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Abstract  

This chapter seeks out the educational possibilities of how we live and learn now. What 

are literacy repertoires today? What do children know right now? With the velocity of innovation 

and globalisation, there is a need to be resilient and to adapt to the multimodal diversity that we 

witness daily as we move across varied places and spaces. Harking back, the Four Resources 

Model moved the field of literacy in important ways and privileged criticality and textual 

awareness at a time when we needed it. So too did the multiliteracies framework answer a call 

for change by offering a promising design-ruled, mulitmodal pedagogy for the future. But, 

twenty-five years have gone by and we face new kinds of repertoires of literacy that demand 

reimagined ways of framing them. Drawing from my research and observations of everyday life, 

in the chapter I illustrate literacy repertoires with conceptual vignettes and I conclude the chapter 

with a landscape view of frameworks and their response to present-day realities. It is a chapter 

that attends to social changes as much as it attends to communicational changes to illustrate the 

need for new answers to an age-old issue – how to teach and learn literacy. 
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In this chapter I try as much as possible to exist in contemporaneity (Somerville, 2008). To do 

so, I take a landscape view of children’s communication and meaning making, but I also dwell in 

the ‘todayness’ of children’s lives. What is it like to be a child today?  What do children know at 

this moment in history? There is a strong tendency in research and practice to fixate on a future-

forward childhood, to think of children as burgeoning, productive, contributing citizens. As a 

researcher, although I am committed to fostering creativity in the moment and to improvisational 

making meaning, I am so often propelled into the future to think about a child, adolescent or 

teenager as a future adult. In this chapter I resist this tendency to occupy a present-day state of 

mind that has plasticity and resilience to how we live now. The chapter is structured as follows: I 

begin the chapter with theoretical and conceptual ideas that have nurtured my thinking about 

todayness; then, I speculate on contemporary ways of thinking about literacy repertoires, and I 

conclude on a pragmatic note by examining ways of mediating existing frameworks to 

contemporize theory, pedagogy, and policy. Throughout the chapter I sprinkle what I call 

conceptual vignettes drawn from research, to illustrate contemporaneity and to turn the 

conversation more toward “new work that is not interested in recognizing conventional epistemic 

objects” but rather feels “the concrete richness of the sensible” (St. Pierre, 2016, p. 34). 

Literacy is distributed across everyday practices and entangled with different forms of 

meaning making. The deeper, harder to reach grooves of everyday practices deal with such 

broader notions as histories, social class, culture, race, but the more immediate, palpable grooves 

deal with interests, predilections, emotions, and affect. Throughout this variability across people 

and their literacy practices are some commonalities and it is this terrain that I take account of in 



 

 

this chapter. If I were to generalize when I take stock of research that I have conducted over the 

past five years, there are two common and fundamental aspects of literacy: 1) a greater presence 

and reliance on senses and affect and, 2) more intra-actions in posthuman worlds (Barad, 2007). 

Why strive for resilience? 

Gutiérrez (2016) talks about an urgent need today “for new systems that demand radical 

shifts in our views of learning and in our perceptions of youth from non-dominant communities 

so that they can become agents of newly imagined futures” (p. 187). Resilience means reflecting 

on the present by accounting for qualitative differences between now and yesterday, and it also 

means revisiting and reassessing policies and pedagogies that no longer meet our needs. 

Gutiérrez insists that designing for educational possibilities entails designs that “squarely address 

issues of cultural diversity, social inequality, and robust learning” (p. 187). To design such 

educational possibilities and to conduct research for social change calls for examining social 

contexts and meaning making processes and focusing researcher efforts on informing and 

improving “the human condition of which learning is fundamental” (Gutiérrez, 2016, p. 188). 

Gutiérrez pushes for a conception of repertoires of literacy that speak to what she calls a 

sociocultural imagination. This requires that researchers have an expansive understanding of 

how people learn. Such a definition of resilience pushes for “creating and sustaining learning 

environments where mind in action is privileged rather than mind as simply bounded in the 

individual” (Gutiérrez, 2016, p. 188). Such framing of resilience relies heavily on diversity as 

capital to be leveraged and exploited. In her words, “social transformation shifts from the focus 

on ‘fixing’ people and their communities to a focus on the reorganization of systems of activity 

in which participants can become designers” (p. 192). There are layers to this process that exist 

together as ecologies as depicted in Table 1 below.  



