention services via a certified literacy instructor. Although 

literacy and ELA are not the same certification, both types of educators use similar 

literacy strategies. 

Finally, as this cohort of students was the first 3rd grade class to be instructed 

under the Common Core Standards, their growth in 7th grade could be a result of years 

of implicit instruction and assessment within the standards. While opponents of the 

standards argue against their developmental appropriateness, it could be possible that 

once students reach the middle school grades, the standards are age-appropriate and, 
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as a result, students are more successful on assessments measuring their proficiency in 

the standards. 
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Conclusion 

Today’s students’ educational experiences are not that far removed from that of 

their parents. In the ELA class, which is meant to strengthen students’ literacy skills 

through close reading and analytical writing, today’s student still reads similar, if not the 

same, texts their parents read and are expected to know how to write academic prose 

to demonstrate their understanding of what they have read and learned. 

Educators and parents may lament that children today are reading and writing 

with less frequency and with less skill than previous generations. While it may be true 

that young people are not as likely to pick up a classic novel or pen a traditional essay, 

they are, in fact, engaged in frequent literacy activities in nontraditional ways. Social 

media, web 2.0 capabilities, and modern modes of communication such as texting 

mean even young students are “reading” their world in a variety of ways and are 

creating content for an audience that is well beyond the confines of the classroom walls. 

It makes sense to understand how these literacies can help inform classroom 

practice and influence student learning. When educators understand that literacy is not 

a set script of skills but is, instead, the manner in which people make sense of their 

surroundings and create meaning, it is clear to see that students may not be reading 

and writing voluntarily outside of school in a way that is valued by the education system 

but they are doing complex literacy work frequently and voluntarily. When educators 

seek to understand this phenomenon and look to incorporate these practices to help 

further the literacy practices schools do value, educators are well on their way to 

incorporating a new literacies stance. 

268 



    

	 		

          

             

          

           

          

           

          

     

        

           

         

         

           

              

            

           

          

          

         

             

       

             

            

IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Researchers should continue to explore how new literacies is not just “fun” but 

can be part of a rich tapestry of literacy exposure in rigorous, standards-aligned ELA 

pedagogy. This study should add insight into how new literacies pedagogy aligns with 

the Common Core Standards and, in New York State, the Next Generation Learning 

Standards. Further, data from student achievement supports the claim that students do 

make great strides in literacy measures assigned by schools and, to that end, develop 

skills in innovative ways that helps prepare them for the high stakes testing culture that 

is inevitably part of their education experience. 

While teachers and administrators may be cautious of implementing yet another 

program that promises to improve student outcomes, a new literacies stance is not an 

education program but is an education lifestyle. With ongoing training, authentic 

opportunities to take some perceived risks, and feedback from colleagues and students, 

educators will be well on their way to developing an initial new literacies understanding 

that will inevitably morph and develop with further exposure. If the point of an education, 

especially in the age of the Common Core, is to prepare students for college and 

career, educators must expand the definition of literacy instruction and not limit students 

to the same experience of their parents decades earlier. Educators should instill in all 

students the ability to understand the multitude of texts they will encounter throughout 

their lives. Educators should help students develop a broad range of composition skills 

so they can claim their voice in whatever forum they find themselves. Embracing a new 

literacies stance in the ELA classroom gives students authentic, meaningful literacy 

experiences that will serve them well no matter the situation. They learn how to read 

and write, to participate in their communities, whatever those may be, not only with 
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school-honored texts but also in all the modalities they will encounter throughout their 

lives. They realize the full power of education: to make meaningful contributions to their 

communities and worlds. The time is now to stop treating new literacies as superfluous 

work and, instead, to recognize and appreciate the multiple ways students read and 

write as equally valuable and educationally sound. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Standards Assessed on April 2018 NYS ELA Assessment - Grade 7 

Standard and Description Frequency on Exam 

RL7.2 - Determine a theme or central idea of a text and 
analyze its development over the course of the text. 

3 - multiple choice questions 
1 - short constructed response 

RL7.3 - Analyze how particular elements of a story or 
drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes the characters or 
plot). 

