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ABSTRACT

The research presented here explores the ideological transformation on literacy I, as hearing
literacy teacher of children who are deaf, had to undertake in order to create a space within
the classroom for my students to bring in and develop literacy practices better suited to meet
their literacy needs. In carrying out the task | set out to do, | decided to adapt the position of
the teacher as researcher and to bring the theoretical tools of the New Literacy Studies (NLS),
particularly the conceptual tools of “big D Discourses and multimodality, into the classroom
to inform my work as a teacher. As a teacher research, the participants of the study include the
4 students | taught literacy during the three years | worked within the clasrsoom, and myself.
The data collected for this study were participant-observations, a teacher-research journal,
formal and informal interview with parents and students, photographs, and students® literacy
work and other artifacts.

The main findings of this study illuminate how the ideological journey I underwent in
order to recognize and base my literacy instruction on the literacy practices students brought
to the classroom depended simultaneously on altering the Discourses | enacted as a literacy
teacher and on learning to expand my understanding of what counts as literacy. In order for
that to happen, however, | had to make every effort to develop the critical mindset of the
teacher researcher and learn to use the tools of the NLS to tune into moments found within the
classroom that were somewhat puzzling or filled with tension. In other words, the research
findings suggest that | was unable to act upon my educational practices before | learned to
critically examine and deconstruct the historical and cultural forces mediating my actions
within the classroom.

Being a teacher research, the research findings presented on the following pages do
not only illuminate the struggle one teacher experienced in transforming her ideological
understanding on literacy and the obstacles she had to overcome in so doing, but bring
evidence to the important role research can have in teachers® professional lives if they are
given the trust, the support and the tools they need to grapple with complex reality of the

classroom.
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1. ENTERING THE FIELD OF DEAF EDUCATION

| have a body
| have a face
| have arms
| have legs
I have fingers
| have toes
| have eyes
| have a mouth
| have ears . . . or tjaa®
| do have ears
but I do not hear
so do | have ears or what?
(Melkorka,? 10th grade)

Melkorka’s poem, which takes the concept of deafness beyond the invisible lack of the sense
of hearing to the physical and, hence, visible lack of ears,® illuminates how conflicting
Discourses® on deafness and literacy, the clinical and sociocultural perspectives, have
coalesced to shape the educational institutions of the field (Brueggemann, 1999, 2004,
Jankowski, 1997; Ladd, 2003; Lane, 1984, 1992). In particular, these perspectives have
shaped teacher and student interactions within the classroom as well as students’ perceptions
of who they are within this setting.

I had not been in the field long when | began to experience these contrasting
ideological forces around me as conflicts within myself. These conflicting forces emerged, for
instance, in the mismatch that | experienced between the literacy practices that | reinforced on
a daily basis and the ways in which my deaf students learned literacy. Throughout my first
year, | had difficulties grappling with the contradictions in my practice that | encountered.
Thus, by the end of the school year, | decided to leave the classroom to find ways to address

this dissonance. In the search for an answer, | found myself in the middle of the ideological

! In Icelandic, tjaa is an interjection signaling doubt.

? Students’ names are pseudonyms.

® | discuss the conflicting Discourses on deafness, evident in this poem, in Chapter 3.3.

* In my work I use Gee*s (1996) notion of “big D” Discourses. In Chapter 2.6 I discuss “big D” Discourses in
more depth.



battle that has long characterized the field of deaf education, whereby the two competing
Discourses mentioned above have co-existed, intersected, and tried to eradicate each other
(Ladd, 2003). It was within this context that the focus of this research began to take shape.
Specifically, this study illuminates my struggle as a hearing literacy teacher to understand and
to go beyond the ideological forces at play in my work in a way that allows me to identify and
to build on the linguistic and cultural resources that students who are deaf bring into the
classroom.

This chapter is divided into five main sections. In the first section, | discuss my
entrance into the field of deaf education, the conflicts that | experienced in terms of literacy
instruction during my first year of teaching, and how my understanding of what counts as
literacy learning began to shift as | tried to work through these conflicts. In the second
section, | state the problem of the study, followed by the research questions to be engaged
with. In the third section, | describe broadly the historical context of deaf education,
narrowing it down to how the conflicting ideologies noted above have come to shape the
educational institutions for children who are deaf in Iceland. In the fourth section, I describe
the setting of this study in particular. In the fifth section, | provide an overview of the

dissertation.

1.1 Entering the Teaching Profession

I was 27 when | completed my teaching certificate as a literacy educator and accepted my first
teaching position at SumarhGsaskoli,® a school for deaf and hard-of-hearing students. There |
was to teach all subject matters to four children, all profoundly deaf. Their grade levels ranged
from fifth to seventh grade. | remember feeling a little worried about my decision to teach this
student population. | had not received any training in teaching Icelandic to children who are
deaf, as no such training was available in Iceland. In addition, I did not know anything about
the Deaf community before taking a year of Sign Language Studies as an undergraduate at the
University of Iceland. | accepted the job at Sumarhusaskdli more out of curiosity than as the
result of a well-informed decision. | wanted to get to know this community better, and | saw
this teaching position as an excellent opportunity to combine my knowledge of Sign
Language with my training as a literacy educator.

Despite my enthusiasm for this new job, once | began to prepare for the subject matter

that | was to teach, | began to wonder how | was going to use Sign Language to lead my

5 .
The school‘s name is a pseudonym.



students through the more specialized language of the learning material to be covered, such as
biology and geography. I tried to convince myself that, when the time came, | would be able
to communicate these different subject matters to my students, but | began to realize that the
job I had taken on was going to be more challenging than | had anticipated. At that time,
however, literacy instruction was not one of my main concerns because a bilingual reading
method, developed especially for children who are deaf, was already in use in the school.® |
familiarized myself with this reading method and planned to use it during reading instruction.

Upon entering the school site, my colleagues told me that my students’ parents were
concerned about their children’s academic achievement, particularly in regard to the
acquisition of the Icelandic language. For this reason, | decided to inform the parents that |
would be focusing on the language so as to alleviate their concern. In my first meeting with
parents and students, | told them about my academic background in Icelandic grammar and
literature and that my goal was to emphasize literacy instruction during the academic year.
The parents seemed pleased and talked about how hard they thought that their children needed
to work to become successful literacy learners, perhaps even twice as hard as hearing
children, because the only way for children who are deaf to develop awareness of the spoken
language is through its written form. The parents brought up a few specific examples of
difficulties that they thought that their children were having with the Icelandic language,
including figurative language, idioms, and declensions. They felt that their children would
benefit from an explicit emphasis on these areas. Further, the parents emphasized that their
children’s academic success relied on their being able to read and write. I assured the parents
that | understood their concerns and that |1 was hoping for a productive collaboration between
home and school. | was unaware at the time of the extent of the challenges that | was about to
encounter within the classroom in terms of literacy instruction as well as how, through my
instructional practice, I could inflict my taken-for-granted ideas, in this case, my viewpoints

as a hearing person, on my students.
1.1.1 Literacy Instruction: Puzzling Moments

Since | had decided to use a reading method already in place at the school, | was aware that
students would know my expectations in regard to reading instruction. All of my students,
except the one who was absent the first week of school, had gone through the first step of that

reading method. That is, they had watched a signed version of a story to become familiar with

® This reading method was originally developed in Manilla School in Sweden. See Mahshie (1995), Educating
Deaf Children Bilingually.



the content to be read, and were just beginning to read it as group. Through this first
encounter with students’ reading, however, I came to realize that students’ reading abilities
differed greatly. Consequently, it might become complicated to progress through the reading
material as a group. This meant that | would have to hold back students who were more
advanced readers and push the less advanced students through the material at a pace that
would be detrimental to their development as readers. A few days into the semester, when my
fourth student returned to school, | was reminded that things do not always go as planned.
When I asked him to watch the signed version of the book that we were reading, he refused to
do so, telling me that he did not want to know how the story ended before he began reading it.
Based on his facial expression and the failure of my initial attempts to convince him about the
importance of viewing the story first, | knew that no explanation from me would change his
mind. The other students agreed with him. They thought viewing the story before reading it
took away the enjoyment of watching the plot unfold. I understood their viewpoint, but from
what little information | had about their reading fluency, | felt that only one of the four would
be able to comprehend the reading without first viewing its content. Thus, my great plan of
continuing to use the established reading method had to be discarded during the second week
of school. At that moment, | was forced to come up with a new plan for how to teach literacy
to students who are deaf.

| began to ask the other teachers about their literacy instruction methods. Most were
using, in one way or another, either the reading method described above or having students
read in a round-robin fashion, in which students would sign themselves through the text, with
one sign for each word. Learning that my colleagues were not doing much different from
what | was doing, | began searching the library and the Internet for information about
deafness and literacy. | soon found out, however, that very little has been written about the
literacy instruction of Icelandic children who are deaf, and with my limited English language
capabilities, I did not know exactly what English linguistic terms to use to guide me through
the English-language literature on deafness and literacy. Thus, in the meantime, | simply
constructed my literacy block in a way that | knew from my childhood.

Because the way | used the reading method described above allowed little flexibility
for assisting students individually, 1 made my literacy block more individualized. | began the
school day with literacy lessons in which students could work on their writing assignments or
do handwriting exercises while | walked around the classroom and asked each student to read
to me. Although the assignments that | handed out kept students occupied during this time,

these assignments were not the ones that truly required students’ engagement. Students would



work independently on their writing, and when | came around to each student, each would
sign his or her reading material to me by decoding all the words within it, with one sign for
each word. Although students were often able to decode their reading material with great
fluency, I noticed that it was more difficult for them to retell what they had read. Therefore, it
was difficult to determine what students really understood from the reading material and
where they were struggling.

As a literacy teacher, | was concerned with adapting my instructional practices to my
students’ literacy needs. When I noticed students’ difficulties in drawing meaning from the
reading material, | tried to put myself in their shoes by reflecting upon the different functions
of the Icelandic language, comparing and contrasting these functions with those of Icelandic
Sign Language, to determine whether I was making any sense from what | considered to be
their perspective. For example, while driving through the city, | found myself signing Eg-er-
ad-fara-ad-sofa (I am going to sleep), an exact signing of a sentence that one of my students
had come across in his reading earlier that day. This sentence does not make any sense
translated into Sign Language, that is, how can | be going somewhere at the same time that |
am going to sleep? In translating this to Sign Language, | would say, Eg-bradum-sofa [I-soon-
sleep]. These kinds of reflections were aimed at uncovering the underlying structure of the
Icelandic language and at discovering patterns that would help me understand how | could
instruct my students to decode the written form of the Icelandic language.

Throughout the school year, many incidents raised questions about how to go about
teaching students who are deaf to read and write. The incident below is representative of those
that made me feel that my instructional practices were not enhancing students’ literacy
learning.

All my students were busy working on their writing. Jonni was writing about his
soccer match last weekend. As | stood and observed my students working, | noticed that Jonni
had raised his hand and wanted me to come over to him. ‘How do you spell keppni (contest)?’
he signs to me. From experience, | knew that if I began spelling words for him, he would lose
his writing tempo and become dependent on my assistance, wanting me to spell every word
for him. So, | decided to encourage him to write the word on his own. ‘You have written about
this topic so often, you should know how to write this word,” I told him. He looked at me,
obviously trying to recall the spelling of the word, and I kept encouraging him. ‘Try to guess
the first letter’ I signed to him. As | waited for him, I was unconsciously sounding the

beginning sound [k"/ in my head. After some consideration he responded with the letter ‘s.’



My first response to this incident was a slight feeling of discomfort, and | tried to fix
the situation by giving Jonni the first letter of the word keppni, the fingerspelled K. I did not
realize how irrelevant my question had been until I heard Jonni’s answer. At the end of the
school day, | was left to wonder how | could have assisted Jonni in this task without relying
on auditory clues.

Memories of incidents like the one described above left me wondering what had
occurred and how to react to it. In an attempt to respond to what was happening in my
classroom, | tried several different literacy methods during my first year of teaching. By the
end of the first year, | still had so many questions regarding reading and writing instruction of
children who are deaf that I felt that I could not continue teaching without finding the “right”

reading and writing methods to implement within my instructional practices.

1.1.2 Literacy Instruction: Shifting Understandings

In my search for how to teach literacy to children who are deaf, | came to enroll as a doctoral
student in the literacy area of the Department of Curriculum and Instruction at the University
of Wisconsin-Madison. There, as | delved increasingly further into discussions of different
ideas about literacy, my search for “the” answer, the methods that would grant me success in
teaching children who are deaf how to read and write, took an unexpected direction. Instead
of finding myself among people who were discussing how to apply various literacy methods,
I found myself in the middle of theoretical conversations addressing controversial issues
surrounding literacy and literacy education. These discussions originated in a common
concern, the low literacy achievement of minority student populations in the United States,
where the idea of literacy that was implemented in schools was considered too narrow to
accommodate the multiple literacies that students brought to the classroom. Through these
discussions, | came to recognize that different perspectives on literacy exist.

| describe these perspectives in Chapter 2 as the autonomous model of literacy (the
school-based notion of literacy) and the ideological model of literacy (the sociocultural notion
of literacy). In the autonomous model of literacy, students are viewed as acquiring literacy,
defined narrowly as reading and writing, by mastering specific sets of skills that can then be
transferred to other settings (Street, 1984). In contrast, the ideological model of literacy
contextualizes literacy within individuals’ social and cultural experiences (Gee, 2000; Street,
1984, 2001a). This ideological understanding of literacy declares that it is not a neutral thing,
transferable from one setting to another; rather, it varies from one context to the next. In other



words, there are many literacies or multiliteracies (Gee, 2008). Thus, literacy education
should encompass the skills needed to explore the multiple literacies that students bring to the
classroom.

Within my course work, | could sense the expectations to participate in the discussion
about literacy, to articulate my beliefs about what literacy education should be about.
Consequently, my question of how to go about teaching children who are deaf to read and
write was put on hold while | considered more fundamental questions regarding literacy and
literacy education. This process shifted my focus from how existing methods of literacy
instruction could be of use to examining my assumptions about literacy. As | was forced to
grapple with the notion of literacy education as part of the intellectual work of the graduate
school classroom, | realized that I had no readily-available answers about what literacy was to
me. Thus, | decided to revisit my first year of teaching to explore whether | could find any
clear evidence of my ideas about what literacy is embedded in the way | had acted as a
literacy teacher, particularly in the instructional practices that | had reinforced. Through
writing about my first year experiences, | recreated critical events that occurred during my
first year of teaching and examined them through the different models of literacy discussed
above. Gradually, it became evident to me that, during my first year of teaching, I thought that
people became fluent literacy users by mastering specific sets of skills, which were taught in
school through specific methods, and reinforced within the homes of students when their
parents helped them with their homework.

My understanding of literacy, as it emerged through my exploration, troubled me. As |
began to trace my beliefs and assumptions about literacy through the literacy events that took
place during my first year of teaching, | knew that | could not codify my understanding as,
“Okay, here it is. This is how I think of literacy. Now I can go on with my search for the
literacy method that I need to support my students literacy learning and bring it back to
Iceland with me.” Rather, what I had discovered through my exploration changed something
within me. | was left wondering whether the challenges that | had experienced in literacy
instruction during my classroom teaching were more closely related to the ways in which |
thought about literacy rather than which methods | was using.

The more | read into the literature on sociocultural perspectives on literacy, and the
more | reflected upon the teaching experiences that | had gained during my first year of
teaching, the more convinced | became that my beliefs about literacy education were the main
source of the challenges that I had encountered. That is, the “solution” to literacy instruction

is not methodological but rather present in the interaction between the methods, the teacher,



and the students within a specific environment. Therefore, teaching is about paying attention
to the living moment and noticing what is present within the classroom. Consequently, |
decided to go back into the classroom, as a teacher-researcher, to systematically collect data
that would allow me to identify, understand, and base my literacy instruction on the literacy
practices that students brought into the classroom. Additionally, my graduate coursework
gave me a new perspective for looking at and grappling with the reality of the classroom,

namely, New Literacy Studies, which I discuss in Chapter 2.

1.2 Statement of the Problem
Literacy achievement among students who are deaf continues to be one of the greatest
concerns within the field of deaf education. Reports on literacy achievement consistently
reveal that, on average, high school graduates with hearing impairment read at no better than a
third- to fourth-grade level (Gallaudet Research Institute, 1996; Marschark et al., 2009). Only
three percent of deaf high school graduates read at the same level as does the average hearing
high school graduate. Further, over thirty percent of deaf students are functionally illiterate
upon graduation (Marschark, Lang, & Albertini, 2002). Despite the existence of an academic
knowledge base on literacy learning among students who are deaf, interventions have not
been effective for improving literacy achievement among this student population (Schirmer,
2001).

Much current research argues that this lack of literacy improvement among students
who are deaf is a result of the research framework, which has been heavily influenced by a
clinical perspective, that has been dominant within the field (Lane, 1988, 1992; Padden &
Ramsey, 1993; P. Paul & Jackson, 1993). The objective for conducting research from a
clinical perspective is to remedy the “deficiencies” of “disabled” individuals or those who
differ from the standards and norms in achievement. For the past two decades, a movement of
researchers and educators, in which I include myself, has pointed out that, if students who are
deaf are to become successful literacy learners, an alternative research paradigm, one that
highlights the social and cultural aspects of literacy, is needed (Brueggemann, 1999, 2004;
Lane, 1992; P. Paul & Jackson, 1993; Ramsey, 2004). That is, instead of focusing only on the
skills that children who are deaf need to acquire to be able to read and write, researchers,
working from cultural and sociocultural perspectives, try to uncover the various literacy
practices that students who are deaf bring into educational settings (Andrews & Gonzales,
1991; Livingston, 1991; Williams, 1994) and to examine how students utilize these practices



to gain access to school-based literacy learning (Bagga-Gupta, 2000, 2002; Mayer, 1999;
Mayer, Akamatsu, & Stewart, 2002; Ramsey, 1997; Ramsey & Padden, 1998; Tompkins,
2004; Wilcox, 2004). This research suggests that a greater understanding of the function and
meaning of literacy in students’ lives allows teachers to implement literacy activities that
better support the school-based literacy learning of this student population (Engen & Engen,
2004). In Chapter 2, I discuss in more depth how these different Discourses have coalesced to
shape the institutional milieu of the field of deaf education. To consider the ways in which the
conflicting research paradigms discussed above influence the work of individual teachers
working within educational setting of children who are deaf, I will narrow the discussion of
the current debate between these different research paradigms to the concrete work of the

teacher within the classroom.

1.2.1 Research Questions

The research questions derive from the debate noted above and from my alignment with the
sociocultural movement, arguing that, if students who are deaf are to become successful
literacy learners, we need a greater understanding of the literacy practices that students bring
into the classroom and how to base instruction on these. This research, however, in an effort
to understand what this really means for teachers working with students who are deaf, scales
this argument down to the local context of the classroom. Brueggemann (1999) points out
how the literacy education of children who are deaf has been measured by standards
developed from hearing norms. This has resulted in teachers’ concentrating on codifying and
reconstructing learning material for students who are deaf, preplanning the language to be
taught. All this is done to make acquisition of the skills needed to know the spoken language
easier for this student population. These actions, however, have not proven effective.
Livingston (1997) argues that, while there are differences between deaf and hearing students,
these differences have been emphasized at the expense of the similarities between the two
groups.

Just like hearing children, children who are deaf need education that emphasizes
meaningful communication (Brueggemann, 1999; Livingston, 1997). Thus, if children who
are deaf are to become successful literacy learners, their educational goals need to be
organized and operationalized in a way that includes them in meaningful learning processes
(Bagga-Gupta, 2002; Humphries, 2004; Ramsey, 1997). Teachers’ responsibility for altering
the educational emphasis, Erting (1992) suggests, is “to meet deaf children where they are and



where they will always be—in a visual world—and to bring to them ways of understanding
our world, which takes hearing and speaking so much for granted” (p. 102). This kind of
work, Erting (1992) points out, requires teachers of this student population, particularly
hearing teachers, to strive to change their perception of students who are deaf as needing to be
“fixed” by altering their expectations of who they are as teachers. Instead of relying on a
recipe for “repairing” the difficulties of children who are deaf with the acquisition of school-
based language, teachers need to develop new instructional approaches that recognize this
student population as a whole, competent learners who need a visual learning environment to
thrive.

Inherent in Erting’s (1992) suggestion is that, if we are to enhance the literacy learning
of children who are deaf, literacy teachers of this student population need to undergo an
ideological transformation in regard to the literacy instruction of this particular group of
students. In changing one’s perceptions about children who are deaf to that of literacy
learners, teachers need to explore their own assumptions and how their social, cultural, and
political background, along with other external factors found within the school setting,
influence how they, as professionals, view and shape their expectations for their students.
However, this may be easier said than done. Because it is in the hands of the teachers to alter
their perceptions of children who are deaf to those of literacy learners, the purpose of this
research is to examine and document how one hearing literacy teacher went about
understanding the relationship between her literacy instruction and deaf students’ literacy
learning from within. This insider perspective will allow the researcher to illustrate the
process through which teachers need to go as they attempt to alter their instructional practices
to create space in the classroom for their students to bring in and develop literacy practices
better suited to their needs. In this regard, three questions will guide this study:

1. How do I as a hearing literacy teacher understand the literacy practices that students
who are deaf bring into the classroom?

2. How do | as a hearing literacy teacher of students who are deaf draw on these
literacy practices?

3. What has this process of studying my own teaching helped me to learn about my
literacy teaching and how may it be useful to other teachers in similar situations?