 

 

 

Table 1 

Mapping how we live now 

 

 

To be resilient means stepping back to look at what is going on and, if necessary, adjust 

behavior to suit new needs and demands. Generally speaking, there are commonalities that have 

stood the test of time such as spaces, times, places. Where we live and these localities carry 

histories with their own stories, tensions, and belief systems. Of course spaces change, some 

quite radically, and histories unfold, but the stories and legacies of the past do not disappear, but 

rather fold into present-day stories. As far as diversity, it is ever present and dynamic, taking 

many forms and functions and it can serve as capital and/or carry tensions depending on the 

situation and context. These are fundamental layers that inform text events and attendant 

repertoires of practice and this will always be the case. With the introduction of texts and textual 

engagements in the table above, variability begins to happen as people mobilize texts in different 

Individual Histories & Backgrounds

Space, Place, Time

Social Contexts & Histories 

Diversities of all Kinds

TEXT EVENTS - digital, print, other materials

REPERTOIRES OF LITERACY

Modal Learning (image, words, sonic, etc.)

Affect and Embodiment

Posthuman-Human Engagements

Participatory Structures



 

 

ways from finding them, reading them, writing them, viewing them, designing them, and the list 

goes on. Most texts display two or more modes, which carry different affordances and 

constraints and texts are read and exchanged at a quicker pace and piped out to more people in 

local and global spaces. There is a tighter relationship between reading and writing – we read 

and write back faster than ever, perhaps at the expense of longer, deeper reading practices (Carr, 

2011). There are more gadgets, technologies and smart devices than ever and, as a result, people 

move back and forth between human and post-human worlds (Barad, 2007). Finally, affect and 

embodiment have risen as promising methodologies for analyzing literacy repertoires because 

they both call attention to the sensory-laden nature of contemporary texts with images, colours, 

movement, sound intended for emotive design, and productive practices such as Snapchat or 

Instagram. All of these repertoires and perspectives (and more) represent the new in textual 

landscapes.  

Affective and material repertoires of practice 

Existing in todayness suggests rootedness in bodies, emotions, and senses. Rather than 

adhering to a tighter, more regulatory view of literacy development, I adopt a looser framing of it 

reliant more on emotions and on perceptional engagements in the world. Such an approach sits 

within an increasing tradition in literacy studies that takes account of affect and the body 

(Enriquez, Johnson, Kontovourki & Mallozzi 2015; Leander & Boldt, 2013; Lewis & Tierney, 

2013). Affect theorists reject constructivist assumptions that thinking and knowledge exist 

outside of experience (St. Pierre, 2016) and that people think through engagement in the world. 

How can perceptions drive learning and knowledge work?  

So much about how we live now relies on perception, senses, and embodiment. To 

research these features of literacy repertoires, I draw on Merleau-Ponty’s (2004) theorizing of the 



 

 

world as bodies “which embrace and constitute the world” (p. 9). Merleau-Ponty writes that “the 

body is a natural self and, as it were, the subject of perception” (p. 9). Bodies exist with things 

and for some time now I have analyzed things that occupy everyday practices and thoughts. 

Merleau-Ponty posits that it is only through the body and bodily experiences that we have access 

to the world, so we experience the world through the sensual body. Objects are implicated in this 

rendering of perceptual engagement. Objects exist around us not as passive forces, but as active 

ones that are animated by the people who use, understand and enjoy them. In this way, there is a 

materialist overlay on thoughts and vignettes featured in the chapter. Qualities of objects exist as 

a whole and their features are tightly bound and entangled with meaning making. As I have 

previously analyzed with Pahl, objects tell stories and inform lives in important ways that are 

increasingly being acknowledged (Kuby & Gutshall-Rucker, 2016). Objects in the world 

strongly shape reactions, emotions, and perceptions. I have written previously about Minecraft 

(Rowsell, 2014; Rowsell, Maues, Moukperian, & Colquhoun, Forthcoming; Rowsell & Simon, 

In Press) and the ways that individuals experience the game as a material-perceptual platform for 

meaning making. To play Minecraft necessitates strategic and improvisional design work, 

creating storied worlds, curating information outside of the game, fostering spatial awareness and 

acumen, not to mention imaginative play. Such contemporary ‘texts’ call attention to several 

repertoires, primary amongst them are affective play and material design work. Leander and 

Boldt (2013) pushed literacy researchers to think more about perceptual, embodied engagements 

with contemporary texts like Minecraft because, more than ever, the texts that occupy our minds 

and hearts rely on perceptions and senses.  