2 - multiple choice questions 
1 - short constructed response 
1 - full length essay 

RL7.4 - Determine the meaning of words and phrases as 
they are used in a text, including figurative and connotative 
meanings. 

1 - multiple choice questions 
1 - short constructed response 

RL7.6 - Analyze how an author develops and contrasts the 
points of view of different characters or narrators in a text. 

1 - multiple choice question 
1 - short constructed response 

RI7.2 - Determine two or more central ideas in a text and 
analyze their development over the course of the text. 

3 - multiple choice questions 

RI7.3 - Analyze the interactions between individuals, 
events, and ideas in a text. 

4 - multiple choice questions 

RI7.4 - Determine the meaning of words and phrases as 
they are used in a text, including figurative, connotative, 
and technical meanings; analyze the impact of a specific 
word choice on meaning and tone. 

3 - multiple choice questions 

RI7.5 - Analyze the structure an author uses to organize a 
text, including how the major sections contribute to the 
whole and to the development of the ideas. 

1 - multiple choice question 
2 - short constructed responses 

RI7.6 - Determine an author’s point of view or purpose in a 
text and analyze how the author distinguishes his or her 
position from that of others. 

1 - multiple choice question 
1 - short constructed response 

RI7.8 - Trace and evaluate the argument and specific 
claims in a text, assessing whether the reasoning is sound 
and the evidence is relevant and sufficient to support the 
claims. 

2 - multiple choice questions 
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Appendix B 

Student Interview Questions 

Tell me what your experience has been making movies either for school or for fun. 

Think now about the other creative kinds of things you got to do in class or for your book 
projects. Can you tell me about any of those? 

Do you ever make movies outside of school for fun? 

When you create these creative things, how do they go from planning to finished? 

Did you ever get to do creative projects like movies and social media like things in other 
classes before our ELA class? 

Think about when you create movies or creative projects, and then when you write 
essays. Which way do you think you're able to tell your story better and why? 

How would you describe yourself as a writer? 

Why do you think you improved as a reader and writer in 7th grade? 

When you're going to write something for school, if you had your pick, what kind of 
environment do you want to write in? 

So when you have to write something for school, how would you plan your writing? 

What similarities do you see, if any, between making a movie and doing creative 
projects and making a writing assignment? 

Think about when you create movies or creative projects, and then when you write 
essays. Which way do you think you're able to tell your story better and why? 

What educational value do you see in making movies and creative projects? In what 
ways do you think making those types of things helps your reading and writing 
stronger? 

What differences do you see between TEAM time classes and our regular ELA class? 

What ways, if any, has TEAM time helped you grow as a reader and writer? 

Anything else you’d like to add to help me understand how you saw TEAM time or ELA 
class in 7th grade? 
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Appendix C 

Student Questionnaire 
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APPENDIX C (continued) 

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Appendix D 

Student Perception of Selves as Writers – 
First Cycle Coding – In Vivo 

THEME QUOTE NOTES 

Composition 
process -
Writing -
limited view -
this is a big 
one I think 

I would know to start by saying what it is and then I have to give a quote for text evidence. And then I need to explain 
the quote. 

I don't usually use a graphic organizer because I already know, well, even without a graphic organizer, I know that's 
what I have to do every time. I have to answer the question, give text evidence, and explain. So I don't need an 
organizer. 

I honestly wouldn't make a graphic organizer on my own because I think of it in my head and then write it down. I know 
that's not always the best thing to do but it works for me. 

When it's a school project when you read just books about whichever you're assigned to, it's not quite the same. I'm 
not trying to brag or anything, when it's free writing, it turns out way better than an essay turns out for me because 
essays are just, it's the same thing over and over again. With school, I'll pay more attention to grammar and commas 
and that kind of stuff. I make sure all that is ok because obviously in school, if you don't have the right quotation 
marks, you're going to get points taken off. 

It’s the same thing over and over and over. 

I write the whole thing and then read through sentence at a time and see if I can make it any better. It's pretty much 
what I wrote the first time but then sometimes I switch out some words and stuff but it's pretty much what I started 
with...we’ve worked on vocab and stuff. 