The first two questions are vital because, for teachers to base their instructional
practices on students’ literacy practices, they first need to conceptualize what these practices
look like and how they can be used as resources. The third question synthesizes and extends

the other two, as it requires the researcher to look beyond the process of examining her
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literacy instruction to explore what effects the process of studying her own practice has had
on her professional development.

1.3 Situating the Study

This study is situated among the ideological forces that have coalesced to shape the
institutional milieu of the field of deaf education (Brueggemann, 1999, 2004; Jankowski,
1997; Ladd, 2003; Lane, 1984, 1992). In this section, | briefly discuss the emergence of the
educational Discourses that have influenced the historical development of deaf education,

then narrow the focus to deaf education in Iceland.

1.3.1 Historical International Context of Deaf Education

Although formal schools for the deaf were not established until the end of the eighteenth
century, the first attempts to educate deaf children took place in the sixteenth century (Ladd,
2003; Lane, 1984; Moores, Cerney, & Garcia, 1990). The first deaf children to receive formal
instruction were the children of the nobility, and this was the first time that an emphasis was
placed on teaching speech through any available means. These attempts mark the beginning
of a crucial Discourse within deaf education emphasizing that deaf people’s status as human
beings depended upon education and being able to talk (Ladd, 2003). This Discourse has been
associated with the clinical movement noted above.

Even though emphasis on spoken language emerged in the sixteenth century, Sign
Language was still a significant component of deaf education and was almost exclusively the
medium of education in schools for the deaf from the Enlightenment until the nineteenth
century. What is most relevant is that, early on, the debate about deaf education began to
center on ways of communicating (Jankowski, 1997).

From its beginning, the establishment of schools for the deaf has been influenced by
the conflict between the clinical and sociocultural Discourses. Several factors quickly
emerged, however, that gave the clinical movement dominion over educational institutions of
the deaf. The most critical event marginalizing the sociocultural Discourse on deafness was a
meeting in Milan in 1880. Deaf professionals in deaf education were excluded from
participating in the meeting and thus had no opportunity to protest when an oral method of
communication, one that became to be known as “the method,” was established in the
classrooms of the deaf (Lane, 1992; Lou, 1988). Sign Language was forbidden in the

classroom, as it was thought to interfere with deaf people’s acquisition of the spoken
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language. Consequently, as the educational priority became the mastery of grammar and the
understanding of spoken language, deaf teachers were excluded from the classroom
(Brueggemann, 1999; Humpbhries, 2004; Lane, 1992).

The clinical movement’s strong emphasis on having deaf individuals learn to speak
had several ramifications. First, with Sign Language and deaf teachers eliminated from the
classroom, the cultural knowledge based on many centuries of problem-solving strategies
utilized by people who could not hear themselves was excluded from these students’
educational context (Ladd, 2003; Ramsey, 2004). Instead, the instruction focused solely on
developing the oral method of instruction. This inhibited further development of the culturally
relevant strategies that deaf individuals needed to meet increasing educational demands.

Second, according to this view, teaching deaf students to speak called for more than
just impeding the development of a deaf-centered educational system; it required the
implementation of systematic strategies to incapacitate Deaf communities, with their
knowledge of how to exist as a proud deaf person (Ladd, 2003). Because Sign Language and
the collective lives of deaf individuals were perceived as the greatest hindrances to acquiring
spoken language, advocates of the clinical movement deemed it absolutely necessary to
isolate deaf individuals from their deaf peers. As a result, at the turn of the twentieth century,
schools for the deaf, where sign language and deaf culture had been cultivated and preserved,
began to close down, and deaf children were mainstreamed into the public schools (Ladd,
2003; Lane, 1992).

The clinical Discourse became embedded within the deaf educational system for
almost a century and appeared successful in repressing sociocultural Discourses of deafness.
In the late twentieth century, however, the sociocultural Discourse began to materialize again,
shortly after Stokoe (1960) provided evidence of Sign Language being a real language (Ladd,
2003). The sociocultural Discourse emerged, for instance, in bilingual-bicultural educational
models for this student population in which Sign Language is the language of instruction
(Bagga-Gupta, 2000, 2002; Mashie, 1995). While I discuss these conflicting Discourses in
more depth in Chapter 2.6.1, | touch on them here because they have important implications

for the field of deaf education in Iceland.

1.3.2 Deaf Education in Iceland

The first evidence of educational opportunities for children who are deaf in Iceland was in

1867, when Pall Palsson, a priest and a member of the Icelandic legislative assembly, took on
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the responsibility of educating children who were deaf in his home (Gudmundsdoéttir &
Egilsson, 1989). Pall had full hearing, but he had been a student at the Kongelige Dowstumme
Institue in Copenhagen because he had gone through a period in his early adult life when he
did not use spoken language. Notably, he brought to Iceland the Danish technique of finger-
signing.

At the same time that Pall hosted and taught children who were deaf in his home, he
was an active spokesman in the Icelandic legislative assembly, where compulsory education
for children who were deaf was signed into law in 1872. This legislation mandated formal
education between the ages of 10 and 14 (Spand, Sigurdsson, Bjarnadottir, Juliusdéttir, &
Sigurjonsdottir, 2009), which, in turn, prompted the establishment of the first special school
for children who were deaf in Iceland. This was also the first special educational opportunity
provided for a small, specially defined group of students (Guttormsson, Rastrick, &
Gardarsdéttir, 2008). During the time that deaf education was in the hands of Pall,” the
educational aim was for students to understand written language and to be able to make
themselves understood in writing, with no emphasis on teaching children to speak
(Stefansdéttir, 2009).

In 1922, new legislation concerning the education of children who are deaf was
approved (Spand, Sigurdsson, Bjarnadottir, Juliusdottir, & Sigurjénsdattir, 2009). These laws
were in use until 1962. This legislation contained two dramatic changes: children who were
deaf were to be educated in Iceland only, and compulsory education was extended from four
to nine years. Since many of the children lived far away from the school, this meant that the
children were now sent away from home at the age of eight until they graduated from school
at age seventeen. This same year, the first evidence of the oral method of communication,
which came to be known as “the method,” appeared in Iceland in the classrooms of the deaf.
It arrived in Iceland with Margrét Bjarnadottir Rasmus, then a principal of the school for the
deaf, who had gone to Fredericia in Denmark and learned Dr. Forchammer’s mund-hand
system, which was used to support the use of spoken language and lip reading (Stefansdottir,
2009).

In 1962, a new law concerning schools for the deaf was approved (Spand, Sigurdsson,
Bjarnadottir, Juliusdottir, & Sigurjénsdottir, 2009). During these years, deaf education was
undergoing major changes. Most radical among these were an increased emphasis on the use

of spoken language and the forbidding of Sign Language within schools for the deaf. In the

" Icelanders always refer to each other by first name.
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preparation period of this law, Brandur Jonsson, then a headmaster of the school for the deaf,
was an active spokesman of the importance of children who are deaf to begin their education
earlier than mandated by the 1922 legislation. This was because children between the ages of
2 and 6 were most able to learn new languages, and when children had some hearing ability, it
was important to begin to train that hearing as soon as possible (Spand, Sigurdsson,
Bjarnaddttir, Jaliusdattir, & Sigurjonsdottir, 2009). Hence, in 1962, the compulsory education
period for children who were deaf was extended from nine to twelve years; they were to be
sent to school from age four to seventeen.

The oral method of education dominated the educational system until 1980, when the
first indication of the use of Sign Language within deaf education emerged in the
implementation of the total communication method (Stefansdéttir, 2009). In 1968, however,
the Zonta group, an interest group for the deaf and hard of hearing in Reykjavik, wrote a letter
to the minister of education in Iceland to point out that, in the other Scandinavian countries,
children who were deaf and hard of hearing were being transferred into the public schools,
where they would receive support and training from a speech therapist, and to suggest that
Iceland also should follow this model (Spand, Sigurdsson, Bjarnadoéttir, Juliusdottir, &
Sigurjonsdottir, 2009). This suggestion was met with great resistance from many
professionals working with the deaf. In a letter to the Ministry of Education, the headmaster
of the school for the deaf, Brandur Jonsson, argued that this goal would be difficult to achieve
because, in Iceland, very few teachers were trained to teach the deaf, and if these students
were to be spread around the public school system, it would be impossible to give them the
support that they needed (Spand, Sigurdsson, Bjarnadottir, Juliusdottir, & Sigurjonsdottir,
2009). He further argued that “mainstreaming” deaf children could cause greater social
isolation, as these children had limited possibilities for communicating with their hearing
peers.

In the 1990s, many reforms occurred in the educational system, in general, and in the
field of deaf education, in particular. Most significantly, in 1990, legislation concerning
special education that stated unequivocally that all children should have the right to attend
their neighborhood school was passed (Kjartansson et al., 2008). This fed into further ideas
about mainstreaming children who are deaf.

Gunnar Salvarsson, then a headmaster of the deaf school who had advocated for a
bilingual curriculum that recognized Sign Language as the first language of children who are
deaf, spoke strongly against the new law, declaring that it did not suit the educational needs of

children who are deaf. His rationale was that the school for the deaf was much more than just
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an educational institution. Because many deaf children are born to hearing families, the school
for the deaf is also where their cultural heritage is cultivated (Salvarsson, 1994). Salvarsson
(1994) argued that, if children who are deaf are mainstreamed, their cultural and linguistic
heritage would be lost. While strong emphasis was placed on the importance of deaf students’
linguistic and cultural heritage within the school of the deaf at the time, the only courses that
the school offered on Icelandic Sign Language was for beginners, and it emphasized teaching
individual signs for common words rather than teaching Sign Language as a language with its
own grammatical system and as capable of communicating abstract thought (Stefansdottir,
2009).

In fall 1996, Berglind Stefansdéttir became the first deaf principal at the school for
deaf and hard-of-hearing students. In this position, she drew attention to how former ideas
about bilingual education were not well founded. Specifically, some professionals and
educators thought that it meant to talk and sign at the same time, while others thought that it
meant speaking each language in turn. The ideas that Berglind had about educating children
who are deaf aligned with bilingual-bicultural ideas of educating this student population
(Stefansdéttir, 2005). Her objective was to promote a rich social environment in which the
Icelandic Sign Language would be the language of instruction and Icelandic the written form
that students were to learn. In 1999, the first curriculum defining the Icelandic Sign Language
as the native language of individuals who are deaf and written Icelandic as their second
language was released. That same year, a public school in Reykjavik, Ardagsskéli,? took the
first step toward mainstreaming when it began to use part of the classrooms of the special
school for the deaf and hard-of-hearing, Sumarhusaskéli, for their hearing students in the
youngest grade levels. Three years later, in 2002, Sumarhusaskéli was formally closed, and all
of its operations were combined with the public schools, Ardagsskéli, in which this study was
conducted.

As evident in the discussion above, a lot of reforms were taking place within deaf
education in Iceland prior to my entrance into the field as a teacher-researcher. For one,
Berglind was attempting to promote the social environment needed to reinforce her ideas
about bilingual education for children who are deaf. At the same time, the small school for
children who are deaf, which usually served around twenty students per year, was being
merged with a public school in Reykjavik that serves between five hundred and fifty to six

hundred students per year, where the students who were deaf were mainstreamed, as much as

8 The name of the public school is a pseudonym.
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possible, into the general classrooms. When | entered the school setting, | could sense,
through the discussion taking place, that there was still a lot of unresolved tension
surrounding what to make of the bilingual-bicultural ideas that Berglind proposed and how to

implement them into practice within the public school.

1.4 The Context of the School/Research Setting

Ardagsskoli is a public school in Reykjavik serving approximately five hundred and fifty
students. Since 2002, Ardagsskoli has housed the district’s elementary program for students
who are deaf and hard of hearing. The program offers classes for students from first through
tenth grade who need additional educational support due to hearing impairment or deafness,
ranging from moderately severe to profound deafness. Ardagsskdli is a bilingual school in
which the policy is that equal emphasis should be placed on Icelandic and on Icelandic Sign
Language. By the end of tenth grade, the students in the program should be bilingual in
Icelandic and Icelandic Sign Language. Nevertheless, the faculty is still striving to implement
this policy.

At the time of the study, 22 students were enrolled in the program. Many of them lived
outside of the neighborhood and rode to school in buses or vans provided by the school
district. Some students’ families had moved to the city to make it possible for their children to
attend the program. At the time of the study, the program had access to three classrooms for
their students. In addition to the self-contained classes, school policy dictated that all students
in the program should be mainstreamed as much as possible. It was up to teachers and
administrators to determine to what extent each student would be mainstreamed into general
educational classes. It is important to note that the interaction described throughout this study

take place through the Icelandic Sign Language.

1.4.1 Teachers and Students

At the time of the study, the faculty of the program consisted of three teachers who were deaf,
two hearing teachers, one hearing special educator, one hearing consultant (who had the
responsibility of informing the mainstream teachers about deaf students’ educational needs
and of being available to teachers in other public schools who had deaf or hard-of-hearing
students), three interpreters, one deaf instructional assistant, two hearing instructional

assistants, and a deaf assistant principal. In addition to the faculty working with students who
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are deaf and hard-of-hearing in particular, several general classroom teachers received

mainstreamed students into their classrooms.
1.4.2 Study Participants

As an Icelandic language instructor at the upper secondary level, conducting teacher research
on my own practice, | carried out this study in a self-contained classroom that was used
mainly for the program’s upper secondary level students. At the time of the study, four
students at these grade levels were enrolled in the program. Because | was a teacher-
researcher, the participants of this study ultimately become the students whom | taught. Thus,
once I had bonded with the students and their parents, I sought students’ and their families’
permission to include students as participants. The four students whom | taught and their
parents agreed to participate in this study. Each of the four participants is described below.

Viktoria. When | first met Viktoria, she was in eighth grade. Viktoria was born
profoundly deaf to hearing parents. From the beginning, | noticed her forceful demeanor; she
seems to be a natural-born leader. She has a strong command of Sign Language. In the
beginning, | sometimes had to ask her to sign more slowly so that I could understand her
better, which was frustrating for her. When it comes to Icelandic, she has a strong desire to
learn, particularly how to write “correct Icelandic,” but she often seems overwhelmed when
trying to read and write.

Melkorka. When 1 first met Melkorka, she also was in eighth grade. She was born
hearing to hearing parents but lost her hearing in her second year due to meningitis. She has
moderate to severe hearing loss and is able to rely on the spoken language resources available
to her and lip reading when communicating with hearing people. When Melkorka was
allowed more control over her learning processes within the classroom, her love for reading
and writing began to emerge.

Stefan. When 1 first met Stefan, he was in ninth grade. Stefan was born deaf to
hearing parents but has some deaf relatives. My first perception of him was that he is an easy
going guy who “goes with the flow.” Once Stefan began to select his own reading material his
word recognition exceeded my expectation. However, he appeared to have difficulty in
drawing meaning from the words decoded. In regard to writing, he is pragmatic and finds it
difficult to write from his imagination.

Pordur: When | first met PAordur, he was in ninth grade. Pordur was born profoundly
deaf to hearing parents. Pordur is the student who perplexed me the most during my stay at

the school. He appears self-sufficient, but he seems to struggle the most of my students when
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it comes to reading and writing. In reading, he frequently confuses similar words and has a
difficult time comprehending his texts. In regard to writing, he told me that he does not know
how to write Icelandic, and he uses various techniques to avoid writing. However, he seemed
to like stories and was always carrying books with him, mostly cartoon books, but also
handbooks of various sorts, including books about magic, and he showed great talent as a

mime.

1.5 Overview of the Dissertation

In Chapter 2, “Developing the Theoretical Tools of the New Literacy Studies,” I discuss the
theoretical framework of the NLS in general, focusing, in particular, on how | use the
conceptual construction of multimodality and “big D” Discourses, along with the
sociocultural body of research on literacy education of children who are deaf, to build the
foundation of this research.

In Chapter 3, “Becoming a teacher researcher,” I focus on the journey that I had to
take to increase my sensitivity and attunement to the power dimension present within my
research setting. This discussion is particularly important because it reveals how | came to
enact the qualities of the teacher-researcher that enabled me to recognize and base my
instruction on students’ literacy resources. Having discussed how I developed my
epistemological stance as a teacher-researcher, | move to a discussion of the design of the
study.

In Chapter 4, | look at how | came to recognize and use the tensions emerging within
the classroom to inquire into the institutional Discourses shaping the educational practices of
my school setting, including my own, and the social roles that these Discourses created for
my students and me to fill.

In Chapter 5, | divide the focus between three complexly interrelated main themes.
First, | focus on the modifications that | made in writing instruction and how these influenced
a construction of a sociocultural Discourse on learning that, in return, affected the social roles
that my students and | enacted within the classroom. Then, | draw attention to the delicate
nature of students’ agency within the learning process and the importance of students’
opportunities to act as agents within the instructional site in negotiating their identities as
literacy learners. Finally, | describe the influence of individual agency within the classroom,
drawing attention to how it increased students’ use of material and representational resources

in the process of composing a written text.
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In Chapter 6, | revisit the main findings of the study, providing recommendations for
practicing teachers and suggestions for future research in the field of deaf education.
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2. DEVELOPING THE THEORETICAL TOOLS OF THE NEW LITERACY STUDIES

Viktoria was just a tiny little girl . . . and they were showing ‘Bugsy Malone’ in the theatre. [
was going to take Bara (a pseudonym), my older daughter, to see it. This was a musical, you
know, so it did not even occur to me to take Viktoria along. She was just supposed to stay at
home. She was rather young then. | cannot remember if she was four years old, somewhere
around there. And she came with us to pick up the tickets. This was when you had to go pick
up the tickets before the show, and then she saw posters from the show, and she said, ‘I am
going to come with you.” And I said, ‘No, you are not coming with us.’ She laughed at the
memory. ‘It is only Bara and I who are going; this is a musical, you see.” And then she said,
‘And why can I not come with you to that?’ . . . and then I thought, ‘Why should she not be
able to come along . . . of course, she could come along . . . (laughing), and | mean, she was
so little then that | could have her sit on my lap, so | did not need an additional ticket, and |
just took her along. I think she was the one who enjoyed the show the most. And now she
always comes with us, and we try to go at least once a year to see one of these shows that
everybody can enjoy, and she has a lot of fun. This is all without an interpreter. Sometimes |
interpret the storyline. | just sit beside her and interpret. And sometimes she tells me to stop
interpreting; she is just going to watch the show. And then she might ask, ‘What is he saying
now?’ And at other times it just annoys her to have someone interpreting. She just wants to
enjoy the show, especially when there is a great light show. Maybe it is just something with

theater. You somehow think you need an interpreter. (Interview, October 22 2007)

2.1 Introduction

On a stormy night in October 2007, | interviewed Viktoria’s mother. The purpose of the
interview was to learn more about Viktoria and the literacy practices occurring in their
household. The interaction between Viktoria and her mother, as cited above, draws attention
to how the perspectives of individuals are grounded in their social and cultural experiences.
Viktoria’s response to her mother’s statement, “No, you are not coming with us . . . this is a
musical, you see,” with the question, “And why can I not come with you to that?” provides
evidence of how opposing perspectives on deafness, as seen in the literature on literacy
education of children who are deaf, can unconsciously co-exist within individuals. That is,
while this interaction illuminates that Viktoria’s mother sees deafness as meaning that her

daughter will not enjoy activities that rely on auditory ability, it is evident that Viktoria sees
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deafness differently and that musicals can be experienced through multiple senses. It is only
when these opposing perspectives emerge simultaneously that people have an opportunity to
confront them and to decide whether to accept or ignore the existence of an opposing
perspective.

In the case of Viktoria’s mother, we can observe how she recognizes and re-negotiates
her perspective on deafness to account for her daughter’s understanding of that phenomenon
as well as the effect that this renegotiation has on Viktoria’s access to participation in social
events. Further, it is interesting to note that, even though Viktoria was only about four years
old, the shift was dependent on her agency. That is, her life might have been different in a
small, but yet substantial, way had she not spoken up and demanded to be included.

The transformation that I, as a hearing teacher, needed to undergo to understand the
literacy practices that students bring into the classroom is similar to the one experienced by
Viktoria’s mother. Bringing that process to explicit awareness is impossible, however,

without understanding how the sociocultural context shapes that process.

2.2 Theoretical Constructs

In this chapter, | examine the theoretical constructs employed within this study. This
examination is divided into four main sections. In the first section, | briefly discuss how I
came to recognize and position myself in relation to the conflicting perspectives found in the
fields of literacy education, in general, and literacy education of children who are deaf, in
particular. In the second section, I discuss the foundation of the theoretical framework of the
New Literacy Studies, briefly introducing the theoretical concepts that will be employed in
this study. Then | examine each concept in more depth, including its significance for the field
of literacy education for children who are deaf. In the third section, | examine the theoretical
concept of multimodality and its relevance to the field of literacy education for children who
are deaf. In the fourth section, I examine the theoretical construct of “big D” Discourses in
relation to the Discourses found within the field of deaf education, in general, and literacy

learning of children who are deaf, in particular.

2.3 Entering the Field of Literacy Education for Children who are Deaf
“Literacy education is not for the timid” (Gee, 2008, p. 65).
Gee’s (2008) statement that “literacy education is not for the timid” reflects a very different

idea of literacy than the one that | had brought into the teaching profession. When | entered
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the classroom, | thought of literacy as the ability to read, write, speak, and listen. In my mind,
people became fluent literacy users by mastering specific sets of skills, and as a literacy
teacher, it was my responsibility to help students acquire those skills. However, embedded in
Gee’s statement is that literacy is much more than being able to acquire and apply a set of
skills to decode a text under study.