My first conceptual vignette of everyday life draws from work that I have engaged in 

with an app developer. Though I do not mention the name of the specific app, I want to speak 



 

 

briefly about their app development rationale as a telling example of speaking directly to the 

world as bodies which “embrace and constitute the world” (Merleau-Ponty, 2004, p.  9). Apps 

work on a logic of hybrid pathways that players follow to navigate through the gaming 

experience and sensory engagement lies at the heart of the experience. There is no doubt that 

intellectual engagement plays a role in the experience, but ultimately curiosity, humour, 

interpersonal connections, frustration, even joy, push the player to continue. It can certainly be 

said that a book might do the same thing, however, there are more material screens/planes 

involved in playing apps (e.g., moving images, podcasts, tactile play, and so on) and the 

author/developer plays on more senses in apps (e.g., touch, sight, sound, spatial sensibilities, 

embodiment, and so on). The app that I worked on begins with a welcome screen – then there are 

a series of choices or ‘a carousel of options’ (in this case they actually call it a carousel): picture 

work; audio work; moving image work; interactional work with the avatar and tactile/spatial 

work with patterns. In meeting with the development team, we discussed how children might 

react to screen layouts on a sensory level – what a particular screen looks like; intuitive features; 

and, where the eye goes. After moving through the multimodal carousel, the user can add 

content, navigate, and go to see the avatar and add to her diary or to the player’s diary. This 

hybrid, choice-laden pathway relies heavily on perception and sensorial responses. What this 

conceptual vignette signals about how we live now is the strong pull of synaesthesia speaking 

directly to senses and how senses cross over (e.g., colours signal images or memories) and how 

senses ignite thoughts.  

Premised on an understanding that users today are comfortable, at ease, even expect two 

or more modes at play, the developer allows the player to choose material engagements guided 

by senses and thinking and the player moves through it. In addition, most apps incorporate a 



 

 

dialogic component to them so that the player can interact with someone or something. That 

thing can be a frog, a little girl or the protagonist of a story like Harry Potter. Guided strongly by 

senses, players seek out colours, sounds and images and they rely on haptic movements to do so. 

What dialogism does for material engagements is that it allow players to connect with someone 

or something to have both, an audience as you play, and a companion as you think and 

experience.  

There are theoretical frameworks that capture this triadic emotion-material-intellectual 

repertoire by scholars like Wohlwend (2012, 2015; see also Rowsell & Wohwend, 2016; 

Wohlwend & Rowsell, In Press). Wohlwend talks about the notion of ‘participatory literacies’ 

which signal some common features of contemporary textual or material engagementi, which 

are: productive (they make people think, emote, and perceive); multimodal (there are always two 

or more modes in-play); multiplayer (they involve other digital and/or physical players); open-

ended (they allow for flexibility and choice); pleasurable (they speak to senses, interests, and 

emotions); and, connected (they are linked with other constellations of texts and hybrid 

pathways). To my mind, Wohlwend’s rendering of contemporary repertoires offers a closer 

proximation to what actually happens with multimodal texts.  