As a writer, I think I'm pretty average. I don't think I am so good. I think writing is one of my weaker spots. I don't think 
I'm a strong writer. Yeah. Kind of. ELA is never my strong point. I've always been in the 80s when everything else was 
the 90s. My other teacher didn't take off for things like spelling and commas but I was never good at writing. It 
depends. If it's an easy subject for me, I can most of the time just think about it in my head and just write from there. 
But when it's harder, like what we're doing now, the longer essay, I probably do a graphic organizer. 

I underlined on the texts what I thought I wanted to use in my essay. Sometimes I use a graphic organizer. I don't 
really do any editing. I kind of just write it once and then that's it. 

I think I improved this year more than in other years on my state exams. I think I did good on them this year. I feel like I 
did way better than any other years. A graphic organizer is helpful. It's a plan because then you know what you're 
going to write. I would probably make some kind of graphic organizer even if you didn't give me one (NOTE: we gave 
one for the exam and it was mandatory to fill in; he did not do any for his state test writing) 

I usually brainstorm. 

Claudia 

Claudia 

Frank 

Lex 

Lexa 

Rachel 

Jose 

Abigail 

Evan 

Wendy 
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Appendix E 

Independent Reading Project Options - No Technology Required 
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Appendix F 

Independent Reading Project Options - Technology Required 
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Appendix G 

Body Biography Assignment - Freak the Mighty 
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Appendix H 

Student Directions for Digital Video Creation in Magisto 
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Appendix I 

Student Directions for Digital Video Creation in Stupeflix 
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Appendix J 

“If I Were in Charge of the World” Copy Change Poem Assignment 
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Appendix K 

Teacher Model of Copy Change Poem “If I Were in Charge of the World” 
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Appendix L 

Student Blank Copy of Copy Change Poem “If I Were in Charge of the World” 
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Appendix M 

Blank Time/Culture/Place Graphic Organizer - A Long Walk to Water 
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Appendix N 

The Outsiders Character Study 
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Appendix O 

Wendy’s The Outsiders Character Study Assignment 

10 Songs Your Character Would Have on His/Her Playlist (errors are student’s) 

1. Boulevard of Broken Dreams by Greenday. This song resembles Sherry's personality because in 
the book she is like a greaser. But the only different thing is that she is a soc as boulevard of 
broken dreams shows she goes on her own path. As this song is a mellow song as she in my 
opinion she is a mellow person in my opinion in the story. Sherry goes her own way in the story 
but still keeps on holding on that she needs to help the greasers as they did to her. 

2. Love Story by Taylor Swift. This song shows a little connection with the movie and the book but a 
little off sighd track as she loved Johnny but later they start to lose interest in each other. It shows 
how love still goes on. But in the story it comes to a short end. 

3. Titanium by David Guetta. This song shows how she is a strong woman in the time of the story as 
she is independent as she doesn't let anything in her way. Nothing could have stopped her for 
helping the greasers. Titanium is a strong thing as nothing can break threw it. 

4. Grenade by Bruno Mars. In the story she lost interest in Johnny as Grenade shows how it feels 
like she was being used by the others. And it shows she put all her effort in helping him. The 
murder case. Helping them with the police. As when they do something for her she gets nothing. 

5. Falling in Love with You cover by Twenty One Pilots. This song represents in the beginning of the 
book when Dallas was being very rude to her. Johnny and ponyboy stand up to Dallas as it 
makes Sherry feel like someone cares for her. At the end of the song and the story Sherry and 
Johnny lose interest in each other. As in the song the last lyric it fades out like this song has 
ended what its meaning of it is. 

6. Cake by Melanie Martinez. The song cake is almost like Grenade by bruno mars but a little twist 
into it. Sherry in what i think she might say if this was in the book would be,’’ I am not someone 
you can use. I am not just a toy i am human.’’ But in a way this song describes how she would 
almost describe the other greasers. 