In the process of becoming literate, individuals bring meaning to and fill the written
word with their understanding of the world, which, in return, affects their comprehension of
the text being read. In this sense, literacy is always and everywhere bound up with a
perspective on interpretation that is grounded in an individual’s social and cultural position. In
this way, literacy is about power (Gee, 1996; Street, 2001b) and is always a contested political
process whereby one worldview and literacy practices try to overshadow and marginalize
others (Street, 2001b). This perspective has important implications for the literacy learning of
children who belong to language minority groups, including children who are deaf. As
members of language minority group, students’ literacy practices and worldviews tend to get
marginalized within the context of the classroom, with the consequence that these practices
are made unavailable to students in the process of learning to read and write. Thus, right from
the very beginning, these students are put at a disadvantage in literacy learning in school
settings.

The sociocultural movements within literacy education, in general, as well as the
literacy education of children who are deaf, in particular, claim that literacy understood
narrowly works to exclude the local literacy practices that students bring to the classroom.
These movements advocate for a stronger recognition of the attitudes, values, norms, and
beliefs embedded in the literacy practices implemented into the classroom and how these need
to be renegotiated on the basis of students’ lived experiences.

As a researcher of literacy education of children who are deaf, | position myself within
these movements of researchers conducting research from a sociocultural standpoint. In the
remainder of this chapter, I describe how I use the theoretical standpoint of “New Literacy
Studies” (NLS), along with a sociocultural body of research on literacy education of children
who are deaf, to build the foundation of this research. In this study, | look at deaf and hearing
cultures as distinct cultural frames of reference to uncover the ways in which these cultures

have operated as significant factors in these students’ literacy learning.
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2.4 The New Literacy Studies

The theoretical framework of the NLS (Gee, 1996; Kress, 2003, 2005b; New London Group,
1996; Street, 1984, 1995) provides a lens for identifying, understanding, and discussing the
literacy practices that students who are deaf bring into the classroom. NLS reflects a “social
turn” in literacy research, a shift in focus from studying individuals in isolation to exploring
their social and cultural contexts and interactions (Gee, 2000). The term “literacy” tends to be
associated with school-based notion of literacy. That is, students are viewed as acquiring
literacy, defined narrowly as reading and writing, by mastering specific sets of skills that then
can be transferred to other settings. This idea of literacy is also referred to as the autonomous
model of literacy (Street, 1984). Brueggemann’s (1999) work in deconstructing how deafness
has been rhetorically constructed in our educational system sheds light on how the existing
model of literacy education for children who are deaf is an autonomous one. According to
Brueggemann (1999), deafness has been constructed as a “problem” within the educational
system based on Quintilian’s (1963) concept of the “good man speaking well.” This emphasis
on spoken language has resulted in an a focus on training, maintaining, containing, and
restraining the person who does not speak well (Brueggemann, 1999), including those who
are deaf.

Researchers working from the perspective of NLS have expanded on the traditional
definition of literacy. Rather than defining literacy exclusively as a set of neutral or technical
skills, NLS researchers contextualize literacy within individuals’ social and cultural
experiences (Gee, 2000; Street, 1984, 2001a). This understanding of literacy is referred to as
the “ideological” model of literacy and is considered more culturally and contextually
sensitive (Street, 2001b). This ideological understanding of literacy declares that it is not a
neutral thing, transferrable from one setting to another; rather, it varies from one context to
another and from one group to the next. In other words, there are many literacies or
multiliteracies (Gee, 2008). Thus, literacy education should encompass the skills needed to
explore the multiple literacies that students bring to the classroom.

While NLS emphasizes that the term literacy has been used too narrowly and needs to
be broadened, Street (1984, 2001a) has questioned why school-based literacy has come to be
seen as the defining form of reading and writing, when so many other types of literacies exist.
This “pedagogization” of literacy marginalizes many other forms of literacies (Street & Street,
1991) and thus limits the instructional practices available to teachers. Literacy practices
constitute what people do with literacy and how they make sense of it (Barton & Hamilton,

2000). While the school-based notion of literacy neglects to account for the multiple meaning
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that literacy can have in people’s lives, it also excludes people from engaging with literacy
practices that seem meaningful to them. To counteract this trend, NLS researchers and
teachers emphasize the importance of understanding the situatedness of literacy practices in
which students are already engaged before planning literacy programs and interventions for a
group.

The emergence of the ideological model of literacy within the field of deaf education
is reflected in some specific literacy practices that researchers, using a sociocultural
perspective, have revealed as important to literacy learning of children who are deaf. These
include Sign Language fluency and students’ ability to make use of Sign Language-based
literacy practices in the process of engaging in literacy activities (Mashie, 1995; Prinz &
Strong, 1998; Ramsey & Padden, 1998); the strategies of fingerspelling, whereby words are
spelled on the hand using a Sign Language Alphabet; initialized signs, which include a
handshape corresponding to a fingerspelled letter of the Sign Language alphabet and which
signals the first letter of the written word; and chaining, a technique used for linking a sign to
a written word or a fingerspelled version of that sign (Humphries & MacDougall, 2000;
Padden & Ramsey, 1998) as well as reading strategies whereby students aim to seek meaning
from the text instead of attempting to match every written word with a corresponding sign
(Padden & Ramsey, 1998).

Kress (2005b) draws attention to how Sign Language can be described as a
multimodal system. That is, individual who are deaf combine different meaning-making
systems such as “facial expressions; disposition of the mouth and eyes; movements and
dispositions of the arms; of the fingers; the general attitude and disposition of the upper part
of the body...as to produce a single, if complex, integrated and differentiated text-message”
(Kress, 2005b, p. 186). By looking at the ways in which individuals who are deaf integrate
and draw on sociocultural resources to make meaning different from the ones hearing
individuals make use of suggests that if we are to understand the literacy practices students
who are deaf utilize in the process of becoming literate we must look at literacy as multimodal
(Kress, 2005b; Kress & Jewitt, 2003).

By emphasizing the literacy practices of the Deaf community, I am by no means
suggesting that the concept of multiliteracies should be used to create yet another set of
literacy skills to be used within the deaf culture. That would provide too simplistic an idea of
what literacy is. The ideological perspective on literacy, provided by NLS, is that literacy is
about power (Gee, 1996) and is therefore always a contested process whereby one worldview

tries to overshadow and marginalize others (Street, 2001b). In addressing the particular
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literacy practices of the deaf community, | am pointing out that the deaf culture, just like any
other culture, has the power to create and develop specific strategies and culturally designed
innovations that will further contribute to deaf people’s literacy learning. Thus, the literacy
practices found within the deaf culture should inform, but not determine, our instructional
practices within the educational setting for children who are deaf.

In this study, | use two theoretical constructs from NLS—multimodality and “big D”
Discourses—to explore the multilayered process that I, as a hearing teacher of children who
are deaf, have had to undergo. In this process, | have had to (a) identify assumptions
embedded in my instructional practices and worldviews about what it means to be a
successful literacy learner; (b) understand how these assumptions influence my literacy
practices and how | perceive children who are deaf as literacy learners; (c) begin to
deconstruct pathological assumptions and to construct positive perceptions of children who
are deaf as literacy learners; and (d) explore how my reconstruction of children who are deaf
as literacy learners allows me to create a space within the classroom for students’ cultural and
linguistic resources. Below, | define these constructs and explain how these will inform my

work.

2.5 Multimodality

In composing their texts, students would often surf the Internet to find words or ideas that
they were trying to communicate in their writing. On one occasion, Melkorka was trying to
put into words the feeling of living between two worlds, the hearing one and the deaf one. So
that she would not forget the idea, she wrote her first draft just as the bell rang to signal the
end of class (Student’s notebook, April 21, 2008).

Mer
i Finnst
Heyrnarlausir
heimum Eg standa Heyrandi

Fost i midjunni heiminum
I

Feel

The deaf World The hearing

world

| stand
Stuck in the middle

25



On May 7, 2008 Melkorka wrote the first full draft of her essay, in the form of poetry, on the

computer. Below is half of the first stanza of this poem.

augun mina opnast, mine eyes open,

timn stodvar, tim stops,

timinn flyti sér ratt samt rosalega hagt ad the time hurries up still tremendously slow

madur ser that one sees

glansandi og mreidaur shining and mred

feit,mjo,stor,litid,barn,gémul,unglingar fat,thin,big,small,baby,old,teenagers

ég sé | see

allt ad hreyfast nema hja mer everything to moving except with me

bill,hjol,hlaupahjol,hlaupandi,labbandi, car,bicycle,scooter,running,walking,
sitjandi,standandi sitting,standing

When she showed it to me, | read the entire poem, which I found to be full of meaning
and movement.®

“What is it that you are trying to say here?” I asked her, pointing to the stanza above.
“I open my eyes,” she explains. “Everything is moving very slowly but also very fast. I see
everything in full speed around me but then . . . It is like time has stopped for me, but | see
how life continues . . . you know.” She put her hand in front of her face, palms inward, fingers
pointing towards each other. Then she slowly pulled them in opposite directions, like she was
ripping her face apart. | watched her, not sure of what she was trying to tell me. She saw this
in my face.

“See here.” She navigates to YouTube on the Internet. Once there, she searches for a
word that, unfortunately, I did not record in my research journal. It brings up a video of a
woman with myriad colors moving around her like auras.

“I open my eyes and time stands still for me,” she said, “but everything is moving so

fast.” We discussed this and edited Melkorka’s work together to better capture the meaning

% In translating the poem from Icelandic to English, it is challenging to preserve all the grammatical nuances.
Thus, the English translation provided here is meant only to give a better idea of how the meaning of the poem
was transformed through our communication and not to shed light on the grammatical nuances.
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that she was trying to express in her poem and to transform the written resources already

available to her into a more standardized version of written Icelandic.

augun min opnast my eyes open

timinn stendur kyrr the time stands still

en &dir samt &fram but still rushes forward

eins og fellibylur like an hurricane

ég sé | see

hluti og folk things and people

eins og arur & hreyfingu like auras in motion

allt a hreyfingu nema ég everything in motion except me

In this section, | discuss the perspective provided by multimodality when examining
the literacy learning of children who are deaf within the instructional site. In the vignette
above, I illustrated how one of my students, Melkorka, draws on and integrates multiple
modes in the process of composing a coherent text. Before elaborating on this vignette to
explore the ideas from multimodal semiotic theory that are particularly relevant to this
research, | briefly touch on the body of research related to deaf education and the current
pedagogical discussion occurring within the field, which form the foundation for this research
project.

Before moving to discussing multimodality, it is important to note that, since the late
1980s, many educational programs for the deaf have adopted a bilingual-bicultural approach
in which Sign Language and the culture of children who are deaf serve as the foundation for
literacy instruction. This educational emphasis is a result of the long and difficult battle that
deaf people and their advocates have fought for the recognition of the value of Sign Language
for people who are deaf (Jankowski, 1997; Ladd, 2003; Lou, 1988). Additionally, an
increasing understanding of the bilingual discourse strategies developed by the Deaf
community to connect their literacy practices to deaf students’ school-based literacy learning
has had an impact on the development of these bilingual-bicultural educational models
(Padden & Ramsey, 1993, 1998; Ramsey & Padden, 1998). Despite the hope that the
application of bilingual-bicultural models in the field of deaf education would raise the
literacy achievement of this student population, there is no research evidence for such a
change (Evan, 2004; Mayer & Akamatsu, 2003).
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Recently, there has been intense discussion about the possible reasons for the
inadequacy of this educational approach for addressing the educational needs of children who
are deaf (Bagga-Gupta, 2000, 2002; Evan, 2004; Mayer, 2009; Mayer & Akamatsu, 1999;
Mayer, et al., 2002; Mayer & Wells, 1996). Some researchers argue that the theory underlying
the bilingual-bicultural model, i.e. the linguistic interdependence theory, does not apply to the
special needs of students who are deaf (Mayer & Akamatsu, 1999; Mayer & Wells, 1996).
There are others, however, who have studied the everyday literacy practices utilized in
bilingual educational settings and believe that there is a need for further study of such
practices before claiming any failure of these educational models (Bagga-Gupta, 2000, 2002).
Indeed, research using alternative approaches for examining the dialogic nature of literacy
learning of this student population has emerged (Mayer, et al., 2002; Mayer, Akamatsu, &
Stewart, 2003; Singleton & Morgan, 2006). In this regard, Brueggemann (1999) insists that
we need to gain a greater understanding of what happens when students are allowed to be in
charge of their own reading and writing processes. She believes that individuals who are deaf
might begin to “have some power over and in their own literacy lives” if allowed this
opportunity (p. 75).

While these pedagogical discussions provide the foundation upon which this study
rests, and influence the educational setting in which this study is situated, it is beyond the
scope of this research to explore them in detail. Rather, the aim of this study is to examine
what another theoretical framework, NLS, can contribute to our understanding of the literacy
learning of children who are deaf. The bringing together of the current bilingual-bicultural
model of children who are deaf and the theoretical framework of NLS to construct a more
coherent approach to literacy instruction of children who are deaf will have to wait for future
study. In the remainder of this section, | explore the conceptual construction of multimodality
and how it allows us to expand our understanding of the different material and
representational resources that children who are deaf bring to the learning of their second
language.

The recent growth in the use of technology has increased people’s awareness of the
multiple modes that go into representation and communication. This growth also has drawn
attention to the inadequacy of current theories of meaning and communication in accounting
for what literacy is and does (Kress, 2003, 2005a). The Multiliteracies notion of NLS
highlights the need to move beyond theories of language, which mainly offer explanations of
the linguistic mode, to theories of semiotics, which have the potential to describe the

interrelations between different modes of representation and communication (Kress, 2003).
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NLS researchers have identified six different modes or designs in the meaning-making
process (New London Group, 1996). These are the linguistic, spatial, gestural, audio, and
visual modes, as well as the mode of multimodality which brings together the interaction
between the other five modes (New London Group, 1996).

In applying the lens of multimodal semiotic theory to my instructional site, | focus on
the different material and representational resources or signs that individuals use to interpret
and represent meaning. The concepts underlying such a theory, and of great importance here,
are meaning and sign. A sign is a juxtaposition of meaning and form. That is, signs are
material resources upon which individuals draw to make meaning. Meaning in and of itself
can never exist outside of the sign as an independent object. If communication is to have
meaning, that is, the potential of being understood and interpreted, then it “must have its
existence in the material of actual, real signs” (VoloSinov, 1973, p. 28). Although, in signs,
meanings take material form, they do not depend upon the form of the sign for their meaning.
Rather, the form is a signifier that has the potential of becoming a sign when individuals bring
meaning to it. Melkorka’s attempt to communicate the meaning of auras, in the vignette
above, is an example of how meaning does not reside in the material resources around us,
waiting for us to discover to communicate our intentions. Rather, in the process of
communication, individuals bring meaning to the resources available, which have the
potential of becoming signs for the meaning that individuals intend to convey.

In Melkorka’s case, her words, “everything is moving very slowly but also very fast,”
and the video clip that she found on YouTube had the potential to become signs for the idea
that she was trying to communicate. Because her attempt at that particular moment was to
communicate her idea in a written language, in her search for a written signifier that could
capture her meaning, she brought her intended meaning to those two signifiers (the words and
the video clip). As this example illuminates, signs derive their meanings through constant
negotiation in the process of interaction within a specific context. As contexts vary, the sign
found within any sign system, including spoken, signed, and written language, as well as
images, can take on various meanings (Kress, 2005a; Volosinov, 1973). Thus, signs are
always and everywhere the work of ideologies. That is, they reflect a particular viewpoint
that, in turn, encourages indivudal to read them in a certain way.

Expanding one’s theory of literacy learning to include the multiple meaning-making
modes that literacy learners bring to the instructional site involves finding ways to understand
“how meanings are made as signs in distinct ways in specific modes” and how we understand

and describe “the integration of such meaning across modes, into coherent wholes, into texts”
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(Kress, 2003, p. 37). The challenges that Kress highlights here crystallize in Melkorka‘s
composition process, as described above. Within that process, we observed how Melkorka
was trying to explain the feeling of being stuck between two cultures, the hearing and the
Deaf.

The figure with the circles representing the two worlds in which Melkorka lives, with
the words, “I am stuck in between,” placed in between them, provides evidence that Melkorka
may have been visualizing this feeling before the words actually reached her consciousness.
Further, she expressed her intended meaning through the material resources most suited to her
intentions at that given moment and by using the representational modes that could best carry
her message. Throughout the composition process, Melkorka navigated between multiple
modes while making and reshaping her meaning. The whole composition process bears
witness to how the material and representational resources Melkorka brought to the writing of
her poem were transformed within the instructional site to better convey her intended
meaning.

We have seen how Melkorka draws upon different sign systems in the composition
process. NLS researchers introduced the notion of design as a key concept to account for this
intensified “complexity and interrelation” of various modes in the meaning-making process,
that is, the linguistic, audio, spatial, gestural, and visual modes, as well as the mode of
multimodality, which brings together the interactions between the other five modes (New
London Group, 1996). The concept of design speaks to individuals’ acts of making decisions
about which of the material resources available to them best symbolize their intentions and
which representational modes are best suited for deploying those intentions. Questions related
to designing include, “What can stand for what [ mean? And how can it be most successfully
communicated?” In the course of designing, the designer is constantly transforming existing
resources, as shown in Melkorka‘s composition process. In this way, the notion of design
does more than describe the form, structure, or meaning being made. It brings together and
accounts for both the meaningful structure of the design and the interests of the designer, the
human agency involved in the meaning-making process (Cope & Kalantzis, 2005; Kress,
2005a; New London Group, 1996). This double nature of design starts off with a very
different view of language learning and meaning making than what is commonly held (Cope
& Kalantzis, 2005; Kress, 1997, 2005a). Instead of thinking of language as a stable system of
components and rules to be acquired, design focuses on change and transformation. In this
view, individuals cannot been seen simply as users of language. Rather, motivated by their

interests, they have to be seen as “remakers, transformers, of sets of representational
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resources” (Kress, 2005a, p. 160). This strong emphasis on individual agency in the meaning-
making process forms an alternative understanding of what literacy education should be
about. Instead of thinking about the various sign systems, such as language, reading, and
writing, as existing in the abstract, waiting for students to acquire and apply them in the right
way, the instructional site should be a place where students who are deaf can access and
develop their multiple modes for interpreting and making meaning in the process of learning
to read and write in their second language.

In this study, | use the conceptual construction of multimodality, as described above,
to explore the various modes of meaning upon which children who are deaf draw in gaining
command over their second language, in this case, the written form of Icelandic, and how I, as
a teacher, can either support or limit their use of these resources through my instructional
practices. However, to understand how, in my position as a teacher, | can either afford or
hinder students’ use of the resources that they bring into the classroom, I need to examine
how underlying institutional forces shape my work. In the following sections, | examine how
the theoretical construct of “big D” Discourses in relation to an increased awareness of the
Discourses found within the field of deaf education, in general, and literacy learning of
children who are deaf, in particular, provides an important tool to examine how institutional
forces provide or limit students‘ opportunities to bring in and base their learning on the

multiple modes of meaning that they bring into the instructional site.

2.6 “Big D” Discourses

Gee’s (1996) notion of “Discourses,” with a capital D, was extremely important in beginning
to problematize the school-based notion of literacy. Gee (2005) differentiates between “little
d” discourses and “big D” Discourses, stating that, while the former deal with language in
use, the latter encompass a wide range of representation resources that individuals use to
display particular socially situated identities, such as gestures, behavior, and clothing. “Big
D” Discourses, also referred to as cultural models, figured worlds, or lifeworlds (Cope &
Kalantzis, 2005; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Strauss & Quinn, 1997), are
theories that we unconsciously embody and enact that allow us to get on with our daily lives
without excessive preplanning (Gee, 2003, 2005). “Big D” Discourses are composed of
“various ways of talking, listening . . . acting, interacting, believing, valuing, and using tools
and objects, in particular social settings at specific times” (Gee, 1996, p. 128) that allow us

“to display and recognize a particular social identity” (Gee, 1996, p. 128). The kinds of
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Discourses that people embody, display, and recognize depend on their experiences. People
can embody and display multiple Discourses or identities, even conflicting ones, without
being aware of it.

Discourses emerging from prior experiences necessarily shape what we consider to be
“normal” or “typical” in regard to a given situation. In the opening vignette of this chapter, for
instance, we see how Viktoria and her mother embody different Discourses about what is
normal in terms of the situation of a deaf individual going to see a musical. The mother
unconsciously thinks that, because deaf individuals cannot hear, they probable cannot enjoy
this type of entertainment, while Viktoria thinks that they can. As this incident indicates, there
is nothing right or wrong in this situation. In the same way, Discourses are never “true” or
“false.” Rather, Discourses are always ideologically-laden, reflecting a particular viewpoint
that, in return, encourages individuals to construct specific kinds of situated meaning, that is,
to read context in a certain way (Gee, 2004a). This nature of Discourses is extremely
important because, as Gee (2005) emphasizes, at the same time that Discourses allow us to
infer what we consider to be “normal” or “typical” in any given situation, they also include us
in the exclusion of Discourses that are in conflict with our own (Gee, 2005), as might have
happened in Viktoria’s case if she had not spoken up and demanded to be included. This
exclusion of different Discourses can be harmful, as it can lead to the implementation of
considerations and actions that are unjust, dismissive, or disparaging in regard to other people
(Gee, 2005).

People do not think overtly about the Discourse by which they are guided unless they
come into conflict with Discourses that interpret situations differently from their own, as seen
in the case of Viktoria and her mother regarding deaf individuals going to see a musical. This
collision of different Discourses can be experienced as a slight feeling of discomfort or
tension that individuals can either choose to ignore or to reflect upon. It is only through overt
reflection, however, that people are able to bring the Discourses by which they live to their
conscious awareness.