There are two conceptual vignettes to illustrate the efficacy of participatory literacies – 

one drawn from iPad research, and one drawn from an everyday practice. In 2011-2013, I 

conducted an iPad research study, Reading by Design: Exploring Twenty-First Century Reading, 

that documented the qualitative differences between literacy learning on iPads versus print 

literacies. Findings showed haptic thinking and ludic engagements (Rowsell, 2014), but in 

addition, a need for me to adjust my research methods to take a much greater account of affect 

and perception. Over the course of the year-long data collection in four different contexts (two 



 

 

Canadian elementary schools; one Australian primary school; and one American primary 

school)ii, we encountered many learners/gamers who exhibited participatory literacies-in-action 

and a surfeit of affect and perceptually-led repertoires. One such learner was Brianna 

(pseudonyms are used throughout) who was on an independent educational plan because she 

struggled with her reading and writing skills. But, Brianna adored sensory-driven apps. One such 

app was the Koi Pond app that had a very simple kind of logic – a player moves his or her finger 

around a koi pond and in doing so, colours transmute and there is a sense of materials moving 

around like a viscousy mass below a finger. The app calmed Brianna when she felt frustrated 

with an activity. Such moments as these stood out to me as a researcher because when I was in 

school there were not the same kinds of sensorial alternatives as there are now. Though 

simplistic, the app still contains three of the five elements of participatory literacies - productive 

(to some extent), multimodal, and pleasurable and even more so, it is a telling example of 

affective repertoires of practice.  

Yet another example can be drawn from an everyday practice that is a part of a host of 

communicational habits that people engage in – Snapchat. 

[INSERT FIGURE 2.1 HERE] 

 

Figure 1. Snapchat image 

I offer Figure 1, a Snapchat picture of a 15-year-old sent to her Mum. Snapchat works on 

a logic whereby an image is taken and then, upon viewing it, it instantly disappears. The whole 

point of the exercise entails capturing a mood, thought, effect, and impact to communicate to 

another person. It is what I have called previously a disappearing image as in, “ephemeral, 

disappearing images are the ones that you take to engage, interact, socialize with others, often 



 

 

through social media, through apps like Snapchat or Instagram” (Rowsell & Vietgen, In Press). 

In Figure 1, this young woman sends the snapchat to her Mum to be fun and whimsical, but also 

to say – I am fine and with my friends. These fluid, dynamic and deeply embodied interactions 

display a brand of thinking and creativity that is tied up with experiencing a moment in time and 

playing with that experience. I am here now wearing doggy ears and a doggy nose – where are 

you? Rather than using words to communicate these on-the-fly moments, children, adolescents, 

teenagers opt for visuals that pass and fade out. Such fluid, playful practices recall work by 

scholars like White who claims that “artists assimilate a whole range of psychological, aesthetic, 

political, and emotional data points, and they then make forms to organize and give meaning to 

them” (White, 2011, p. 2). Within this process, senses and aesthetics are central to the process – 

“aesthetics reference arts ability to be responsive to or pleasing to the senses” (Harste, 2014, p. 

96). Our response to the world relies so heavily on our senses. Observation and play with art and 

multimodality can transform thought and images. White says that “art renders back to us not 

simply what we see, but how we react to what we see and what we know as a consequence of 

that seeing” (White, 2011, p. 3) Seeing, touching, listening, speaking, moving, there are 

expectations for texts today to not only include a number of modes at once, but even more so, to 

actively elicit reactions and senses in dynamic, fluid, often entangled ways. There seems to be a 

constant ebb and flow of making and unmaking – seeing design/production as a form of 

knowledge.  

Resilience in posthuman worlds 

As the old saying goes, if you cannot beat them, join them. Applying this saying to technologies, 

media, and communication systems, if you cannot avoid them, then wrap your mind around them 

and take account of them as part and parcel of literacy repertoires. The ascendance of posthuman 



 

 

and new materialism emerged from a recognition that technologies are not going anywhere, their 

role and prescience increases with time and the complexities of people’s intra-actions with them, 

and naturalized ways of existing, living, and surviving through them, have become de facto (for 

the most part).  

There are constant interactions between humans and objects and these objects are 

sometimes technologies, but not always; sometimes they are the stuff that surround us as part of 

the environment (Kuby, Gutshall-Rucker & Kirchhofer, 2015; Pahl & Rowsell, 2010). 

Posthuman researchers focus on interactions between people and the things/stuff around them. 

Barad (2007) described the ways that matter co-exists with meanings. Scholars like Kuby (2013) 

interpreted how individuals and matter/things co-exist, co-construct, co-become across contexts. 

Pahl and I captured similar moments when we foregrounded artifacts and the stories that they 

can tell about people and their lives in our artifactual literacies research (Pahl & Rowsell, 2010). 