7. Dark Horse by Katy Perry. Sherry as a person is almost like a queen but not so much like a 
queen. She is on both sides greasers or a soc. She doesn't know what to do. But either way she 
has to be on both sides. As it can be confusing. As Dark horse shows what this kinda represents. 

8. Part of Me by Katy Perry. This shows how in the story before she meet Johnny and ponyboy. She 
was pushed around by Bob. And in my opinion no one can take away your personality. As this 
song shows a lot of . 

9. Satisfied by Hamilton. This song might not be a song you hear on the radio but this shows how it 
shows how she was so helpless in what she got herself into this mess. And now it shows how she 
is regretting it now. All the effort she did kinda didn't of far. 

10. Glad You Came a cover by Boyce Avenue. this shows the relationship to all of 
the characters in the story because when the sun goes down everything was 
forgotten until the next day as everything was the same adventure but 
different.In a way they all stayed gold like Ponyboy was. 

These are the top 10 song a on sherry's song list. As i would recommend it to anyone who might have the 
same interest as what Sherry. 
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IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Appendix P 

Claudia’s Outsiders Character Study for Cherry 

Ten Things About My Character 
1.Cherry Valance is pretty 
2.She has red hair 
3.Her nickname, is Cherry[Because of her red hair) 
4.She is a ‘’soc’’ 
5.She is a cheerleader 
6.She likes Ponyboy Curtis 
7.She is cute 
8.She is rich 
9.She stands up for what she believes in 
10.She likes to watch sunsets, because she thinks that they are pretty 

Nine Facts About My Character’s Crush and/or Family 
1.Cherry Valance, likes Ponyboy Curtis 
2.She had liked Ponyboy from the start, and even told him 
3.Her family was rich 
4.Her boyfriend, was Bob , who was a ‘’Soc.’’as well 
5.She doesn’t just like the ‘’Soc.’’ group of people 
6.She liked Dally and thought that he was dreamy 
7.She considers Ponyboy Curtis, as a good friend 
8.She cares about Ponyboy Curtis, because of how nice he his. 
9.Even though she did care about Johnny , she changed her mind, and said that she 
would never forgive him for killing her boyfriend Bob 

Eight Facts, About My Character’s Friends 
1.She thinks, that her friends are sophisticated 
2.One of her friends, was named Marcia 
3.Randy was one of her friends 
4.Her friend , Marcia, was tough like her 
5.Most of her friends were rich 
6.Most of her friends, were Socs 
7.All of her friends, had attended her high school 
8.A lot of her friends, had strongly disliked the Greasers 

Seven Things That My Character Hates 
1.She hates violence 
2. She hates fights, and can’t stand them 
3.She does not like hatred towards others 
4.She hates Johnny 
5.She hates boys, who annoy her 
6.She does like the fact that the two groups, are rivals 
7.She does not like weapons, in any way 
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IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Appendix P - continued 

Claudia’s Outsiders Character Study for Cherry 

Six Things That My Character Says A lot 
1.’’Things are rough all over 
2.’’Get Lost’’ 
3.’’Knock it off’ 
4.’’Cut it out’’ 
5.’’Get lost ,hood’’ 
6.’’Shut your trap’’ 

Five Things That My Character Is Afraid Of 
1.violence 
2.Losing her reputation of a being a Soc 
3.Johnny(For killing Bob) 
4.Weapons 
5.Not standing up for her beliefs 

Four Bad Habits,That my Character Has 
1.Being sarcastic sometimes 
2.Falling in love with boys even when they annoy here sometimes 
3.Laughing along with mean things that the socs do 
4.Mistaking PonyBoy, to be a filthy hood 

Three People,That My Character Admires 
1.PonyBoy 
2.Dally 
3.Bob 

Two Wishes/Dreams, That My Character Has 
1.For all violence to stop 
2.To make the Socs and The Greasers, get along together 

One Thing ,That My Character Loves The Most 
1.Watching sunsets 

(Errors are student’s) 
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IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES 

Appendix Q 

Sample of Rachel’s 10 Things About Me - Cherry 
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Appendix R 

The Outsiders Switzerland Questions 
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