The tension that emerges when people encounter different Discourses, if critically
reflected upon, can provide opportunities to understand the values and dispositions implicit in
the Discourses that guide one’s action as well as a greater understanding of the Discourses
that are in conflict with one’s own. In the case of Viktoria’s mother, we see how her reflection
originates in Viktoria’s question, “And why can I not come with you to that?”” which Viktoria

poses in response to her mother’s stating that she is not supposed to go with them to see the
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musical “Bugsy Malone.” This question raises doubts in Viktoria’s mother’s mind, and as we
already know, she ends up bringing her daughter to the show.

Through the experience of watching “Bugsy Malone” with her daughter, Viktoria’s
mother discovers that Viktoria was probably the one who enjoyed the show the most. That is,
by overtly reflecting upon and renegotiating the Discourses in regard to deafness, by which
she lives, Viktoria’s mother not only became more aware of the disposition intrinsic in her
Discourse about deafness but also learned more about the disposition behind the one that
Viktoria embodies. Consequently, she came to know Viktoria through the perspective that
Viktoria embodies about herself as a deaf individual.

In the same way that each individual holds specific Discourses, so do institutions such
as schools. Institutional Discourses get established through repetition of “valid” practices and
situations. In return, institutions “create forces that ensure the repetition and ritualization of
the situation that sustain them” (Gee, 2005, p. 102). Consequently, the Discourses made
available to teachers during their training and tenure with the school institution are limited to
those that are recognizable within those specific situations of training and teaching. These
Discourses materialize in dispositions, learning materials, routines, and rituals, as well as in
the cultural, historical, political, and economic forces, present within the educational setting.
The danger that teachers confront when they take up “accepted” practices is losing sight of the
specificity and localness of those practices and beginning to think of them as common,
abstract, and even universal (Gee, 2005). As a result, when teachers encounter practices not
validated by the existing Discourses, they do not know what to make of them and often
dismiss them without consideration.

Gee’s (2005) notion of “big D” Discourses links together literacy instruction, identity,
and the sociocultural context of the school. As such, “big D” Discourses becomes a useful
construct for identifying the Discourses emerging within my classroom and how these affect
instructional practices. These include both the Discourses that I hold as an individual, and as a
member of the school institution, about literacy instruction of students who are deaf, as well
as the Discourses that my students bring into the classroom about who they are as literacy
learners and the literacy instruction that they expect to receive in school. Additionally,
because “big D” Discourses closely relate to identities, they become an important tool in
exploring the roles available to students within the instructional space and how these suggest
certain types of identities for students to take on. In section 2.6.2, | further develop the
discussion of the connection between “big D” Discourses, identities, and the instructional

space, with a focus on the different kinds of identities available to students within the process
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of learning. Before turning to that discussion, however, | further illuminate how conflicting
Discourses have shaped the field of deaf education, consequently, influencing the ways in

which teachers act within those particular settings.

2.6.1 Conflicting Discourses in Deaf Education.

The conflicting perspectives, clinical and sociocultural, highlighted in the current debate
about different research paradigms, particularly which one is better suited to enhancing the
literacy learning of children who are deaf, are not new in the field of deaf education. As a
matter of fact, these contradictory Discourses have coexisted and influenced people’s
understanding of deafness long before the establishment of deaf education.'® Therefore, it
may be easier said than done for teachers to make the shift from the clinical to the
sociocultural perspective in their practice as they try to account for and base their instruction
on students’ cultural and linguistic resources. This becomes particularly true in the light of
Gee’s (1996) discussion of the nature of the Discourses by which we live. That is, under
normal circumstances, we do not recognize the multiple Discourses that we embody and
enact, whether in our personal or professional lives. Therefore, as teachers of children who are
deaf, we cannot truly scrutinize the Discourses by which we live within the educational
setting, without the vantage point of Discourses that vary from our own. In this section, |
highlight the two conflicting Discourses, clinical and sociocultural, that have most influenced
people’s understanding of deafness. Bringing these two Discourses to an explicit awareness
will further help to understand and to reveal the Discourses that have come to shape the
literacy practices utilized within the educational setting of this research, including my own.
The sociocultural Discourse on deafness developed from the awareness that, as long as
deaf people could cultivate their “collective life” (Ladd, 2003), that is, come together as a
group, they were capable of expressing their minds just like anyone else. Clinical Discourse,
in contrast, was developed by those who were aware only of the isolated deaf individual, who,
without the opportunity for intellectual communication through a comprehensible interaction
with social peers, appeared to be ill-functioning in society (Ladd, 2003). This lack of
awareness encouraged the creation of a Discourse on deaf people as persons suffering from

lack or having an impairment. Throughout history, these opposing perspectives have been

19 These perspectives have had different names throughout history. Ladd (2003) talks about these as positive and
negative perspectives on deafness. Although the terms “ clinical” and “ sociocultural” may not have existed early
on, | use them here for the sake of consistency in my discussion of the different discoureses that have come to
shape our understanding of deafness and, in retrospect, the purpose of the field of deaf education.
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mediated by different social languages (different ways of using language), and a number of
examples show how each has attempted to eradicate the other (Ladd, 2003).

The coexistence and intersection of the conflicting Discourses described above, one
addressing the importance of deaf people’s collective life for their intellectual growth and the
other emphasizing that the deaf individual needed to be fixed to be fully functional within
modern society, had a tremendous impact on the establishment and development of
educational Discourse for this student population from the late nineteenth century to the
present day. Although advocates of deaf education emphasized the linguistic element as the
humanizing factor, arguing that a society of deaf people needed to be created to make it
possible for deaf people to educate themselves through their own language, these advocates
also found that utilizing a Discourse that dehumanized uneducated deaf people, to some
extent, was important as a means to gain recognition and financial support for establishing
and maintaining an educational system for the deaf (Ladd, 2003). Thus, in bringing together
conflicting Discourses, advocates for establishing an educational system for the deaf laid a
foundation for a clinical Discourse that holds that deaf people, within these educational
settings, need to be fixed (Ladd, 2003).

Although the clinical Discourse became embedded within the deaf educational system
for almost a century (Chapter 1.3.1.) and appeared successful in repressing sociocultural
Discourses of deafness, these Discourses began to materialize again in late twentieth century,
shortly after Stokoe (1960) provided evidence of Sign Language being a real language. The
sociocultural Discourse emerged in the words of those who argue that hearing people have
constructed people who are deaf as deficient, which served as the foundation to the
unsuccessful attempt to impose their familiar hearing world upon deaf people (Lane, 1992).
Instead of putting forth this misleading image of deafness, the supporters of the sociocultural
perspective emphasize that, if children who are deaf are to become successful literacy
learners, it is vital to reestablish the cultural and linguistic knowledge of deaf people in
educational settings for the deaf.

These conflicting Discourses of deafness continue to co-exist and influence people’s
understanding of deafness. In turn, individuals have unconsciously internalized their
perceptions of what it means to be deaf, as we have seen in Viktoria’s mother’s presumption
that deaf people cannot attend musicals. Thus, the ways in which a literacy teacher of children
who are deaf and his or her students interact is predetermined by the various Discourses that
they enact within the educational setting, which, in turn, influence the nature of literacy

practices that are being taught and reinforced. Hence, a good starting point for me as a literacy
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teacher who is to understand the challenges that children who are deaf experience in terms of
literacy learning is to look at how the various Discourses within deaf education have come to

shape my understanding of what it means to be deaf.

2.6.2 “Big D” Discourses, Deafness, Literacy Learning and Identities.

“Do you want to edit your story about Maria now or do you want to begin a new story?” [
asked Viktoria as soon as | walked into the classroom. Before giving her time to answer, |
told her that I had noticed a few things in the story that | knew she could do better, including
correcting at least seven misspelled words that | knew that she had been working on. We also
had been working on how to represent dialogue in a story, and | wanted her to look at this as
well to make sure that she was formatting it consistently. As | told her what | wanted her to
do, I could see her stiffen.

“I am not in the mood to do this,” she informed me.

“Here is the story we printed out yesterday. Look through it and edit it,” I told her.
She took the draft that | handed to her and brought it to her seat. She signed herself through
the text. After she finished, she turned to me.

“In Sign Language this all works. I think it is better to use Sign Language. I am bad in
Icelandic. I just want to use Sign Language. I don‘t know anything in Icelandic.” She
pounded this into me just like I had pounded my orders into her. Her reaction came as a big
surprise to me. Lately, | had been noticing subtle but very real changes in her writing, which
indicated that she was making progress. I told her this as | wondered how | could intervene in
her writing process and nurture her developing identity as a writer, without breaking her
down (Research Journal, November 29, 2007).

Throughout my stay within the instructional site, 1 was constantly reminded that, as
my students were learning their second language, Icelandic, they were not only learning how
to read and write in that language, they also were developing their identities as literacy
learners, and my instructional practices would play an important role in how they came to
perceive themselves as such. In the vignette above, | draw attention to my challenging role of
negotiating the multiple Discourses emerging within the context of my classroom as | attempt
to provide a safe space for my students to negotiate their identities as literacy learners. Before
discussing this in greater detail, |1 examine the relationship between learning and identity and

how institutional Discourses shape that process.
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In looking at how dominant Discourses found within the context of literacy instruction
of children who are deaf affect students’ construction of their identities as literacy learners,
Lave and Wegner‘s (1991) concept of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) is useful. The
central idea of LPP is that learning is a situated activity in which learners are guided toward a
full mastery of knowledge and skills of particular sociocultural communities’ practices
through participation with someone more knowledgeable in these practices (Lave & Wenger,
1991). This participation involves both the process of taking part in an activity and the
interactive relationship with others reflected in that process (Wenger, 2008). Understanding
learning in terms of participation leads to the conclusion that it is not enough to evaluate
learning based on whether external knowledge has been internalized, a practice commonly
utilized within schools. Rather, student learning needs to be understood as increasing
students’ capabilities to participate and negotiate their place in the generative social processes
involved in the sociocultural practices of a particular learning community (Lave & Wenger,
1991).

This understanding of learning as increasing immersion within the sociocultural
practices of a particular learning community involves students’ construction of associated
identities. That is, within the process of learning certain social practices, students are
simultaneously developing identities as more mature members of that particular community.
Thus, identity development is always integral and negotiated in the process of learning. This
discussion of social practices, learning, and identity leads back to the earlier discussion of
“big D” Discourses. The understanding and enactment of the social practices of any
community depends heavily on the Discourses underlying those practices. It is through the
lenses of specific Discourses that social practices gain their meanings, and individuals
engaged in these practices can be recognized as displaying a certain kind of identity. Further,
because members of a community are in the process of negotiating the meanings of that
community’s social practices, they are simultaneously involved in constructing a notion of
who they are as members of that learning community and in transforming the underlying
Discourse to account for the meanings being developed.

The notion of learning as participation in social practices becomes problematic for
several reasons within the institutional setting of a school. First, the knowledge and skills
emphasized within the instructional setting have been removed from the social practices that
gave them their meaning in the first place. Second, within institutions such as schools,
underlying dominant Discourses are shaped and reified into concrete educational practices

and social positions. This means that the institutional Discourses reinforce educational
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practices that seem meaningful from the institution’s perspective but neglect to account for
the naturally evolving and transformative nature of the social practices as they emerge within
their community of practice. Consequently, instead of teachers and students being able to
negotiate their identities in the process of learning, the reified social positions already in place
for the participants call on the enactment of certain types of identities (Gee, 2001).

The complex nature of institutional Discourses and how they create social positions
with their associated social practices for teacher and students to take on, crystallizes in the
interaction between Viktoria and me in the opening vignette. In the social position of the
teacher, one is expected to tell students what they need to do. In the same way, one may
expect one in the social position of the student to be told what he or she needs to do. This is
exactly what is seen in the vignette. However, what is not visible in it is that, at the time of the
incident, | had worked hard to reconstruct this notion of the teacher-student relationship. In
my work, | had strived to create a space where students had agency over their own working
processes and where my role was to intervene into their learning processes when needed. The
fact that | enacted the teacher whom | was trying to reconstruct in my work bears witness to
the enormous power of the institutional Discourse against which I was consciously working.
That is, when least expected, its invisible forces pulled me right back into the social position
that | was trying to recreate, a social position that had, long before | had entered the teaching
profession, shaped my understanding of the roles and responsibilities that individuals in the
roles of the teacher and the student “should” enact.

As teachers enter the institutional setting of school, the institutional Discourses forces
them into the social positions awaiting them within the setting and are expected to take up the
“accepted” educational practices and routines that sustain the positions that I illustrated above.
Consequently, the identities available to students during instructional time depend on how
teachers negotiate these existing social positions with regard to their students, that is, how
they talk and interact with students during instructional time (Mojo & Dillon, 2006).
Teachers’ negotiation of the social positions available to them can range from their taking a
position in classrooms whereby they can negotiate their identities dynamically, along with
their students, to adopting the prescribed practices and positioning students in ways that
determine the kind of identities that are available to them in the learning process (Hall,
Johnson, Juzwik, Wortham, & Mosley, 2010), which students can either accept or resist.

McCarthey and Mojo (2002) claim that one of the ways in which literacy practices
shape students’ identities is seen in how “readers and writers come to understand themselves

in particular ways as a result of a literate engagement” (p. 229). In the vignette above,
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Viktoria brought different semiotic systems and associated identities to the process of learning
to write in her second language, that is, the sign systems of written Icelandic and of Icelandic
Sign Language. I intervened into Viktoria’s writing process with my perspective of the
Icelandic language. In this example, | intended to scaffold her writing in two ways: first, by
giving her a choice of which writing to work on and, second, by pointing out writing skills
that | knew that she had been working on.

My first intention failed right from the beginning. Instead of waiting for Viktoria to
tell me what she wanted to work on, | told her in a very direct manner that she should finish
editing her story. What becomes interesting in relation to my second intention is that, in
working on advancing her writing, Viktoria is not only negotiating her literacy identity in
relation to the social practices in which she is involved; additionally, her learning of Icelandic
is mediated through the cultural identities that she brings to the activity. That is, Viktoria’s
sentences “in Sign Language this all works. I think it is better to use Sign Language. I am bad
in Icelandic. I just want to use Sign Language. I don’t know anything in Icelandic,” bring
evidence that through the process of learning the written form of Icelandic, Viktoria is
engaged in constant negotiation between the multiple identities that she brings to the
educational setting. This shows how the role of the literacy teacher of children who are deaf is
not only to scaffold the learning of their second language but also to do so in a manner that
provides students with a social context that encourages exploration, engagement, and
development of the multiple identities on which their learning is based.

Because Gee‘s (2008) notion of “big D” Discourses encompasses a wide range of the
representational resources of which individuals make use to identify themselves as certain
kinds of people within specific contexts, it is an important means of understanding how
deafness, literacy learning, and identity development converge within the instructional site
and became shaped and renegotiated within the process of learning. The notion of “big D”
Discourses is useful for examining how ideological forces underlying instructional practices
implemented into the literacy instruction of children who are deaf provide or limit the

opportunities available to students for constructing their identities as readers and writers.

2.7 Concluding Thoughts

In this chapter, | have developed the theoretical lenses that | will apply to my instructional site
to understand the process that | need to undergo to account for the multiple representational
resources that students who are deaf bring to their learning of their second language, written
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Icelandic. Adapting a sociocultural perspective on literacy instruction has its consequences in
teachers’ work. Instead of emphasizing the learning of discrete skills in the process of
becoming literate, teachers need to become researchers within their instructional settings and
seek out ways to understand the multiple literacies that students bring into the classroom. In
the next chapter, 1 will discuss how | came to construct my stance as a hearing teacher-

researcher within the classroom of children who are deaf.
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3. BECOMING A TEACHER-RESEARCHER

| entered the teaching profession in fall 2000 as a teacher of children who are deaf. Upon
entering the profession, literacy instruction was not one of my main concerns, particularly
because my new school already had a bilingual reading approach in place that I planned to
use. | spent some time getting familiar with that approach and deciding on books for my
students to read. Then | was set to go . . . or so | thought. | had not been in the classroom long
when | realized that literacy instruction was going to be my major concern this academic year.
Indeed, it became so challenging that, at the end of the school year, | felt that | had no other
choice than to leave the classroom to find some way to address my challenges. This
experience within the classroom, however, taught me valuable lessons. | learned that, for
practicing professionals, there can be a significant gap between receiving advice and
implementing it within their practice. Therefore, |1 was determined that, when | found the
solutions to my struggles, | would return to the classroom to see for myself how what | had
learned could be successfully implemented in practice.

As | became more familiar with the notion of multiliteracies, discussed in Chapter 2,
the focus of my research began to take shape. It became evident that the answers to my
questions were not to be found in any pre-planned methods that could be installed seamlessly
in the classroom. Rather, intrinsic in the perspective of the NLS is the position of the teacher
as a researcher (Cazden, 2000; New London Group, 1996). That is, if | wanted to support my
students’ literacy learning, I needed to look beyond my taken-for-granted assumptions about
literacy to identify and account for the various literacy resources that students brought to the
setting. | realized that, to find solutions to the challenges that | had once experienced, | needed
to return to the classroom as a teacher-researcher to learn to see what was not visible to me
because of my cultural background.

This idea appealed to me. From what | had read in graduate school, it was a research
approach that could have the greatest potential impact on the development of the theories and
practices that would guide my work as a teacher because such an approach inherently
demands active involvement in examining the relationship between teaching and research
(Kemmis, 2001). However, as | read more about teacher research and delved into the writings
of other teacher-researchers, | came to realize that its aims and nature differed widely. The
diverse origins of the works that | read made it difficult for me to explain teacher research to
myself and to others, except by simply saying that it is about the teacher’s examining
systematically his or her own work (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). Although this definition
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appeared to describe my work as a teacher-researcher, | felt that it never really captured the
idea of what such research involves.

Before entering my research setting, the classroom, | prepared myself as best | could. |
took methodological courses, including one on teacher research, and | continued to read about
teacher research as a methodology and to read the actual research accounts of teacher-
researchers. Many of the readings with which | engaged described such research in ways
resembling Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1988) circular model of the sequencing steps of
planning, acting, observing and reflecting, and re-planning. Everyone who discussed these
procedures, however, seemed to agree that these steps did not occur in a linear way. When |
entered the classroom as a teacher-researcher, | felt that | had little to hold on to. | had my
research questions, which | hoped would guide my vision once | was in the classroom, and |
had the vague idea that, in my search for students’ literacy practices, I would somehow
traverse the steps outlined above.

Originally, 1 was going to stay within the classroom for a year to collect my data.
However, as time passed, | realized that | needed more time to understand the task that | had
set out to accomplish. Consequently, | ended up working in the classroom as a teacher-
researcher for three years. Throughout, | struggled with the question, “What is teacher
research?” It was not until I left the classroom to write my dissertation that [ was able to put
words to this phenomenon, which had helped me to examine and reveal the complexity of
classroom life at a deeper level than | had ever dared to imagine. Based on my experience
working as a teacher-researcher, | began to wonder what teacher research is to me. | read, and
| reflected upon my experience with teacher research. A question that a former committee
member had posed in relation to my preliminary exam kept coming back to me: “Have you
thought about how your status as a hearing person affects your research process?”” This was
important, and | began to write about it. However, while | wrote, | wondered whether this
should be what my methodological chapter focuses on. How did writing about my status as a
hearing person address the question of what teacher research is?

In the midst of grappling with the question, “What is teacher research?” I reread the
article Choice and Quality in Action Research, by Peter Reason (2006). In this article, Reason
discusses four characteristics of teacher research. First, teacher research is concerned with
addressing worthwhile practical purposes. Second, teacher research encompasses many ways
of knowing. Third, teacher research is a participative and democratic process that seeks to do
research with, for, and by people, to redress the balance of power in knowledge creation.

Fourth, teacher research is an emergent process that evolves over time as communities of
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inquiry develop within communities of practice. Bringing all of these characteristics together,
Reason stated that teacher research is “an emergent process of engagement with worthwhile
practice purposes, through many ways of knowing, in participative and democratic
relationship” (p. 189). This definition of teacher research brought to my attention that my
struggle to understand this phenomenon was grounded in the fact that | was developing a
perspective on teacher research that went far beyond methodological issues. | believed that
teacher research was not only about moving through the steps of planning, acting, observing,
reflecting, and then re-planning in an ethical way; rather, the understanding of teacher
research with which | was wrestling during my time within the research setting matches
Reason and Bradbury’s (2001) definition of teacher research as a:
participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in the
pursuit of worthwhile human purposes . . . It seeks to bring together action and
reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical
solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of
individual person and their communities (p. 1).

This understanding of teacher research moved my attention away from focusing on what
| was doing as a teacher-researcher toward examining the underlying aim inherent in my
work. Through extensive reflection, |1 came to recognize the democratic vision guiding my
work as a teacher and a researcher, one in which individuals unite in the co-creation of
knowledge. The notion of knowledge to which I refer differs in many ways from the form of
propositional knowledge emphasized in schools. This type of knowledge originates in the
relationship between the teacher and his or her students and develops through evolving
discursive participation (Reason, 2006) within a communication space (Wicks & Reason,
2009) that encourages the exchange of perspectives. In this way, knowledge is both socially
constructed and driven by power. That is, those who belong to groups in power have a greater
opportunity to have an input into and ownership over the knowledge being constructed.