What posthuman work has done for literacy researchers is open up a space to examine how 

human and non-human assemblages working together as a person (child, adolescent, teen, adult) 

makes meaning. Materialist and post-humanist scholars (Barad, 2007; Hultman & Lenz Taguchi, 

2010) account for how entangled people are with the objects and texts that surround them. Rather 

than regarding material objects (Gee, 1996) that we use as passive or inert, scholars applying 

materialism to literacy research argue that objects are performative agents (Gutshall & Kuby, 

2013). Humans are certainly agential, but they are most often active with objects that they render 

meaningful. Subjects and objects work in synchronicity and, I would argue, a more grounded 

approach to literacy learning explores how individuals are entangled in a network of activity.  

There is a resilient feel to the intra-actions between children and different objects. Within 

my research, I have explored how children navigate and work across digital and non-digital 



 

 

worlds (Rowsell, In Press). Watching children engage in play, they move from one object to the 

next and the objects that they play with are implicated in the play as much as the child. This sea 

of activity can be complex and requires much more teasing out than currently exists in literacy 

studies, especially with the ascendance of objects like iPads, which have an increasing presence 

in early years and K-12 schooling contexts. 

A conceptual vignette drawn from my research comes from a research study entitled, 

Crayons & iPadsiii. In this study researchers observed an early years site where four children 

played the app Grandma’s Kitchen which entails baking with a virtual grandma who dances and 

sends kisses as you bake, accompanied by other activities like making compound words or 

watching cooking video clips. Alongside playing Grandma’s Kitchen, children went back and 

forth to the physical pretend kitchen in the classroom to imitate what they did on-screen 

(DiCesare, Harwood, & Rowsell, 2015). Below is an excerpt from the researcher’s fieldnotes 

with a photograph of the children playing the app (see Figure 2).  

  In the house dramatic play center, 4 kindergarten-age children were playing a 

type of cooking game. They found the Grandma’s Kitchen app (on the tablet) and started 

playing it too. They were watching the videos in the app and then making the food in their 

pretend play (that was pictured in the app).  For example, the video showed cracking 

eggs and the children were pretending to break eggs for baking. When the app said, 

“give Grandma a kiss”, one of the children actually kissed the tablet! As the children 

played this ‘baking game’ they drifted back and forth between the app and concrete toys. 

Children would take information from the app and trial that knowledge with concrete 

toys. Similarly, play themes that had started within the concrete world (e.g., baking a 

cake) would be enhanced and extended using the app’s content (e.g., using measuring 



 

 

spoons for ingredients).  The children then blended this converged experience and 

knowledge to write a menu with a stylus pen on the tablet. Could the children have 

achieved their play aims with either the concrete toys or the tablet?  March 2012 

[INSERT FIGURE 2.2 HERE] 

Figure 2. Girl playing Grandma’s Kitchen 

Children in this kindergarten class have naturalized movements from physical 

environments into virtual ones and back. In this moment, children move from virtual, multimodal 

texts, like a video of people cooking, to an app, to physical objects to emulate the practices that 

they were watching (DiCesare, Harwood, & Rowsell, 2015). These actions and decisions were 

unprompted; they simply emerged from curiosity about what it might feel like to hold an egg, 

bowl or spoon. There are assemblages present here from standard kindergarten repertoires such 

as playing in a pretend kitchen to playing an app where a player makes cakes with a virtual 

granny. Such practices and perceptual engagements display active engagements in material and 

physical worlds. A scholar who theorizes these multimodal mobilities is Burnett (2015) who 

described them as immaterializing literacy practices: “I use the term (im)materialities to capture 

the way that the material and immaterial are always enmeshed with each other” (p. 520). There is 

clearly an intra-activity (Barad, 2007) taking place here that imbues dynamism to the play and 

that strongly illustrates sensory threads that pass back and forth between child and objects.  