Thus, if the aim of action research is to “help promote the empowerment of people . . .
toward their democratic participation and voice in society” (Rahman, 2003, p. 16), we need to
attend to the creation of a democratic, participative communication space and reveal how
power circumscribes and informs our understandings of ourselves and others as well as
operates to privilege one perspective over another in the creation of knowledge. In other
words, we need to attend critically to the power relations found within the classroom setting
in which we work (Zeichner, 1994) and understand how they affect participants’ opportunities

to participate in the creation of knowledge. Consequently, along my aim to reveal the literacy
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resources students who are deaf bring into the classroom, | have had to examine how power
intersects with and influences the process of my study.

In the first half of this chapter, I discuss how I increased my sensitivity and attunement
to the power dimensions present within my research setting. This discussion is important
because it reveals how | came to enact the qualities of the teacher-researcher that, in this
research, have helped me as a teacher through the process of recognizing and basing my
instructional attempts on students’ literacy practices. This discussion is divided into three
main sections. In the first section, I discuss how | brought together the roles of the teacher and
the researcher in such a way that one began to inform the other. In the second section, | draw
attention to how, through experiences in the classroom, | was forced to confront and re-
negotiate my standpoint as a hearing researcher. In the third section, | discuss the issue of
representation. Then, in the second half of the chapter, | describe the design of the study. This
discussion is divided into two main sections: data collection procedures and data analysis
which includes discussion about the units of analysis.

3.1 Constructing a Stance as a Teacher-Researcher

While many teacher-researchers claim that the act of conducting research is an integrated part
of teaching (Michalove, 1993; Wilson, 1995) and that being engaged in teacher research
makes teachers more in touch with the reality of their work (Bissex, 1996), others argue that a
tension between the two roles will always be present to some extent (Baumann, 1996; Wong,
1995a, 1995b). In reading about teacher research and reflective practice, | began to imagine
the “teacher” and “researcher” as “two aspects of the single role in which teaching constitutes
a form of research and research constitutes a form of teaching” (Elliott, 1991, p. 64). In
reality, however, negotiating this dual role became much more challenging than 1 had
expected. In this section, I discuss how | brought together the roles of the teacher and the
researcher in such a way that one was able to inform the other. In the vignette below, I draw
attention to the thoughts and feelings that | began to sense within myself as | confronted the
fact that | was moving into the classroom as a teacher-researcher.

I have been preparing for this moment for several years. Now, within the school
setting, preparing to meet my students next week, | sense this little anxiety in my stomach. |
can hear the multitude of phrases that have become part of my everyday language during my
stay at University of Wisconsin-Madison echo in my head: ‘teacher research,” ‘teacher

researcher,’ ‘authentic learning material,” ‘autonomous model of literacy,” ‘ideological
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model of literacy.’ I wonder how I am going to apply these to my new setting. How am I going
to communicate to my colleagues what | intend to do? At this point, as | am preparing to meet
my intended participants, I am encountering a number of ethical issues and research
dilemmas that | had not anticipated, questions such as: How am | going to negotiate my place
as a teacher and teacher researcher in this new environment? How am | going to talk to my
new colleagues about my work in a way meaningful enough to get their feedback on what |
am doing? Is it possible, while being new to the profession, new to the school environment,
and in the beginning stages of becoming a teacher-researcher, to carry out the research plan
I am bringing to the setting at the same time as forming a working relationship with students
and their parents? And, most importantly, how am | going to explain to my students what |
want to do with them, how | want to learn more about the way they learn the written form of
the Icelandic language? When is the right time to tell students and their parents that | intend
to conduct this research?

Zeni (2001) posits that, due to the differing nature of the researchers’ relationship with
and responsibility to their participants, the ethical dilemmas that teacher-researchers
encounter in the process of conducting research fundamentally differ from the ones faced by
outside researchers. | was aware of this upon entering the classroom. However, as the vignette
above indicates, | had not really conceptualized what that meant in practice. | was making a
transition from the university setting, where | had been deeply engaged in discussing and
shaping my research project, to the educational setting of the school, where | was to conduct
the research. Once in the school setting, | realized that now it was time to enact all the
qualities characterizing a competent teacher and a researcher and that this was much easier
said than done.

The first dilemmas arose in communicating to my colleagues my intent to research my
own practice. | was not a total stranger in this new setting; | had worked with some of the
people during my first year of teaching. Some of them knew that | had left the school after my
first year of teaching to study literacy instruction of children who are deaf. When | returned,
they asked me what I had learned. I told them what | had been doing and how I intended to
conduct a study of my own practice for my dissertation. | further told them about this idea of
teachers studying their own work, thinking that some of them would be interested enough to
consider initiating their own teacher research projects. The initial response was “uh, how
interesting.” What minimal interest there was soon dissolved.

It seemed that the very act of raising the topic worked to silence my colleagues.

Several times, I heard someone say “research?” in a tone that indicated that they were
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thinking about the idea, but then this was followed by an attitude that conveyed, “I don‘t have
the time to do it. My responsibility is to teach.” This response disappointed me. Did they not
understand what | was saying? Here we were given a tool not only to raise our own concerns
about education but one that also encouraged and honored our insight in examining the
complexity of the very same concern. Wasn’t that exactly what we teachers needed to make
educational research relevant to the local situation of our work? Wasn‘t that what we needed
to become empowered by the research we read? Why weren‘t my colleagues thrilled over the
idea of examining their own work?

| soon grew to feel that my colleagues perceived me as putting myself on a high horse
by claiming to be doing research. 1 do not blame my colleagues for not being enthusiastic
about the idea of conducting teacher research. There | stood, a newcomer to this setting and
an inexperienced teacher who was doing this research for my dissertation, implying that my
way of approaching literacy instruction might be better than theirs. At the time, | did not
recognize the paradox in this situation but I realized that it was not getting me anywhere to try
to convince my colleagues of the importance of conducting teacher research. What | needed to
be doing at that moment, before I could speak with any confidence about the importance of
teacher research, was to foreground and negotiate my developing identity as a teacher in
collaboration with my colleagues. Therefore, I withdrew my work as a teacher-researcher
from the mainstream discussion.

It was not easy having no one around with whom to consult on a regular basis during
my first months within the field. In January 2007, | attempted to break out of this isolation. |
set out to find people outside my school setting who were engaged in some type of teacher
research. In my search, | found two professors at the University of Education in Iceland who
had conducted a self study as a part of their doctoral studies several years ago. Through
frequent discussions with them about my work, | began to develop a greater sense of myself
as a teacher-researcher.

The second dilemma arose when | met my students. Prior to entering the classroom, |
intended to invite my students to become co-researchers on the research project. | had planned
to inform both students and their families about my research agenda and to have them sign a
written consent form early on in the research process (see appendices A and B). As the first
day of class approached, | began to wrestle with the question of how I should inform my
students about my research and the right time to do so. Although I felt that | should be open

about my intent to study my own practice in relation to my students® literacy learning, it did
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not feel ethically right to impose my research focus upon students and their families while |
was trying to establish and develop a rapport with them as a teacher.

In my position as a newcomer, | felt that a kind of inappropriate authority attached to
the consent form I kept in one of my folders. At that time, I came across Mohr’s (2001) work,
Drafting Ethical Guidelines for Teacher Research in Schools, in which she emphasized that
“teacher-researchers are teachers first” (p. 9), and even as they seek understanding and
knowledge, they must also nurture the well-being of their students and colleagues. Because
my main responsibility within the classroom was students’ well-being and learning, and my
research was meant to help me to do that better, | deliberately waited to tell students and their
families about my research in any depth until | had formed a relationship with them as a
teacher whom they could trust.

The last conflict that | address in this section was how | brought together the role of
the teacher and the researcher to inquire into the living moments found within the classroom.
Early on, | began to note in my research journal that I felt that | had to teach for the sake of
teaching and not let the idea of conducting research take over my work before | had
established myself as a teacher (Research Journal, September 12, 2006). As this excerpt from
an e-mail that | wrote to my academic advisor on October 23, 2006, reflects, my concerns
about these conflicting roles grew in scope as the year progressed.

Teaching and researching is moving slowly forward. My group of teenagers is very
challenging, to say the least. For the past couple of months, | have tried really hard to gain
access into students’ classroom lives and literacy learning as their teacher, but it is going
more slowly than | expected. As | try to understand how to approach my instruction in order
to find an entry point into students’ literacy resources, I struggle with my teacher/researcher
identity. 1 wonder whether I can hold both at the same time, or if | have to develop a stronger
teacher identity before I can add on, or begin to develop the researcher’s identity. Further, I
wonder if the researcher’s identity takes my focus off what should be my main concern, that
is, students’ learning, or if it will in the long run help me understand their learning and the
complex nature of the classroom in more depth. | keep telling myself that being a teacher-
researcher will help me gain a greater perspective on what is going on in the classroom. As
you can hear, | am really skeptical of my work right now, not knowing what direction to take.
I am convinced that the path is somewhere out there, I just haven'’t found it yet. (Gisladottir,
e-mail, October 23, 2006)

This quote illustrates that | felt torn between the developing identities of the teacher

and the researcher and that 1 was having a difficult time bringing the two together in a way
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that would allow them to inform each other. I felt that my focus on conducting research
compromised my teaching responsibilities rather than contributing to them. These concerns
do not sound very different from the ones that my colleagues had intimated when 1 tried to
sell them on the idea of conducting teacher research. While | was trying to stay alive as a
teacher, the idea that I should also be doing research sounded absurd. From what | had read, |
knew that it was supposed to help me gain a perspective on the complexity of the classroom
life. However, in the midst of various chaotic and challenging teaching experiences, | felt that
I had no time or energy to think about conducting research.

Contributing to this feeling was the fact that, in my journal entries, instead of seeing
my students’ literacy practices emerge, the pages began to fill up with descriptions of the
great resistance that | was meeting from students. These conflicts began slowly and, contrary
to my hopes that they would somehow smooth out, evolved to become bigger and bigger. My
concern about having to conduct the research while attempting to get students to focus on
what | was trying to teach them slipped away as | watched the hours, days, weeks, and months
pass by, and | felt that | had hardly begun to teach.

It seemed to me that the students would not give me the opportunity to tell them about
the plans for the day, listen to my instructions, or accept my guidance. Many lessons ended
the same way: the students deliberately ignored me, physically turning away from my
attempts to gain their attention. I could not believe what was happening. There | stood right in
front of them, using all the rules of the Deaf culture that | knew to gain their attention just so
that I could lead them into the literacy activity of the day. And what did they do? They did not
look my way, not even for a second. | was invisible. Some days | wondered why | had even
bothered to get out of bed.

As these conflicts grew in frequency and scope, | began to question what | was trying
to do in the classroom; my intention had been both to teach and to study my own practice. |
asked myself several questions. Was it possible for me, a new teacher whose primary
responsibility was her students’ learning, to develop the dual identities of teacher and
researcher and carry out a research plan that had been developed as a response to the
difficulties that | had faced in the classroom five years earlier? Was it possible that this
research idea was occupying time that | should have been spending on preparing literacy
lessons for my students? Finally, was the idea of looking into students’ cultural background to
find and use the resources that they were bringing into the classroom—was this too idealistic
for my first year of teaching?
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These questions about my responsibilities as a teacher and their potential conflicts
with my intentions as a researcher kept hammering at me, but I continued to record and reflect
upon these experiences, trying to figure out what was happening in my classroom. | wondered
why all these conflicts with students were occurring and why students were blocking off our
channel of communication. | was forced to critically examine what Zeni (2001) has described
as the hidden dilemma built into all research, namely, the dilemma of how one's identity as a
researcher affects every dimension of the research. This made me think that perhaps students’
resistance was not against me personally but rather against the role of “teacher” and the
teaching practices that | enacted within the classroom.

I now recognize this realization as a turning point in my development as a teacher-
researcher. | came to recognize that, as a teacher-researcher, | needed to tune into complex
moments such as the conflicts that 1 was having with students, and from there, | needed to
deconstruct the historical and cultural forces giving rise to tensed incidents such as those that |
have briefly discussed here. Consequently, I decided to explore students’ resistance in relation
to my dominant position as a hearing literacy teacher. In the next section, I discuss how I
came to recognize my standpoint as a hearing teacher-researcher by critically attuning to and

reflecting upon my experiences within the classroom.

3.2 Constructing a Stance as a Hearing Researcher

“[C]onfronting the world from moment to moment is also confronting the self”

(Gergen & Gergen, 2000).

“Are you deaf?” It was Stefdn who raised this question right after I introduced myself. “No, I
am hearing,” I responded, a little surprised, but pleased with this question. Had he really
thought that I was deaf? Wasn’t that a little sign of acceptance? This was just one of those
little moments that come and go before one can blink an eye. At the time, | did not pay much
attention to it. It was not until many months later, when | came back to it to examine the
implications of my standpoint as a hearing researcher, that this question, which seemed to be
lying there so sweetly and innocently among all the other words in my field notes, grabbed
my attention. What had Stefan been asking me about? Was | deaf? Although initially these
words seemed to me to indicate some degree of acceptance, it later occurred to me that they

might have quite the opposite connotation. If I am not deaf, but hearing, who am | then in the
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eyes of Stefan? How does Stefan position me based on my hearing status? How do my other
students who are deaf position me based on my status as a hearing person?

In this section, | first examine the linguistic and cultural position into which the
majority of students who are deaf are born. Then, | discuss how | came to recognize my
standpoint as a hearing teacher-researcher and how it transformed the whole research process.
Given the context of this research project, this discussion is of great importance. The different
standpoints found within this research setting, the hearing standpoint and the deaf one,
represent the power dimension present within this research process, as we have seen in the
previous chapter. Learning how to “exercise power and position legitimately in the service of
participative relationship” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 10) requires the recognition that
each role within the research setting has a particular standpoint, grounded in an historical,
social, political, and economic context (Ladson-Billings, 2004), which then influences the
findings of the research and how those research findings are interpreted (Applemann, 2003;
Greene & Abt-Perkins, 2003; Peshkin, 2000).

3.2.1 Understanding Students’ Frames of Reference

In this section, | examine the unique linguistic and cultural position into which many children
who are deaf are born. The aim of this discussion is to provide a foundation that allows us to
understand in more depth what students who are deaf might find themselves up against once
in the classroom. To begin, I draw attention to Stefan’s awareness of the linguistic and
cultural position that he occupies as a deaf individual. Then I discuss how this standpoint has
been addressed through the literature.

We had invited our families to join us on an afternoon in November to celebrate
Icelandic Language Day. Students were preparing to share their writings. My colleague and |
intended to welcome everybody at the beginning of this event, using sign language and spoken
language at the same time—she was going to sign while | spoke. After observing us practicing
our introduction, Stefan made an interesting remark. He said; ‘You,’ pointing to my
colleague, ‘you are going to be talking to my grandma. But you,’ pointing at me, ‘you are
going to be talking to all the others.’ (Research Journal, November 14, 2007)

It was true that Stefan’s grandma would be the only deaf adult attending our
celebration. And it was not as if Stefan had just discovered that. There was something else
about his remark that brought to my attention his awareness of the unique linguistic and

cultural positions into which people who are deaf are born. In preparing for this celebration,
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we had discussed in depth whether we needed an interpreter for the adults who were not
completely fluent in Sign Language, so that they could better understand students’ stories. We
came to the conclusion that we did not need one. We agreed that, for the most part, this was
supposed to be an authentic language experience in which Sign Language would be the
dominant language. If people were unable to comprehend the stories, we would direct them to
a written version placed on a table in the library where the celebration was to be held.

This was not the only time that | encountered questions of whether an interpreter was
needed. For one of the school’s festivals, my students decided to stage a short comedy, which
would be one of many. Although the students used a few signs to communicate within the act,

9 ¢

such as “good evening,” “we have a broken car,” it was based mostly on pantomime. We did
not even consider using an interpreter. A few days prior to the show, a teacher approached me
and asked whether we needed an interpreter for our skit; I told him that one would not be
necessary. After the show, I overheard a teacher in the teacher’s lounge say that hearing
children had the same right as deaf children to have an interpreter to interpret between the two
languages to facilitate communication and comprehension. Although this is true to some
extent, this statement ignores the power dimension of who has access to the other’s language.
While hearing children do have access to the visual language of the Deaf community, deaf
children do not have access to the spoken language of the hearing community. While deaf
children rely on interpreters for access to a spoken language inaccessible to them, hearing
children do not have to rely upon interpreters to the same extent for access to visual language.
They can, given the opportunity, fully engage in the visual language of the Deaf community.

The complex relationship between the visual language of the Deaf community and the
spoken language of the hearing community and how these interact and influence deaf people’s
learning of literacy from acquisition and throughout their life time has received an enormous
amount of attention within the field of deaf education. This is expected, as children’s
language acquisition is crucial for literacy learning later in life. Under normal circumstances,
from the moment of birth, an individual’s literacy awareness is developed through language
and according to its function in the environment. Children acquire language through exposure
to family and friends. Their literacy consciousness expands as they observe how close family
members use language, and they begin to construct an understanding of its purposes,
functions, and the processes involved in reading, writing, and thinking.

In hearing families, children observe and overhear conversations and discussions that
are not directed at them. Information gathered this way helps them learn the mores, values,

and behaviors that the family and the culture consider desirable or undesirable. Children of
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deaf parents are also able to observe and oversee such interactions, especially if they have
deaf relatives. Like hearing children, children who are deaf, through their exposure to Sign
Language, begin to develop an understanding of the mores, values, and behaviors that their
deaf family members and the Deaf culture consider desirable or undesirable. Further, children
who are deaf begin to interpret elements of the visual world that do not exist in the hearing
world, such as a flashing doorbell signifying the arrival of new people (Marschark, et al.,
2002). This early literacy acquisition of culturally relevant practices found within children’s
culture, whether they are hearing or deaf, results in a strong literacy foundation that facilitates
and supports children’s reading and writing acquisition as they begin to receive formal
reading and writing instruction at school.

Most children build literacy alertness by observing the function of the language in
their environment. However, this is not always the case for children who are born deaf. Only
10% of deaf children are born to deaf parents and become exposed to fully developed Sign
Language from birth. The other 90% are born to hearing parents, who do not share the
communication mode of their deaf child. As a result, young deaf children of hearing parents
lack access to a competent language model for Sign Language and for spoken language
(Marschark et al., 2002). Further, they have limited opportunities to engage in meaningful
interaction until the parents and the child have developed a shared language and
communication system (Lederberg & Mobley, 1990). For this reason, upon entering
kindergarten at age five, many deaf children are still in the process of acquiring the
fundamental language base that signifies and internalizes early childhood interaction, a base
that their hearing peers already have developed (Kampfe & Turecheck, 1987).

This delayed language acquisition experienced by most children who are deaf is one of
the obstacles that deaf children face in learning to read and write. However, many of the
obstacles that deaf people encounter in life are based on hearing people’s extrapolations of
what it means to be deaf (Lane, 1992). Lane posits that these obstacles could readily be
removed if hearing people only came to know the Deaf community and their capabilities.
Later, I examine this point in relation to the researcher’s responsibility of representing, in
their research, the literacy learning of children who are deaf.

While there may be many ways to approach the unique language situation experienced
by the majority of children who are deaf, it is impossible to deny the oppressive history of
deaf education whereby hearing professionals, including psychologists, audiologists, and
educators, have consciously or unconsciously tried to impose their worldviews upon deaf
students (Brueggemann, 1999; Humphries, 2004; Lane, 1992, 1997). When these impositions

52



have been unsuccessful, these professionals have tended to assign negative characteristics, the
“psychology of the deaf,” to deaf individuals (Lane, 1988). This has had severe implications
for the educational opportunities available to individuals who are deaf, as discussed in the
previous chapter.

This history, however, does not mean that hearing professionals are incapable of
working with or conducting research involving individuals who are deaf. It is equally
important for those who are in a position of power or those who belong to a privileged group
to engage in inquiry processes that allow them to “learn more about how to exercise power
and position legitimately in the service of participative relationship” (Reason & Bradbury,
2001, p. 10). Being aware of the oppressive history of deaf education is important because it
allows us to see students’ resistance to various instructional attempts in a different light. That
is, students’ resistance is not necessarily a protest against an individual teacher; rather, it can
sometimes be understood as students’ unconscious attempts to protect their ways of being
(Gee, 2008).

The history of deaf education has shaped the focus of this study in significant ways. In
trying to understand the challenges that students who are deaf encounter in terms of literacy
learning, | have set out to explore the relationship between my literacy instruction and
students’ literacy learning. In this way, I situate the problem within the interactional space of
teachers and students instead of locating it within individual students. As I see students’
challenges with literacy as situated within the instructional site and embedded in the
historically constructed power-laden relationship between the hearing and Deaf cultures I
deliberately chose the position of teacher-researcher to confront and alter these power
dynamics. | take this position as | recognize that it is much easier to tell someone she needs to
alter the power dimension found within her classroom in order for students to become
successful literacy learners than actually having to go through that change. The position of the
teacher-researcher alone, however, will not give me the insight | need into the power
dimensions found within the classroom or justify the outcome of this study in any way.
Without critical attention to the intention of the research and the power relationships found
within classrooms, the knowledge and practices constructed through teacher research can be
harmful to students (Kincheloe, 2003; Zeichner, 1994).