Affective repertoires of practice 

Affect and perceptions often play an active role in meaning making, so much of text (in 

the broadest sense of the word), design, and production, rely on sensory engagements and 

eliciting affect and perception. It is for this reason that I turned to Merleau-Ponty (1962) a few 

years ago to access “all of our motor and affective functions … to rediscover the structure of the 



 

 

perceived world through a process similar to that of an archaeologist” (p. 5). As well, Pink 

(2009) offered rich ways of accessing sensory-led and affect-driven moments through methods 

such as “walking with participants” (p. 79) alongside “location-specific interviews” (p. 9) which 

help researchers locate affect in the moment. Pink (2009) spoke of seeing literacies as “both the 

politics of space and the phenomenology of place” (p. 23). Watching children play represents a 

rich field of inquiry and the final conceptual vignette illustrates strongly the power of focusing in 

on affective repertoires enacted. I have chosen this particular vignette because it is non-digital 

and as such, illustrates that my entire argument does not rest on virtual logic. 

From 2013-2015, I worked with arts educators on a SSHRC-funded research project1 

entitled, Community Arts Zone: Projects linking literacy, community, and the arts. There were 

eight different smaller research studies under the umbrella of the research that took place in 

Canada, the United States and the United Kingdomiv and each project focused on a mode of 

expression or representation (e.g., moving images, photography, movement, etc.) and for this 

conceptual vignette, I will profile Dr. Shelley Griffin’s six month ethnography in a grade one 

classroom in the Niagara area. The research that Griffin completed was grounded in the 

assumption that children live in worlds of embodied musical experiences, both within formal and 

informal contexts. Exploring the interplay between elementary children’s daily experiences of 

music, both in- and out-of-school, and the impact on elementary music education pedagogy and 

curriculum (Griffin, 2009, 2011), Griffin ‘walked with children and their teacher.’ The purpose 

of the research was to examine the interplay between elementary children’s daily experiences of 

in- and out-of-school music and their impact on elementary music education curriculum. Doing 

fine-grained fieldwork and location-specific interviews, Griffin examined how children engaged 

 
1 Grant number 430-2013-1025 



 

 

in music-making practices across the curriculum to acquire language. Findings of the music 

inquiry highlight: 1) when given opportunities for spontaneous music-making, children 

frequently demonstrate agency in their daily music experiences; 2) the nature of how music and 

sound function fluidly in a variety of contexts is integral to children’s experience, offering spaces 

for creativity and artful meaning making; and 3) musical behaviors assist young children in 

acquiring French vocabulary and literacy skills. As Principal Investigator of Community Arts 

Zone, I visited Griffin on several occasions and her research cast an indelible impression of how 

a gifted teacher juggles several modes at once and elicits children’s affect to drive meaning 

making. 

 

[INSERT FIGURE 2.3 HERE] 

Figure 3. Children at work in classroom site 

The teacher in this classroom sings much of the day. Children fluidly move from social 

studies content, to drawing a picture, to picking up an iPad to check some facts, and to reading a 

book. There are no desks in the classroom, only one table with five chairs for 22 children (14 

girls and 8 boys). The teacher will interrupt this flow of activity to sing directions and then 

children, unphased, will return to their work. When I went to visit Griffin during her research, I 

marveled at the buzz of activities and the diversity of modes in play (see Figure 3). Children 

were excited, filled with joy, even sometimes frustrated when they could not figure things out, 

but there was no doubt in my mind that it was the most affective, perceptually-driven classroom 

that I had seen to date. I caught hold of the affect and it moved and stirred me. It reminded me of 

the excitement that I have witnessed when children play a videogame or app that they love or 

when they are doing an activity that gives them pure enjoyment. To me, affect represents an 



 

 

engagement in the world that is spontaneous, not over-thought or over-analyzed, and it operates 

outside of interpretation. As Massumi (2015) says, affect is a form of “thinking-feeling” (p. 90). 

Affect works on a series of relations between people, between things, between contexts. Affect 

energizes. All of these descriptions suit this grade one classroom. It is alive with imagination, 

with motion, with flux and there are many other classrooms that display this very same brand of 

enchantment and delight. These types of environments, filled with movement, modal complexity, 

and fearless creativity (Sheridan & Rowsell, 2010) aptly describe the kinds of repertoires of 

literacy practices that I have observed in more informal learning contexts and if at all possible 

(albeit naïve), they should be the principles and priorities of policy and pedagogy. 

Ending on a pragmatic note 

It strikes me as antithetical to end such a provisional presentation of contemporaneity on 

a pragmatic note, but in this instance pragmatism seems to fit. In this chapter, my  

rendering of todayness is quite ephemeral, maybe even opaque, nonetheless, there are certain 

concrete strands that stand out across conceptual vignettes. Part of what defines meaning making 

today is an embodied spontaneity that I do not recognize from my own childhood. There is a 

sense of enchantment today, of whimsy and playfulness in what children and young people do 

when they are at home or out and about, and it is a challenge to pin this creativity down and put a 

framework on it. Yet, as literacy education scholars, we need to try, or so I believe, to find ways 

of framing literacy that might be helpful and generative for educators. It strikes me that what 

teachers crave are frameworks that offer not simply the right ways to teach with technology, 

media, or ‘the new literacies’, but instead frameworks and research that offer ways of enriching 

connections and relationships with students. These are two distinct things. I believe that building 

connections and maximizing existing capital from students’ lived creative experiences is where 



 

 

we need to place our attention and our intellect. One way of putting attention on contemporary 

repertoires of literacy is to isolate and reconcile strands that are operating when people make 

meaning. 

Table 2  

Comparing resilient literacy repertoires 

 

 

 

In Table 2 above, I feature three frameworks, two of them long-standing, and the final 

one is a newer framework that I have worked on with Karen Wohlwend (Rowsell & Wohlwend, 

2016; Wohlwend & Rowsell, In Press). What the table presents are the three frameworks 

accompanied by the new strands of todayness that were highlighted in Table 1 at the beginning 

of the chapter. I have presented new strands in ascending order with those at the top being the 

FOUR RESOURCES MODEL

Code Breaker

Text User

Text Participant

Text Analyst

Social Contexts 

Diversity

Space, Time Place

Multimodality

Participation Structures

MULTILITERACIES

Situated Pratice

Overt Instruction

Critical Framing

Transformed Practice

Social Contexts & 
Diversity

Multimodality

Participation Structures

Post-human Engagements

PARTICIPATORY LITERACIES

Multiplayer

Productive

Multimodal

Open-ended

Pleasureable

Connected

Multimodality

Participation Structures

Post-human 
Engagements 
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closest alignment to the framework all the way down to strands that are more distantly covered 

by the framework. As well, there are strands missing in the frameworks.  

Starting with the Four Resources Model (Luke & Freebody, 1999), a well-cited 

framework in global policy for the combined strength of its depth, criticality, and 

comprehensiveness, where the approach is structured around code breaking and meta-analyses of 

discourses, modes, and ideologies. Implicit to the framework is an assumption that literacy skills 

are learned through social settings and strongly influenced by social interactions. In the four 

resources model, literacy learners are: 1) code breakers, 2) meaning makers, 3) text users, and 4) 

text critics. The framework excavates tensions, beliefs, bias, thereby exposing the dynamics of 

social contexts, lived histories and temporalities, subjectivities, different modalities at work, and 

to some extent interpersonal and participatory relationships (mostly between authors/sign-makers 

and reader/text receptor).  

The Multiliteracies Framework (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; New London Group, 1996), 

with its emphasis on teaching by design, redesign, and available designs, was ground-breaking in 

its day. The framework orients literacy researchers and educators toward a view of literacy 

teaching that starts with a process of situating teaching in learner worlds and predilections; then, 

moving to overt teaching of authentic design acumen and interest-driven instruction that is 

multimodal in nature; then, critical framing of content, designs, structures, power, diversity; and, 

ending with transformed practice that enfolds all of these pieces and makes a learning 

environment that leverages the affordances of different modes, that privileges linguistic and 

cultural diversity, that accounts for power, and that pushes for critical analyses of texts. As with 

the Four Resources Model, the Multiliteracies Framework rests on plurality and thinking 

globally about how people communicate on and off screens and ways that power is implicated in 



 

 

these processes. The dominant conceptual strands of the multiliteracies framework are linguistic 

diversity and cultural plurality coupled with multimodality and an awareness of design-centric 

literacy practices. Participatory structures and architectures play a role in the multiliteracies in 

terms of dialogic practices that learners engage in as they design and produce texts.  