In this section, | have illustrated, through concrete experiences within the school
setting and the literature of deaf education, how I came to recognize students’ positions as
deaf individuals. In the next section, | examine how | came to recognize my standpoint as a

hearing teacher-researcher and its impact on the research process.
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3.2.2 Understanding the Teacher-Researcher’s Frame of Reference

One of the greatest challenges intrinsic to teacher research is recognizing and seeing beyond
one’s taken-for-granted perspectives. It may not even be realistic to expect that a teacher, in
the moment, should be capable of recognizing that moment for anything other than what it is.
The nearness and subjectivity of the experience make it difficult to analyze. Further, one
might argue that this is why we need professional researchers who can record, describe, and
interpret what is happening from a detached and objective standpoint. It is probable true that,
to some extent, individuals are inevitably blinded by their perspectives. However, they can
still develop “their attention so they can look at themselves—their ways of being, their
intuitions and imaginings, their beliefs and actions—critically” (Heron & Reason, 2001). In
the literature, this process has been called increasing one’s “critical subjectivity” (Heron &
Reason, 2001; Marshall & Reason, 2007; Reason & Torbert, 2001), and the quality of teacher
research may be judged on the researcher’s awareness of the frames of reference that he or
she is employing and how these infuse the research process as a whole (Kincheloe, 2003;
Ladson-Billings, 2004; Marshall & Reason, 2007). In this section, | present how | came to
recognize my standpoint as a hearing researcher.

In the previous chapter, | discussed how different Discourses on literacy instruction, in
general, and deafness, in particular, have influenced and shaped the field of deaf education. In
the midst of this discussion emerges the problematic notion of the hearing professionals who
have, unwittingly in some cases, enacted Discourses that have sustained an image of deaf
people as suffering from impairment (Lane, 1992). Before re-entering the field of deaf
education, my research setting, | reflected upon my privileged position as a member of the
dominant hearing group and its possible impact on the research that | was about to conduct
with participants who are deaf. Through reflection and reading the existing literature, |
became more aware of several things. First, | came to recognize that, within this particular
research setting, | do hold a position of power that has its benefits and limitations. Second, |
came to realize that my understanding of what successful literacy practices for students who
are deaf ought to look like can only come through my own mental constructions of how
students who are deaf successfully relate to the literacy learning taking place in schools.
Third, 1 came to see that my membership in the hearing culture could provide an important
means of identifying “literacy events” that could work as entry points for examining the

literacy practices students who are deaf bring to the classroom. | discuss literacy events in
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more depth in section 3.4.2. With these initial understandings of my position as a hearing
teacher-researcher, | entered the research setting.

As promising as my initial reflection looked on a piece of paper, it was not until 1
experienced the reality of the classroom that | could really begin to confront, negotiate, and
redefine my position as a hearing researcher. The incidents shared in this section are a
representative sample of those that occurred during the period when students’ resistance
dominated the instructional time within the classroom. As already noted, these moments
inevitably planted doubt in me, as an inexperienced teacher, of my capabilities. To be honest,
I would have preferred to pretend that these moments did not happen, but this was not an
option. Not only did I have to accept my responsibility as a teacher of returning to school each
day, but I also had to accept that the intensity of these experiences was such that they were not
easily ignored or repressed, as will become evident. At the time, there was nothing for me to
do other than to return to the classroom, try my best, and record these experiences in the hope
that that would help me make sense of what was happening. In the vignette below, | draw
attention to how Viktoria forced me, through her actions, to confront the image of the teacher
whom | embodied and enacted within the context of the classroom.

Things are not going as | had planned. On a regular basis, 1 am experiencing
difficulty in gaining students’ attention to explain the assignments they are to complete in
class. Furthermore, they seem to ignore all my attempts to communicate with them. As a
matter of fact, they will just carry on with their conversations like | am not there. I notice how
they sometimes talk about my techniques for getting their attention and my Sign Language
ability. On September 27, 2006, Viktoria came up to write the answers to one of our
assignments on a transparency lying on the overhead projector. | took her seat. Once at the
front of the class, Viktoria literally took my teaching position. She took on my teaching
persona and began to repeat phrases that | had been using within the classroom: ‘I have not
used Sign Language for a while so I need you to help me recall it,” ‘now focus,” ‘you are
misbehaving,’ ‘this is messy,” ‘don’t do this,” ‘you can just leave,” ‘I will inform your parents
if you do not behave,” ‘I will get Angelina [the assistant principal],” ‘what does this word
mean?’ She also used ‘okay’ in the end of each of her sentences. Although I did not enjoy
Viktoria's parody of me, she performed it quite well and they all seemed to be studying.
Therefore, 1 decided that | would not intervene. Instead | sat back and observed her
performance (Research Journal, September 27, 2006).

Viktoria’s portrayal of me hurt my feelings and left me in a state of confusion over

what was happening within our classroom. Sadly, | recognized all the phrases that she had
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used. My initial response was to wonder how students saw me as their literacy teacher, who
intended to teach them a dominant language, without even having a full command over their
“native” language. I wondered how, if Viktoria’s portrayal of me was how my students really
saw me, | was going to get students to work with me to examine the literacy practices that
they brought to the classroom setting.

Later, | used this incident to examine the literacy teacher whom | embodied. I could
see, through the vantage point of Viktoria’s performance, that my students did not perceive
me as the teacher | had set out to become. Instead of negotiating learning with her students,
this teacher was standing there using phrases such as “now focus,” “don’t do this,” “you can
just leave,” “I will inform your parents if you do not behave,” and “I will get Angelina” to
gain the authority that she needed to get students to complete teacher oriented assignments.

How could this have happened? Where was the critical researcher whom | had set out
to be, not only to raise questions in relation to these kinds of situations but to change them as
well? In fact, the researcher in me was being awakened at the time of these experiences. As a
researcher, | was writing these painful experiences in my research journal, trying to assign
meaning to what | saw happening, while trying to analyze and act within the living moment. I,
as a researcher, struggled just like I did as a teacher. At that moment, the researcher in me was
no more aware than the teacher of how my own perspectives of what counts as educational
practice were limiting my vision of what was happening nor what it took to see beyond these
perspectives. Consequently, | had no alternative but to stay within the moment, trying to
understand it through all my senses. In the following two entries, | describe a silent and verbal
confrontation with Melkorka that played a significant role in helping me to confront and
construct my stance as a hearing researcher.

Melkorka is acting provocatively. She appears negligent, just sits there and does not
work on anything. Is she challenging me? In class yesterday, when she was supposed to be
finding and writing down information about the Icelandic author Gudrin Helgadottir, she did
nothing but draw something in her notebook. Her table was full of books and slowly she
began to push them over the edge of the table, one at a time. The whole time she stared at me
to gauge my reaction. | tried to ignore it. | just do not know how to handle her. Is she trying to
get even with me? Earlier that morning | had spoken firmly to her when she began to
complain just for the sake of complaining. | asked her politely to stop this whining, that she
was just acting like an old grumble lady. That hurt her feelings, and she threatened to walk
out of the room but did not make any attempt to do so (Research Journal, September 17,
2007).
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Putting this incident into writing was not easy. Making it public has been even more
challenging. However, the lesson learned from it has been invaluable. Hearing students
complain about having to do the same thing over and over again really frustrated me. |
frequently wondered in my research journal why, instead of just completing their assignments
and moving on, students would spend lesson after lesson arguing about having to do the same
thing over and over again.

Unconsciously, | tried to suppress this talk by moving on with the exercises that we
had to get through. The incident with Melkorka demonstrates the persistence of my students
in their attempts to make me listen to them. When I tried to overlook Melkorka’s “pointless

2

complaints” by comparing her to an “old grumble lady,” she changed techniques in her
attempt to get through to me. However, the only thing that | saw at that moment was a
disobedient teenager who was making my teaching unnecessarily difficult. A few days later |
had another encounter with Melkorka that was difficult to ignore.

Students have not been working during instructional time. Therefore, | bring in a self-
assessment form for my students to assess their work ethics. Melkorka asks if she can continue
writing her story. | tell her to complete the self-assessment. The students do not give me an
opportunity to explain the instructions written on the form. Melkorka stares at the form on her
table, claiming that she is paying attention. She completes the first part of the assessment. |
am about to explain the instructions for the last part of it when she says, obviously offended,
‘I am deaf, not illiterate’ (Research Journal, October 23, 2006).

Melkorka’s verbal confrontation, “I am deaf, not illiterate,” surprised me. Her
powerful words and the look on her face immediately grabbed my attention. What was she
implying? Was there something about the teacher whom | embodied and enacted that made
her feel this way? Was it possible that the way that | approached my literacy instruction was
creating and sustaining the very same deficit image of children who are deaf as literacy
learners that dominates the literature on literacy education and that I set out to deconstruct?
This confrontation brought home the notion of the hearing professional as portrayed in the
literature.

By reflecting upon students’ resistance to my instructional attempts, | was able to
catch glimpses of myself as the hearing professional discussed in the literature. My
disappointment over that discovery made me realize that, despite my initial reflection on my
standpoint as a hearing person, | had not taken the initiative to explore what it meant once |
was in the classroom. These experiences helped me recognize that, despite our best intentions,

we need to learn to pay attention to the implication of our differences within any situation.
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The final vignette in this section draws further attention to how | came to recognize the
implications of my standpoint as a hearing teacher researcher.

On October 4th, 2006, | approached the assistant principal, Angelina, who is deaf, to
explain how things were going. | described how my students were not giving me an
opportunity to teach and | felt like |1 had not accomplished anything during the six weeks we
had been in school. She offered to come in once a week and read aloud to students from a
script of an Icelandic play called “Vidtalid” (The Interview), which reflects an interaction
between the hearing and the Deaf world. As I observed Angelina reading to my students, |
began to experience them differently as readers. The text was displayed on an overhead
projector so students could follow along. Angelina often assigned different parts to students to
read. Sometimes they would jump in voluntarily and ask if they could read the next word,
sentence, or whole paragraph. It was amazing to see them approach the task of reading the
play, and their vocabulary was beyond my expectations. One incident in particular brought to
my attention my status as a hearing person. Stefan misread a word and Angelina burst out in
laughter. His literal interpretation of the word had been correct, but in the context of the play
it had a different meaning. She explained how common this kind of misunderstanding was for
people who are deaf and gave them some additional examples. They laughed together. |
wondered what would have happened if | had laughed out loud like that. Would my students
have perceived me as laughing with them or at them?

After confessing my concerns to Angelina, | wrote in my research journal how
relieved I was to have told someone about these experiences. I further wrote, “I am hearing. [
need access into the Deaf world. I will not get students to cooperate with me until | get them
to trust me” (Research Journal, October 4, 2006). At this moment, I thought of Angelina as
providing the access that | needed into the Deaf community. | thought that, if I could only
show my students that | had her support for what | was doing, they would ultimately come to
understand that everything that | was doing as a teacher was in their best interests.

Through observing students read with Angelina and their laughing over a misread
word, | came to realize that, although | had read about and reflected upon my status as a
hearing person before entering the classroom, | had not believed that my status would make
such a difference once in the classroom. Further, 1 had not realized that | would need to
struggle to understand how my status affected my presence within the classroom. My
observations of Angelina and my students caused my hearing status to become visible to me
as a social and cultural construction. This moment of recognition was not, in itself, painful;

rather, it simply confirmed that intrinsic in my position as a hearing teacher are certain
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limitations in regard to what | can say and do. | also recognized that the affordances and
restrictions of my standpoint have a tremendous impact on the research process and its
outcome, whether or not | choose to address them in my role as a researcher.

In this section, by making transparent the process that | have undergone, | have
illustrated how | came to confront and create a stance as a hearing researcher. In the following
section, | focus on how, in becoming a researcher, it is not enough to recognize who you are
in relation to your participants. It is equally important to critically examine how you present
the research findings and the participants of your study. Thus, | now turn to the discussion of

representation as it emerged in the process of this research.

3.3 Some Considerations about Representation

In this chapter, | have sought to illustrate how I came to recognize the different standpoints of
my students and me and how these influence my findings. In this section, | discuss my
responsibility as a researcher in representing children who are deaf as literacy learners. In the
vignette below, I illustrate how | came to recognize this responsibility through the process of
writing.

In spring 2009 Viktoria and Melkorka graduated from our school. I knew this was the
right time for me to leave the research field to write up my dissertation. Shortly after |
formally sat down with the intention of presenting my findings, | began to notice a slight
feeling of discomfort as [ wrote. ‘Not again,’ I thought to myself, mindful of how I had had to
live with ‘little’ feelings like this throughout the research process, tracking their barely
noticeable shifts for quite a long time before | could begin to express them in a way that made
sense within the context of my work. ‘If I am ever going to be able to finish this project I need
to continue writing for the sake of writing.” Consequently, | tried to suppress this feeling of
discomfort. Then, on a cold winter morning in February 2010, as | sat in my office, staring
out the window, thinking about how I should continue with my writing, this feeling reemerged,
seemingly from out of nowhere. However, this time it did not emerge as a slight feeling of
discomfort, but as a multitude of questions. How am | representing my students through my
writing? Why is it that | feel | can never address the issue of literacy learning of children who
are deaf without drawing attention to their low literacy achievement? Why do | have to draw
attention to their ‘limitations’ when it comes to literacy learning instead of putting the whole

focus on what it is that they are actually doing? Was it possible that through my writing |

59



would, contrary to my intentions, preserve the same portrayal of students who are deaf | was
trying to deconstruct in my work as a teacher researcher?

Upon entering the research field, | set out to identify and deconstruct the deficit
images of children who are deaf, which I might unconsciously hold as a member of the
hearing society. This was an essential step in the process of reconstructing the image of this
student population on the basis of the literacy practices that these students already access. As
a teacher, | felt that I had made some progress in that direction through my stay within the
field, as I show in the following chapters. As | began to examine the reasons underlying the
discomfort that | felt during the writing process, | came to realize that, despite my good work
as a teacher, as | wrote, | was still trapped by the powerful deficit images of students who are
deaf as literacy learners as portrayed in the literature on deaf education.

In his book Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Volosinov (1973) discusses
how experiences come into being through the reciprocal relationship between the experience
and its expression. To understand the dilemma of representation in which | found myself
while writing, it is necessary to look more closely at the intersubjective relationship between
experience and its expression.

From the very start experience is set toward fully actualized outward expression and,

from the very start, tends in that direction. The expression of an experience may be

realized or it may be held back, inhibited. In the latter case, the experience is inhibited
expression (we shall not go into the extremely complex problem of the causes and
conditions of inhibition). Realized expression, in its turn, exerts a powerful, reverse
influence on experience: it begins to tie inner life together, giving it more definite and

lasting expression. (Volo$inov, 1973, p. 90)

Volosinov explains how the experience takes root and receives its differentiation and
full-fledged expression through a reciprocal relationship between the experience and its
articulation. As seen above, this is not a straightforward process. In the process of becoming,
the response to an experience can range from being inhibited in one way or another to
reaching a fully developed form. The wide range of forms the reciprocal relationship between
the experience and its expression can take on draws attention to the ideological and
sociological battles that need to be fought in order for the expression of the experience to gain
broad recognition. This is particularly true in the case of experiences with disorganized social
orientations, those that are momentary, and those that are characteristic of only a small group
of people. In these cases, the position of the experience “lies on the borders of the normal and

the pathological” (VoloSinov, 1973, p. 92) and has little chance of receiving full-fledged
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expression. As we have seen, this has been the fate of the deaf experience. Throughout
history, the deaf experience has been articulated and represented through hearing people’s
extrapolation of what it means to be deaf (Lane, 1992).

In tenth grade, Melkorka wrote a play about the experiences of Emilia, a deaf girl,
who repeatedly finds herself in situations where she is rejected because of her deafness. In
this play, Melkorka brings up issues that I relate to VoloSinov’s discussion of the reciprocal
relationship between experience and its expression. Further, it draws attention to the
researcher’s responsibilities and dilemmas as related to representing her research participants
and the findings of her research. Below, | share a small section of this play, in which Emilia,
through the process of writing poems, is trying to make sense of the experience of feeling

rejected. She writes:

I am who | am

| am alone

All alone in the world

Even though everybody is around me

I am alone

Emilia stops writing, thinking that this poem is not good enough. Then she continues.

I have a body

| have a face

I have arms

I have legs

I have fingers

I have toes

I have eyes

I have a mouth

| have ears . . . or tjaa
| do have ears
but I do not hear

so do | have ears or what?
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Although Melkorka does not say it in her own words, Emilia’s inner conflicts in these
poems symbolize the ideological battle currently taking place within the field of deaf
education. In her attempt to make sense of the feeling of isolation described in the first poem,
we see how Melkorka has Emilia use her own senses to compare herself to the people whom
she sees around her. What is significant is not so much that Emilia draws attention to the fact
that she cannot hear but rather how that fact makes her doubt whether she has ears at all. That
Emilia is stretching deafness beyond the invisible lack of the sense of hearing to the physical
and visible lack of ears indicates that, in the process of coming to understand deafness, Emilia
has begun to conform to the dominant hearing representation of what it means to be deaf that,
in return, is affecting how she perceives herself (Hauser, O'Hearn, McKee, Steider, & Thew,
2010; Lane, 1992; P. V. Paul & Moores, 2010).

Throughout the history of deaf education, deaf individuals have been excluded from
inquiring into Deaf lives and Deaf experiences (Breivik, 2005; Brueggemann, 1999; Moores,
2010). Consequently, while deaf individuals have not been given the same opportunity as
hearing people to develop an understanding of what it means to be deaf through the reciprocal
relationship of what it feels like and their own articulation of it (Humpbhries, 2008; Volosinov,
1973), they have been and still are, as Emilia’s doubts indicate, forced to conform to hearing
representations of what it means to be deaf (Lane, 1992). In essence, by rejecting the deaf
experience as a full expression, deaf individuals have been denied access to the power needed
to create knowledge about individuals who are deaf that is beneficial to their ways of being in
the world (Moores, 2010) and that helps them develop a positive image of who they are as
deaf individuals. In his work The Mask of Benevolence, Lane (1992) posits that it is not at all
useful to extrapolate the experiences of deaf people based on the experiences of hearing
people. As a matter of fact, basing deaf individuals’ education upon this understanding can be
harmful for students’ development of self-esteem and misleading in determining the
educational emphasis within deaf education.

The extrapolative error is an error twice over: True representations of the members of

another culture cannot be had without a change in frame of reference, which requires,

at least, understanding and empathy. It is naive to imagine otherwise, and it is self-
defeating. There will be no successful relations between hearing and deaf people, no
successful education of deaf children, until the extrapolative error is set aside. (Lane,

1992, p. 12)

Grounding this dual error of extrapolation in VoloSinov’s discussion of experience, we

can see how it first emerges in the construction of deafness as a deficit. This construction, in
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turn, creates the foundation for the second error to emerge: while individuals who are deaf
continue to encounter deficit images based on hearing representations of what it means to be
deaf, they ultimately conform to these representations at the expense of developing their
awareness of what it means to be deaf.

The risks we run by creating deficit images based on hearing extrapolations of what it
means to be deaf are enormous. First, we run the risk that educators working with this student
population will subscribe to these images and join the clinical movement, which sets out to
“fix” the problem without attempting to understand the perspective their students bring into
the classroom. Second, hearing-based representations created by “well-intentioned”
researchers who see themselves as trying to “fix” the problem are the ones whom deaf
individuals encounter as they try to make sense of their deaf experiences. These are the
expressions that begin to tie the deaf individual’s inner life together. In return, they inhibit the
deaf experience and deaf knowledge to emerge and to gain a more definite and lasting
expression. In the attempt to respond to the deficit hearing representations of deaf individuals,
the notion of deaf epistemology provides an important foundation:

Deaf epistemology should be the lens through which auditory learners seek to expand

their understanding of visual learners, in order, ultimately, to enhance learning and

strive to create environments that value visual beings as much as auditory beings —
environments that, in other words, embrace Deafhood and deafness as much as they

embrace hearinghood and hearingness. (Hauser, et al., 2010)

The notion of Deaf epistemology draws attention away from hearing assumptions
about what it means to be deaf to the deaf way of knowing and being in the word. If we want
to understand how to enhance the literacy learning of children who are deaf, we need to set
out to understand this way of being in the world. This idea has important implications for the
responsibility for representation of researchers in the field of deaf education. To address these
here, it is useful to focus on the discussion of representation as related to the construction of
race. In the introductory chapter to their book Making Race Visible: Literacy Research for
Cultural Understanding, Greene and Abt-Perkins (2003) assert that, if we want our work to
make a difference in the field of education, we need to commit ourselves to making race
visible in the process of our work. As professionals we need to “interrogate our sense of
privilege in the research we conduct, the power we wield as we create . . . categories to
describe students . . . and present what we find” (p. 3).

In the same way that researchers working across racial lines need to attend to how the

construction of race influences their work, | believe that we, as hearing researchers of deaf
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children’s literacy learning, need to engage critically with the questions of how audism or
hearing oppression is present in the design, interpretation, and framing of our research. This is
not an easy task because, as human beings, our work is always limited to our current
understanding and the representational means that we have to express that knowledge. As
hearing professionals, to some extent, our understanding will always be restricted to our
hearing perspectives. Nevertheless, we must continue to pursue research, along with a
willingness to open our research process up to scrutiny, so that we may be able to gain an
understanding of how, from a position of power, we can learn to “exercise power and position
legitimately in the service of participate relationship” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 10). In
this regard, we need to carefully monitor our writing to avoid representing or constructing our
research participants in ways that may do more harm than good.

In my writing, | strive to open up the research process by describing how | came to
know what | know through progressing in a very dynamic way through different ways of
knowing (Heron & Reason, 2001; Marshall & Reason, 2007; Reason & Torbert, 2001). These
different ways of knowing can be roughly grouped into four stages. The first stage is
experiential knowing, in which | encounter the experiences that | have shared herein. The
second stage is presentational knowing, represented in how | have tried to capture firsthand
experiences through the process of narration. The third stage is propositional knowledge,
which | have used to bring different perspectives to the experiences recounted as a means to
develop a greater understanding of what was happening at these moments. The fourth stage is
practical knowing, which is evident in my attempts to draw on the knowledge that | have
gained from going through these stages of knowing in my practical decisions. In writing in
this way, | invite you to intervene into my process, explore the choices that | have made to
come to the conclusions presented in this research, and based on that, judge for yourself the

value and transferability of my findings.