Finally, the Participatory Literacies Framework (Rowsell & Wohlwend, 2016; 

Wohlwend & Rowsell, In Press) argues for an app logic to literacy learning and teaching that 

approaches meaning making from more of a maker-playful lens that entails being productive, 

thinking and experimenting multimodally, keeping options open with lots of choices, making 

learning pleasurable, and connecting out into the world and community. Approaching learning as 

dynamic and reliant on participation with others and with materials, Wohlwend and I focus on a 

playfulness that can ensue when a meaning maker is absorbed in the moment in open-ended 

experimentation with materials. With these strands in mind, the Participatory Literacies 

Framework works from a multimodal logic to participate with others and with things in a maker-

oriented process involving intra-actions with human and non-human stuff in spaces.  

Reflecting on these frameworks and others, literacy as we know it from the past is 

foundationally different. What would push educators to think in terms of these new 

contemporary literacy repertoires? Some understanding of the properties and reactions meaning 

makers exhibit as they play and design seems crucial. It is hard, not impossible, but hard and a 

bit artificial to do so, but sustained dialogues and tweaking of frameworks goes some way in 

being resilient. What accompanies such resilience is a willingness to imagine otherwise and a 

considerable commitment to radical shifts to what we knew then, to move into a state of what we 

know now. 

 



 

 

Suggested Further Readings 

Gutiérrez, K. (2016). Designing Resilient Ecologies: Social Design Experiments and a New 

 Social Imagination. Educational Researcher, 45(3), 187-197. 

In this article, Gutiérrez offers an approach to design-based research and social design 

experiments that leverages diversity and ecological approaches to research and theory. Based 

on her own history and research over the years, Gutiérrez encourages researchers to think more 

about sociocultural imaginations. 

Kuby, K. & Gutshall-Rucker, T. (2016). Go Be a Writer! Expanding the Curricular Boundaries 

 of Literacy Learning with Children. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Go Be a Writer! presents a longitudinal study in a primary classroom through the theoretical 

lens of poststructural and posthumanist theories to expand notions of literacy education. 

Illustrating the nonlinear nature of materialist approaches to early childhood learning, Kuby 

and Gutshall-Rucker show how multimodal, material approaches to teaching and learning can 

shift pedagogical spaces.  

Lewis, C., & Tierney, J. (2013). Mobilizing emotion in an urban classroom: Producing identities 

 and transforming signs in a race-related discussion. Linguistics and Education, 23, 289-

 304.  

In this article, Lewis and Tierney theorize emotion as action linked to language and 

identity, arguing that emotion can become a mediated action that offers a powerful way  

of teaching literacy. Focusing on emotion in a diverse urban classroom, the researchers  

explore how emotive interactions in a race-related discussion were mediated by texts  



 

 

and participant histories.  

 

Reflection and Follow-up Activities 

1.  Consider how your classroom structures could be altered to further support collaboration,    

production, connectivity, and other dimensions of participatory literacies.   

2. Observe and document the kinds of literacy repertoires that surround you. 

3. Take an affective, posthuman lens on your practice and take note of how they shift your 

 interpretative gaze.  
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Notes 

i I hesitantly use the word ‘text’ here because text as a term feels too linguistically oriented. I 

modify ‘text’ with material to highlight the more multimodal nature of the term. 
ii The research team for this SSHRC-funded Insight Development study was: Drs. Tiffany 

Gallagher, Jennifer Rowsell, Ruth McQuirter-Scott, Mary Saudelli, and Katia Ciampa (Canadian 

schools); Drs. Douglas Fisher and Diane Lapp (American school); and, Drs. Maureen Walsh and 

Alyson Simpson (Australian school).  
iii The SSHRC Insight Development Grant is Crayons and iPads: Learning and teaching of 

young children in the digital world. The Principal Investigator was Dr. Debra Harwood.  
iv There were ten researchers involved in Community Arts Zone: Drs. Kris Gutiérrez, Shelley 

Griffin, Abigail Hackett, Joanne Larson, Debra McLauchlan, Kate Pahl, Peter Vietgen, Kari-

Lynn Winters, Steve Pool and Glenys McQueen-Fuentes. 

 