3.4 Research Design

In the discussion above, | have illustrated how | developed my identity as a teacher-researcher
within this particular research project. Now, I turn the discussion to the overall design of this
study. In so doing, | describe the data collection procedures and the process of data analysis,

including the units of analysis.
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3.4.1 Data Collection Procedures

In investigating the process that a hearing teacher needs to undergo to create a space that
allows students to draw from and build on the linguistic and cultural knowledge that they
bring into the classroom, I have constructed stories of my own teaching and of my students’
literacy-related interactions with their families as well as literacy stories exchanged between
students within the classroom. Through these stories, | have generated rich descriptions that
allowed exploration from different perspectives of the literacy practices that students brought
into the classroom through the process of “cross-checking hunches that develop from a variety
of data sources, counting, looking for patterns and anomalies, and developing themes” (Graue
& Walsh, 1998). Originally, | was going to stay within the classroom for a year to collect the
data | needed to elicit the intended stories. However, as time passed, | realized that | needed
more time to understand the task that | had set out to accomplish. Consequently, the data
collection procedures extended over three years, from August 2006 to May 2009. Data
collection included participant-observation, a teacher-research journal, formal/informal
parents’ and students’ interviews, photographs, and students’ literacy work/artifacts.

Data collection also involved recursive inquiry into my classroom setting, more
particularly, into observable literacy events taking place during literacy instructional time. |
focused on collecting data on my instructional practices, interactions between my students and
myself, students’ interactions among themselves, and the literacy practices that students used
to approach their learning. The first year of data collection helped me to see the nature of the
literacy practices present within my classroom and how | needed to better understand how to
create a space within the instructional site which foregrounds the literacy practices that my
students brought to the setting. During the second year, | returned to the classroom with a
greater understanding of the modifications that | needed to make in the classroom if | were to
succeed in my attempt to allow my students to deploy and develop their literacy practices to
their fullest potential. In the third year, | recorded selected literacy events, specifically the
ones that could help me shed greater light on the literacy practices that students brought to
and utilized within the classroom setting.

As a classroom teacher, the nature of my participant-observation shifted from time to
time, depending on the work that we were producing in the classroom. Most of the time, | was
a full participant in the various literacy activities found within the classroom. Throughout, |
took notes on what happened and used these to guide my memory and documentation of what

had taken place once | found the time to sit down to write in my teacher journal. Generally,
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that would happen within 2 to 6 hours of my observation. Although | was the teacher, there
were multiple occasions when | could sit back, observe my students as they worked on their
projects, and record the field notes as events were occurring.

In my teacher research journal, 1 wrote about the aim of my literacy instruction in
general, paying closer attention to literacy activities that seemed filled with tension. Further, |
used every opportunity to observe and write notes about students’ behavior and interaction
during school-based literacy learning, noting questions about students’ use of literacy
strategies or literacy behavior to bring up later, either with individual students or during
informal classroom discussion. Finally, I included in my teacher journal stories of what
happened within the classroom, stories students told about what they were learning, and
stories that parents told me about students’ literacy learning. I then used these journal notes to
generate a more comprehensive account of students’ literacy learning within the classroom
and to understand how | came to alter my teaching practices in relation to what | learned
about students’ literacy practices.

As a complement to my teacher research journaling, | used photographs to help me
“freeze” specific literacy events or moments during literacy instruction that | thought were
important to revisit and to reflect upon to gain a better understanding of students’ literacy
learning. Additionally, I collected and examined students’ literacy work/artifacts to
understand the process and progress of students’ literacy learning. Throughout my fieldwork,
| raised questions in response to the data that I collected about what was happening within my
classroom and the development of my students as literacy learners as well as mine as a
literacy instructor. Throughout, I asked myself how the experiences that | was gaining within

the classroom could guide my work with students.

3.4.2 Data Analysis

Like all human activities, school-based literacy learning is culturally mediated. The way that
schools and classrooms are physically set up and how literacy activities are organized and
implemented are affected by historical tradition, the educational philosophy of the school, and
the way that teachers interpret these. Additionally, there are, in place, some specific cultural
expectations regarding how teachers organize their time, space, and activities
(Gudmundsdattir, 2001). The aim of the analysis process for this research was twofold. First,
I sought to identify and describe significant literacy events that could provide insight into how

the organization and implementation of my literacy instruction was influenced by external
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factors rooted in hearing-based models of how to teach literacy. Second, | aimed to identify
and describe literacy events that showed how I, as a hearing teacher, in cooperation with my
deaf students, could change my literacy instruction away from dependence on literacy models
based on the literacy needs of hearing children to a model derived from the literacy practices
that my students were bringing into the classroom.

Because the aim of the analysis was to understand and describe changes in literacy
instruction delivered to children who are deaf based on the researcher’s and the participants’
experience and understanding of what practices are better suited to meet the literacy needs of
this student population, narrative analysis and the stories (or narratives) constructed from my
teaching experiences become a central focus. The term narrative refers to “events that have
already occurred outside of themselves” (Carter, 1993) and consists of characters, settings,
events, plot, tension, end point, narrator, context, tone, and silence, all arranged in a temporal
sequence implying both causality and significance (Carter, 1993; Clandinin & Connelly,
2000).

Because the narrative structure provides a framework in which situations, conflicts or
hindrances, motives, and causality can be placed in the attempt to make them memorable,
comprehensible, and shareable (Carter, 1993), crafting a narrative text is always a
“hermeneutic interpretation” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004; Gudmundsdéttir, 2001) that
functions on two levels (Gudmundsdéttir, 2001). The first level consists of carefully selecting
events out of a complex situation and shaping them to fit into the narrative structure. The
second level consists of the narrator’s taking the selected events and creating a narrative that
provides the reader with a new understanding of the bigger issues underlying the particular
series of events. By choosing specific events out of a complex situation, the events have
already been imbued with meaning, which is then attributed to the event itself by the narrative
under formation. The meaning already at hand in the generation process will inform the
analytic process.

Through the analytic process, I read and reread the field notes, students’ work
samples, and transcripts from interviews as well as looked at the photographs. Through this
process, I began to “narratively code” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) my data, naming
characters, place, scene, plot, tension, end point, narrator, context, and tone present in literacy
events that looked puzzling to me. My goal was to identify patterns, themes, or narrative
threads within and across different data resources that could make visible the process that |
had to undergo to create a space within the context of my classroom for my students to bring

in and develop literacy practices better suited to the task of acquiring the written language of
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the broader society. Based on this, | developed vignettes, units of analysis, that held
significance in terms of answering the questions of this study: How does one hearing teacher
understand the literacy practices that students who are deaf bring into the classroom? How
does one hearing literacy teacher of students who are deaf draw on these literacy practices?
What has this process of studying my own teaching helped me to learn about my literacy
teaching? In so doing, I applied the theoretical construction of “big D” Discourses and
multimodality, as described in the previous chapter, to examine the ways in which
institutional forces at work in the classroom either foster or marginalize students’ literacy
practices within the instructional site.

In forming the vignettes, | employed the conceptual constructions of literacy events
and literacy practices (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Heath, 1983; Street, 1995, 2000, 2001b).
The constructs of literacy events and literacy practices intertwine and create an observable
unit. Although these two constructs help to create a unit, they differ in substantial ways.
Literacy events are observable activities in which literacy is involved. They usually center on
written texts or talk around text. The incident in Chapter 2, where we see Melkorka in the
process of composing a poem about the experience of living between two worlds, the hearing
one and the deaf one, represents a classic example of a literacy event. Instead of me looking
only at the final project of her work, the poem, my observation captures the whole observable
aspect of the activity. In the first part of that literacy event, we see Melkorka expressing her
experience of being stuck between the two words in her notebook.

Several days later, she moves to the computer, where she writes down the first draft of
the entire poem and then shows it to me. Through our discussion and with the help of some
additional resources, we manage to clarify the meaning of the poem and to edit it such that it
better captures the essence of Melkorka’s message. The observable unit, the literacy event,
draws attention to the ideological aspect of literacy events, the literacy practices, which is the
underlying conventions that people internalize and bring to the literacy event to give it
meaning and to make it work (Street, 1995, 2000, 2001b). While literacy events enable
participants, both researchers and practitioners, to focus on a specific situation and determine
what is taking place, literacy practices are seen as “the general cultural ways of utilizing
written language which people draw upon in their lives” (Barton & Hamilton, 2000). That is,
literacy practices center on what it is that people do with literacy and how they make sense of
it. In this way, literacy practices are not an observable unit of the behavior under exploration
but rather involve the values, attitudes, feelings and social relationships running through the
event (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Street, 1995).
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In the incident with Melkorka presented above, we see how Melkorka looks at writing
as a space for her to express her inner feelings and, in so doing, seek assistance to help her
clarify her own meaning. Further, we see how the underlying structure of the instructional
space welcomes Melkorka’s experiences and takes her effort to express them in a written
language as an evaluable foundation for Melkorka’s learning of her second language,
Icelandic. Thus, the values, attitudes, and feelings toward literacy underlying the social
relationship that we observe within this literacy event are what create and attach meaning to
the events in the first place. If literacy is thought of as “a set of social practices” (Barton &
Hamilton, 2000) that individuals use to make meaning of literacy events, then literacy events
are good starting points from which to explore the underlying conventions and assumptions
that make literacy events work.

By employing the conceptual construction of literacy events and literacy practices, |
attempt to examine the ways in which power runs through the multiple literacy practices that
elaborate the observable literacy events apparent during literacy instruction and that affect
students’ opportunities to negotiate their own identities as literacy learners. In putting the
focus on the power dynamics underlying social interaction over a literacy event and the role
of participants in making it work, we come to understand how knowledge creation within the
classroom is a dynamic process of negotiation, with the ever-present danger of more dominant
literacy practices and Discourses governing the less-dominant ones. Consequently, the
teacher’s responsibility can be seen as understanding and transforming one’s own
assumptions about teaching and learning to better encompass the Discourses that students
bring to the classroom. In so doing, we can transform the institutional Discourse and literacy
practices present in the school system and the “social contexts that surround us and constrain
us” (LaBosky, 2004, p. 821), from the inside-out, with the goal of including the multiple
Discourses that students bring with them to the school setting. This is the focus of this study.

Finally, I need to say a word about translation. As already noted, the language of
communication in this study is the Icelandic Sign Language. Being immersed in an
instructional context where Sign Language is the dominant language, | was given the
privilege to experience the beauty and the power of the language. On multiple occasions |
noted in my journal the powerful presence of my students when they took the floor and shared
their work. These moments filled me with pride and admiration of the cultural and linguistic
resources students brought to the classroom that is hard to convey in writing. However, the
rhythm, syntax and grammar of the Icelandic Sign Language differ greatly from both

Icelandic and English. Consequently, word for word translation from the Icelandic Sign
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Language to either Icelandic or English results in awkward, stiffed language which does not
really capture the nuance and the witticism of the interaction taking place. Consequently, in
working with the incidents described throughout this study, | decided to focus on the meaning
inherent in the interaction taking place and freely rather than literally translate these from the
Icelandic Sign Language to English. In this chapter | have discussed the process of creating
my standpoint as a hearing teacher-researcher and have described the design of this study. In

the next chapter, I move to presenting the findings of this study.
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4. BECOMING A NEW LITERACY TEACHER: LEARNING TO LISTEN

Transitioning from the university to the school classroom was tricky. As a graduate student, |
had been immersed in academic discussions about literacy education. Throughout my
coursework, | was constantly renegotiating and refining my beliefs about education, my
identity as a teacher, and my ideas about the literacy practices, skills, and knowledge needed
for my students to be successful literacy learners. At that time, | focused on how I, as a
hearing literacy teacher of children who are deaf, could look beyond my perspectives to base
my literacy instruction on the literacy practices that students brought to the classroom. It was
not until I was in the classroom, however, that | came to experience, first hand, that putting
these ideas or beliefs into practice would involve a difficult negotiation with the educational
Discourses of my research setting. Although | was using NLS to guide my work, my focus on
recognizing students’ literacy practices within the classroom, as these emerged, limited my
understanding of how the work that | had set out to do meant taking control over and
redesigning the instructional site in a way that supported students’ use of their own literacy
practices. This lack of awareness engendered tensions at multiple levels.

In this chapter, | discuss my initial attempt to position myself in relation to the vision
that | brought to the instructional site and to the educational Discourses shaping the school
setting. I also discuss how the lessons that | learned from pushing myself to understand, from
different perspectives, the contradictions in my own practice enabled me to have a deeper
understanding of the complexities of classroom life (Brookline Teacher Researcher Seminar,
2004; Elbow, 1986). This discussion is divided into three main sections. In the first section, |
discuss how I came to recognize the “big D Discourses that shape the educational practices
of my school setting, as well as my own educational practices. In the second section, | draw
attention to how | came to recognize the institutional Discourse on reading that shapes my
educational practices, which came about by reflecting upon firsthand experiences within the
classroom. In the third section, I discuss how | came to recognize the institutional Discourse
on writing that shapes my educational practices, which also came about by reflecting upon

firsthand experiences within the classroom.

4.1 Recognizing Conflicting Educational Discourses: Learning Moments
| am sitting in my classroom in Ardagsskoli, my new instructional setting. The room is big and

bright and filled with the objects and materials that one would expect to find in a typical
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classroom, such as desks, chairs, computers, round tables for students’ group work, shelves, a
television set, etc. | am struck by the bare walls all around me. The shelves are overloaded
with old assignments and textbooks from previous teachers. There are few authentic books or
novels for students to read.

1 can still hear the discussion from the teachers’ lounge echoing in my head. Teachers
were talking about exercise books and grammar and spelling instruction. When | look at the
teaching plan for Icelandic that my students’ hearing classmates will receive, I cannot help
but notice how it has already been determined what spelling rules and grammar exercises are
to be covered and when. | sense the resistance rising within me. 1 do not want to focus on the
different aspects of the Icelandic language in isolation. However, | am unsure whether there
are certain expectations for how one goes about literacy instruction within the school setting
or whether | have the flexibility to take the paths I wish. I am not going to worry about this
today because I do not feel that | can decide on my instructional plan before I meet and talk
to students about their interests (Research Journal, August 15, 2006).

When | entered the classroom, | had intended to implement sociocultural theories of
literacy into practice. What | forgot to take into account is that educational settings do not
exist in the abstract, waiting for teachers to bring in and implement their instructional
practices. In the journal entry above, | draw attention to how institutional Discourses on how
to educate children already exist within each school and shape the educational practices
utilized within these settings. These Discourses manifest themselves in the available learning
material, in students’ independent educational plans (IPEs), in grade level standards and
curricula for different subject matters, in methods for evaluating “knowledge,” and in how
participants within this particular setting talk about different subject matters.

The educational Discourse that | encountered upon entering the school setting became
noticable in the formal layout and organization of the educational space signaling the
teacher’s authority, the instructional books that I encountered within the classroom, which
overwhelmingly emphasized practicing grammar and spelling skills in isolation, the teaching
plan that had a list of the grammar and spelling exercises to be completed and novels to be
read, and the ways in which teachers talked about literacy instruction. The Discourse that |
encountered when | entered the classroom was familiar to me from my own experience as a
student, student-teacher and a teacher. Apparently, the model was similar to Freire’s (1970)
“banking” model of teaching, whereby the main responsibility of the teacher is to regulate and
deposit appropriate information into students’ minds. In contrast, the vision that | brought to

the setting was grounded in a Discourse that placed learning within students’ social and
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cultural experiences. The difference between the existing institutional Discourse and the new
ideas that I brought to the setting filled me with doubt about whether | would manage to do
the task that I set out to do. | was still determined to implement my plan, but despite my
intention of meeting my students before | decided on the learning material that | would use, I
began to plan the school year ahead, pinpointing when on the timetable | would teach
different aspects of the Icelandic language (literature, writing, spelling and grammar), and
organizing students’ texts accordingly.

Although | wanted to immerse myself in the new environment and become a member
of the teacher community, as the school year progressed, | strongly resisted adopting the
pervasive ideology underlying literacy education at my new school setting, which did not
seem to align with the ideas that | brought home to Iceland from my graduate studies abroad.
To support further development of these ideas, | was longing for a dialogue with teachers who
thought similarly about literacy and literacy education, but | was having difficulty initiating
these kinds of discussions with my colleagues. The entry below highlights my inner debate
over whether I should give in and embrace the “banking” model of education most noticeable
within the school setting or try to teach against the grain (Cochran-Smith, 1991). This kind of
thought bears witness to the power of the institutional Discourse. That is, if a teacher’s
instructional ideas are in opposition to the dominant institutional Discourse of her setting, it
may be only a matter of time before her resistance wears down and she assimilates that
Discourse.

I brought some ideas back home from my graduate studies that | want to implement in
my classroom. However, | sense that these are ideas that are not being carried out here, and
the Discourse behind these ideas seems to be in conflict with the one dominant within this
setting. My classroom as it is today does not present the opportunity to display books in
different places. The teaching material, or most of it, consists of books specially published for
instruction in Icelandic and are very “schoolish” . . . These days, | am trying to create the
learning environment | want to work within. 1 am trying to get a shelf where | can display
authentic books and other interesting reading material that can possibly motivate students to
read. In my opinion, the material available focuses too much on different aspects of the
language. Students have one book for grammar, another one for spelling, a third one for
writing, and a fourth for literature. Of course, teachers do put the parts together somewhat.
However, | find that the books currently used do not facilitate that process for teachers, and
they make it difficult for teachers to base their instruction on individual strengths when

everybody has to use the same learning material . . . Should | adapt to this image? It would
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probably be easier than trying to create something new within the school—/'m not even sure
what that would look like. Despite my angst, | do believe that more teachers than | am aware
of having an emphasis similar to mine. | just do not know how to initiate these discussions
without silencing my colleagues. | must continue on this path and see how things develop in a
few weeks (Research Journal, September 17, 2006).

Although | was unable to put my finger on it, something did not seem right during
those first months of school. In my research journal, I kept talking about these “schoolish”
books and how they limited my opportunities to base my instruction on students’ strengths. I
repeatedly wrote about how | wanted to replace these books with authentic books, such as
different types of novels for students to read, as if that would make a difference. What | did
not realize is that the discussions during my course work in graduate school back in the
United States took place within a sociocultural Discourse that gave specific meaning to these
studies. That is, through these discussions, we were constantly engaged in the process of
transforming our theoretical ideas of why and how schools need to be places where students
can introduce their understandings of the world and negotiate their identities as literacy
learners. One theme of these discussions was how authentic books or school material are a
part of a Discourse that either supported or limited students’ opportunities to negotiate their
identities as literacy learners in the process of becoming literate.

What | did not realize is that this discussion of the importance of authentic books in
students’ construction of their identities as literacy learners constituted only one dimension of
the sociocultural Discourse in which | had been immersed during graduate school.
Consequently, when | transported these ideas away from the social practices that imbued them
with meaning in graduate school to a Discourse that used textbooks that reinforced the idea of
literacy learning as mastery of specific spelling and grammar skills, these ideas seemed to
dissolve right in front of me. While still having to develop the educational practices
supporting my vision, | tried to respond to these challenges by focusing on what had seemed
prominent (the authentic books) in the discussions in which | had participated during graduate
school. It is interesting to note that, in my speculation about whether | should just adopt the
dominant Discourse of the school, rather than staying on the path that I was taking, it did not
occur to me that at that moment | was trapped in the same Discourse that | was trying to
avoid. Looking back at that version of myself, | see a picture of a teacher circulating within a
school setting, a specific Discourse of what counts as teaching and learning, trying to find an
entry point into students’ backgrounds and experiences without realizing that she has already

immersed herself in a Discourse that does not allow students many opportunities to negotiate
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who they are as literacy learners or speak with their own voices, as | will demonstrate in the
sections below.

It was not until several months later, after reading my research journal and reflecting
upon the experiences found there, through the lens of “big D” Discourses, that | came to
understand how | had become an active participant in an institutional Discourse that, by
reinforcing specific literacy practices, imposed a particular kind of identity upon students as
literacy learners. If it had not been for the vision that | brought to the setting and for my
students, who played a significant role in pushing me to go on with my investigation and to
refine my instructional practices, | think that, against my intentions, I might have bought into
the Discourse already in place within my setting. My students were not the kind of student
whom 1 used to be, that is, a student who accepted the status quo of the school system without
much resistance and who played the role expected of her. My students did not share my
hearing background, and luckily for me, they used many tactics to resist being assimilated
into a system that did not allow them to bring in and build upon their strengths and their ways
of approaching the written form of the Icelandic language. In the following section, | explain
how | came to understand the institutional Discourses on reading that shape my educational

setting by reflecting upon the firsthand experiences occurring within the classroom.

4.2 Confronting the Institutional Discourse on Reading: Learning Moments
Students were supposed to answer questions about a story that my hearing colleague had
read to them. Stefan made no attempt to work and was interrupting other students. | tried to
get him working by sitting down in front of him and explaining the first question of the
assignment. When he just stared at me, | started to explain the answer to him. He got very
frustrated and wanted me to point directly to the answer in the text. This was impossible, as
he was supposed to draw conclusions from what had happened in the story. | looked at him,
told him firmly that he had to answer the first question and then continue answering the other
ones. He showed no reaction, and just repeatedly claimed that he did not understand me.
Finally, I told him that if he did not at least begin answering the question he would have to
stay behind during recess. He got angry and pointed out that the other students were not
working either. I told him that now we were only concerned about him. He got very upset. We
were like steel against steel (Research Journal, August 29, 2006).

Guided by my sociocultural ideas of literacy, | thought that | would have students read
novels and other interesting reading material that could potentially allow them the opportunity
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to reflect upon who they are and negotiate their identities as readers. |1 wanted to immerse
them in reading and discussions about their readings. However, once within the school
setting, I discovered that the expectations for my students‘ hearing classmates were that they
would read one pre-determined modern novel and one of the Icelandic Sagas. In additon,
students were to pick three books to read at home and write a book report to return to the
teacher. Although this practice was in opposition to the ideas of reading | brought to the
setting, there was nothing unusual about it. As a matter of fact, this was the same practice |
had experienced as a student within the school system. Before | knew what was happening, |
felt forced to take up literacy practices that seemed acceptable within this institution. It felt
like I would be betraying my students if | did not give them material comparable to what their
hearing classmates were reading. Consequently, | found myself choosing simplified versions
of some of the texts that were to be read by my students‘ hearing classmates. I think nothing
would have prevented me from totally immersing myself in enacting this Discourse had it not
been for encounters like the one above. These caused conflicts between me and my students
which ultimately produced conflicts within myself. These conflicts, in return, kept reminding
me about the vision | had set out to implement in the classroom.

The institutional Discourse shaping the literacy practices within the school emerges on
multiple levels in this incident with Stefan. The observable event describes a conflict in an
interaction between Stefan and me during a literacy block. On the surface, this interaction
takes place over a worksheet he was supposed to complete in relation to a story my hearing
colleague had just read to students. But there is more to the literacy event than the conflict in
our interaction over the worksheet. To begin with, the fact that | had determined the story to
be read reflects the social position forced upon us by the institutional Discourse. That is,
within the school setting, | was using the authority of my position as a teacher to determine
students’ reading material and take up literacy practices that ensured they were grappling with
its content the way | expected them to do. In so doing, | was not only negotiating my position
as a teacher within the institutional Discourse; | was further determining the position available
to Stefan as a student. That is, in utilizing teacher-directed instruction — most apparent in the
fact that Stefan was supposed to be completing a worksheet | had created for him, and my
firm instruction that he was to answer the first question before he could proceed with the other
questions — | was sending the message that in order for him to be recognized as a successful
student he needed to complete the task | set in place for him. In this way | gave Stefan little
flexibility to negotiate his identity as a reader. In fact, the social position I enacted not only

shaped the social position Stefan was able to enact, but it also determined the types of reader
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identities available to him in the learning process. That is, if he successfully managed to
complete the task, he could consider himself as a successful reader. If he failed to finish the
task, he would be identified as an unsuccessful reader. Although in a limited way this does
represent a range of options for Stefan’s reader identity, it always depends upon how well he
completes the teacher’s tasks. There do not seem to be many alternative ways of negotiating
an identity for oneself as a successful reader.

Looking at this incident through the lens of multimodality, the various forces
underlying the institutional Discourse given rise to this activity begin to emerge. First, to
make sure the students comprehended the content of the story selected for them, a hearing
colleague of mine signed the story to students. This was a short story, a famous Icelandic
folktale Bakkabraedur bera solskin i hafum sinum which is, in short, about three brothers
building a house. When they complete the house they discover much to their dismay that they
forgot to put windows in it, and the remainder of the story evolved around their attempts to
carry sunlight into the house to light it up. In the process of reading the story aloud, we were
translating it between different semiotic systems, from written Icelandic to the Icelandic Sign
Language. In so doing, | thought we were better preparing students to answer the list of
questions they were to complete. Despite all the scaffolding put in place for students to
complete their assignments, Stefan did not seem to be able to focus on his work. As his
teacher I was concerned over this “disruptive” behavior, so I intervened. There is nothing
unusual about that. However, examining the interaction at a deeper level, | began to reveal
assumptions about literacy that | had not noticed initially, and how these either expanded or
limited students’ access to literacy resources as they worked on their literacy tasks. Instead of
approaching Stefan by asking him about the content of the story, my initial response to end
his interruption was to place myself in front of him and read the first question of the
assignment. In thinking about this reaction of mine, its underlying connotation implies that |
assumed that Stefan’s disruptive behavior was due to the fact that he had either not read the
questions or he had not understood them. Stefan’s stare at me in response to reading the first
question has multiple possible interpretations as well. It may be interpreted as a confirmation
that he had not read or understood the content of the question and he still did not understand
what he was being asked to do. It may also indicate that although he understood the question,
he had not comprehended the story told in Sign Language. Finally, my actions may have been
offensive to him, and he may have been trying to communicate this to me with his stare.
Whatever the underlying reason, my reaction indicates that in my mind he had either not

understood the question or had not comprehended the story as told in Sign Language. In a
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very direct manner, Stefin asked me to point to the answer in the text, which | was unable to
do since he was supposed to draw conclusions from what had happened in the story. This
request — to locate exactly where in the text an answer was to be found — was one that |
encountered often during my first year of teaching. In explicitly reflecting upon Stefan’s
request, | came to realize how this type of request had worked in the past to reinforce the
image of deaf students as the low literacy learners so frequently encountered in the body of
literature about deafness and literacy. To me it indicated my students’ inability to draw
conclusions from the reading materials presented to them. In looking at this request through
the lens of multimodality, however, the complex task students who are deaf are confronted
with in learning to read in Icelandic began to emerge. That is, in learning to read such students
proceed on different levels. First, they need to imbue the written word with meaning. Then,
they need to take all the meaning they have imposed on the written words and translate it into
Sign Language. Consequently, requests like Stefan’s may indicate that although Stefan has
been presented with two versions of the story — written and Signed — when an assignment
required him to use a sign system still unfamiliar to him — written Icelandic — he is still
dependent on being able to identify the written resources in the text in order to transfer his
understanding from Sign Language to written Icelandic. In interpreting Stefan’s behavior as
disruptive without examining the underlying reasons for it, I was not only denying him
constructive guidance and resources in translating his understanding between different
semiotic systems. Rather, through the repetition of incidents like this one, Stefan could
eventually be deprived of the opportunity to become a successful reader. In the following
vignette | draw further attention to the troubling nature of the teacher-directed instruction
intrinsic in the incident with Steféan.

Literature lesson. | began the lesson by asking students what we had done last time.
They looked at me with blank faces. | asked whether they remember how the sons of Njall had
been called “dung-beards” and Njdll “the beardless” — little reaction. | went to the next
chapter — Kinnhestur — What does that word mean? Students looked at me without trying to
guess what the word meant...I asked again if they had understood it. No answer. Finally,
Viktoria said irritably that they did not understand that word. | began to explain the literal
meaning of it, that kinn meant chin and hestur horse. In combination this word meant slap in
the face (showed the sign). | was going to explain the text further when Viktoria got very
angry and began to accuse me of rushing through the book without giving them an
opportunity to finish their assignments. She further complained that every time we went

through the text | kept pointing to some specific words asking; “what does this or that
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mean?” She was very upset and told me that I was always interrupting them with
explanations (Research Journal, October 17 2006).

As in the incident with Stefan, my social position was apparent in my authority to lead
students through the reading material we were to cover that academic year, which in turn
created a social position for my students as the beneficiaries of what | had to present. The
incident above was filled with tension. It was not only the internal tension | experienced of
getting students through these books. The tension is also evident in Viktoria’s complaints that
“I never give them the opportunity to finish their assignment.* From my perspective, this was
simply not true. As a matter of fact, | had given students lesson after lesson to work on their
assignments. However, most of them ended the same way as the one with Stefan. Students
began to “goof off” and I was left fighting for their attention in order to get them to finish
their task. However, examining the underlying nature of these conflicts, and taking into
consideration Viktoria‘s complaint that [ was always pointing to some specific words asking
for their meaning, | began to realize that | was very concerned about students grasping the
“right” information from the text and understanding “key” words in order to be able to
comprehend content. I began to wonder about Viktoria‘s frustration with having to answer my
questions about a text or vocabulary. Could it be that despite my intention of implementing
sociocultual theories of literacy into practice I had lapsed into teaching reading as mastery of
specific skills or content and in so doing | had overlooked the need to create a space for
students to develop their identities as readers? Were students simply asking for some time to
wrestle their own meaning from texts? Looking at this teacher-directed instruction through the
lens of multimodality, it becomes evident that these educational practices do not create a
space that encourages students to bring in and base their learning on literacy practices
grounded in their social and cultural experience. Quite the contrary. It is evident in both
incidents presented above that, while students are required to work on the teacher‘s terms,
both by reading the assigned texts and answering the questions the teacher has deemed
important, students are always working within territories that are not theirs. That is, by
bringing in and implenting teacher-directed instructional practices, the teacher runs the risk of
marginalizing students’ literacy practices within the context of the classroom. Consequently,
the teacher fails to create a space where students can grapple with the text on their own terms
and negotiate their identities as readers in relation to the meaning they are able to place in and
wrest from the text. In the final example in this section, I draw attention to how, in responding
to students* reading challenges, teachers may run the risk of creating an even more restrictive

learning environment, one that may have severe implications for students’ ability to
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understand who they are as readers. In this incident | focus on Pérdur. As the reader may
recall, POrdur was a mystery to me when it came to literacy learning. From my observation |
noticed that reading was something that really challenged him. However, he showed a great
interest in books and regularly carried books around with him during recess and lunch.

I walk in and tell students it is time for reading. It takes them a while to get their
books. PArdur is the first one to stand up. | remind the others that they need to get their books
as well. Melkorka tells me that she has to wait until Pordur has gotten his from the drawer so
she can get hers. After a while students begin to read. PArdur reads in the book Einn i
6byggdum, a reading book | picked for him. He signs through the text, asks me about a word
and we read through two pages together. | notice that he is unsure about many words in the
book and how to draw the words together into a coherent meaning. | further notice that the
other students are observing him. He has come to the word peysa (sweater), signs pulsa (hot
dog), corrects himself and signs peysa (sweater) again. Viktoria tells the other students about
his mistake. After he completes the chapter | give him an exercise book that goes along with
his reading material. He refuses to work on the assignments in this book. He clasps his hands
and looks at me pleadingly like he is really asking me not to make him work in this book.
Stefan makes a remark about the choice | made, wondering why Pérdur has to have an
exercise book when the other students do not have one. | take the book away, thinking that |
will give it to him another time (Research Journal, February 8th, 2007).

This incident took place shortly after | changed my reading instruction to align with
the vision | brought to the classroom. Students had selected their books to read and were
given time for independent reading. However, as this incident illuminates, Pérdur did not get
the same options as the other students. Because he seemed to struggle the most when it came
to reading, | had carefully selected a book for him with a relatively easy text structure and an
exercise book to go along with it. The other students clearly sensed the special structure that |
was creating for Pordur; Stefan’s questions indicate that he found this situation odd. Pordur’s
clasping hands and the look on his face when he asked me not to carry on with this exercise
bear witness to his discomfort. As | reflected upon all the implicit messages this incident was
sending me, | began to wonder about the kind of social structure | was creating within the
classroom. How did the structure I was imposing upon Pordur made him appear in the eyes of
his classmates? How did this affect his self-esteem as a reader, and consequently his learning
to read? Was | supporting his literacy learning with my actions, or could it be that I was
creating boundaries that limited his learning? Reflecting upon this incident through the means

of “big D” Discourses, it becomes evident that although I was in the process of changing my
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educational practices to align with the student-centered vision | brought to the classroom, the
institutional teacher-centered Discourse was still mediating my actions and beliefs. When |
encountered a student who really struggled to learn to read my initial response was to create a
stricter structure around his learning, reducing the text to be read into simple sentences, rather
than giving him the increased flexibiltiy and control over his learning that might allow him to
draw from a wider variety of resources.

In this section | have tried to provide insight into the conflicts I encountered in terms
of reading instruction during my first months within the field, and how I struggled to make
sense of experiences like those shared in this section. Before | discuss how | eventually
responded by creating a space where students could introduce literacy practices from outside
the classroom that would allow them to grapple with their literacy learning on their own
terms, |1 now turn the focus to examine how the institutional Discourse on writing influenced

the instructional practices | reinforced within the instructional space.

4.3 Confronting the Institutional Discourse on Writing: Learning Moments

I sit in the classroom observing students doing one of the grammar exercises | have assigned
to them. PoOrdur is busy doing his assignment. | have began to notice that he feels most
comfortable when he gets a “fill in the blank* assignment where he can figure out what is
expected of him without having to understand the meaning of the language. He turns to
Viktoria and signs, “it’s easy.” I look at Viktoria. She is leaning on the table. I can see by her
face and body language that she is not engaged with the grammar assignment. At the end of
the lesson, she turns to me and signs, “this is boring. I want to learn to write correct
Icelandic...this does not help me do that” (Journal, November 9th, 2007).

Upon entering the classroom, I intended to capture and develop students’ voices and
written language through creative writing, including spelling and grammar. | wanted to learn
when and how to intervene in their work in order to support their learning of their second
language, Icelandic. Things did not go as planned. Once | entered the setting | discovered that,
rather than emphasizing creative writing and writing instruction, the multiple threads
constituting the institutional Discourse within the setting — curriculum requirements, available
learning material, and instructional emphasis emerging in teachers® discussions — highlighted
predetermined spelling lessons and grammar exercises. Unconsciously, all these brought back
to me an image of what it means to be a student of literacy which in return came to affect my
intention of having students learn to write by writing in class. In planning the school year
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ahead | looked through the available grammar and spelling material and unconsciously these,
particularly grammar, came to have much more weight than creative writing.

In preparing for spelling instruction, this little feeling that | would be betraying my
students or that they would fall “even further behind” if they were not on the same track as
their hearing classmates began to emerge. Consequently, I decided that my students would use
the same spelling book as their hearing classmates were to get. To the extent that | could, |
tried to align the exercises | wanted my students to complete to the ones required of my
students’ hearing classmates. However, once in the classroom it did not take long to realize
that emphasizing specific spelling rules and having students write up spelling exercises
neither allowed me to hear students’ voices nor gave me an oppotunity to identify and
understand the multiple resources students drew upon in the process of spelling. | quickly
decided to put the spelling book aside and try to figure out a better way to understand and
address students’ spelling.

The same was true with grammar. Although | understand the role of grammar in
learning a language, the exercise books did not help me understand what kind of challenges
my students were up against when it came to learning grammar; nor did they help to connect
the grammar being taught to students’ learning of the language in a meaningful way, as
Viktoria’s statement “this is boring. I want to learn to write correct sentences ...this does not
help me do that” in the incident above illuminates. Throughout my first months of teaching, I
received implict and explict messages that studying grammar in isolation was not helping

students learn Icelandic. This was evident in statements and questions such as “I don‘t know
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how to write correct Icelandic,” “can you write the story for me if I sign it to you,” “year after
year we have been learning what this word and that word means, now | just want to know
how to write correct sentences.” These responses evoked questions regarding what I was
doing within the classroom, why | was emphasizing grammar at the expense of creative
writing. | struggled. While I knew that | was not going in the right direction by reinforcing the
completion of grammar exercises in isolation, I did not know how to do things differently.
Consequently, and in opposition with my inner beliefs, | proceeded with reinforcing the same
practices that | knew would not allow me to advance the literacy learning of my students as |
had hoped. In reflecting upon the strange dilemma | found myself in through the means of
“big D” Discourses, I came to realize that the educational Discourse | embodied and enacted
in that particular moment had created a social position for me as a teacher so strong that |
could only think of myself as teaching if I acted in certain way. Thus, | was unable to envision

how to do things differently. Furthermore, | had not had many opportunity in my graduate
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classes to create a vision of alternative ways of doing grammar like | had done in terms of
reading that could lead me to an alternative way of teaching grammar. Consequently, the
multiple forces going into and giving the institutional Discourse meaning worked as to lock
me within a Discourse that understood grammar instruction in terms of completing
assignments in isolation. My position within this Discourse placed me in a role of authority
within the instructional site which I did not know how to reject, and caused me to take up
educational practices that reinforced the enactment of that social position, meaning that I
prevented students’ literacy practices from emerging within the site. Consequently, except for
statements implying that we were not on the right track, there was no way for students to
provide evidence of how they were basing their learning of Icelandic on their literacy
practices that could be used to further guide us out of the trap in which the Discourse |
enacted placed us. In addition, students used various techniques to resist grammar instruction
that did not seem meaningful to them in ways similar to those described in relation to reading
instruction.

As lost as | felt in terms of grammar instruction, occasionally there were moments that
gave me glimpses of how things in my class could function differently if | managed to create
the structure in which that kind of instruction could take place. The incident below decribes
one of these moments. It took place within the last 10 minutes of a literacy lesson where

students had finished their assignments and had some free time.

Viktoria asks me to help her write “correct Icelandic” on her blog page. She writes:

Hee Hi

Eg er Skoli | am school

She turns to me and asks whether she is supposed to write skolinn and adds the definite
article™ for masculine nouns'? —nn to the word skoli.

Eg er Skdlinn I am the school

Before answering | wonder if 1 should correct everything she has written. She had already
explained her frustration with writing and how she wanted to learn to write correct Icelandic.

Therefore, | decide to delve into this text with her, correct her writing, making sure | explain

™ In Icelandic the definite article is a clitic (which is attached to the end of a word), not a separate word as in
English. The definite article is different for each gender; masculine, feminine, and neuter and it declines in
number; singular and plural, and in case; nominative, accusative, dative and genitive (Einarsdottir,
Theoddrsdéttir, Gardarsdéttir, & porvaldsdottir, 2001) .

12 In Icelandic every noun has its grammatical gender; masculine, feminine, and neuter. Every noun, then,
declines in its gender, in number; singular and plural, and in case; nominative, accusative, dative and genitive
(Einarsdottir, et al., 2001).
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at the same time why she should write according to my instruction. So, | type the following
sentence on the computer and tell her that in this case she should write
Eg er i skdlanum I am in the school
| explain that we need to use the propostion i before skolanum, and that the proposition
decides the form of the word school in this sentence. Viktoria continues to write:
Eger ad lzra. | am studying.
Before saying anything she changes leera to leerum and asks me if this could be the right way
to write it or if she should say leeranum instead. | tell her that the first way she wrote it was
the right one: Lera is a verb™ and when the infinitive particle ad is in front of the verb it most
often ends with an —a. Viktoria continues:
Eg leera miki | study muc

“Is it supposed to be like that?” She points to the verb laera. She does not wait for an answer
but changes the verb leera to leerum. “Or maybe like this?”
After considering whether I should really correct each and every word, | tell her that leera is
a verb, and verbs like lzera, which end with an —a, often get an —i ending when they stand with
the personal pronoun “I.” “That is why this should be ég leeri.”

“How do I write ‘much’?” she asks, and writes mikin. She erases it before | can answer,
tries to skip the —k-, and adds it in again.

“You are doing very well,” I tell her, *“ but this word is written mikid. ”

“Why?” she asks me.

“Why,” I repeat. Through my mind goes the question: “why is mikid written mikid?”
Quickly, I compare it with mikinn/mikill/mikil. In this moment I am not quite sure. | tell her

that this is a hard question that | need to think through. Then she asks whether it is always
written this way or whether the verb does influence the way it is written. She continues to

write:

Mér finnst

She erases mér, replaces it with mig, and asks if it is supposed to be like this.

“It is supposed to be like you had it in the beginning,” I tell her. Viktoria makes the change,
then writes,

Minn, mina, ég, mig, mer, mig

3 Verbs in Icelandic “conjugate in three persons: Ist person I, 2nd person you, and 3rd person he, she, it; and
two numbers: singular and plural; and two tenses: present and past.” Furthermore, “verbs are always associated
with particular cases and they always assign the same case” (Einarsddttir, et al., 2001, p. 119).
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Then she asks, “what does all this mean and when am I supposed to use what?”
Wow, so many questions! | begin to separate the possesive pronoun minn, mina from the

different forms of the personal pronoun | ég, mig, mér, mig. | feel like I need to give

examples, so | write
Minn (Hesturinn minn)
Min — mina (taskan min)
petta er taskan min
PU ert med toskuna mina
Before | can explain this, Viktoria goes to the blog page, finds a picture of her sisters and
points to the possesive pronoun minar. “Why is this minar? I asked my sister and she didn’t
know. She just told me it’s supposed to be like this,” she signs. I tell her that when we know a
language we often do not know why things are the way they are. However, when we are
learning Icelandic, it can help our learning to understand why things are the way they are.
Before | actually get into explaining the word minar, Viktoria continues, “But what about”
pau
bar
Vid
Okkur
PU-pin
She writes the personal pronouns on the screen. | add the declension for each word.
Pau-pau-peim-peirra
paer-paer-peim-peirra
Vid-okkur-okkur- okkar
PU-pig-pér-pin
The bell rings; the class is over. | ask Viktoria to save this and tell her we will get back
to it. I cannot stop thinking about all the questions Viktoria has about the Icelandic
language. All these words, all these meanings! How do we bring all of this purposefully
together? That is, how do we learn to use the langauge to say what we want to say?
How am | to weave writing, grammar and spelling instruction together in a meaningful
way that will help my students learn the written form of Icelandic? (Research Journal,
November 2nd, 2006)

This short encounter with Viktoria over her writing not only shows the challenges
Viktoira encounters in terms of learning Icelandic, but more importantly illuminates how,

when she is engaged in activities that are meaningful to her, Viktoria can direct the teacher as
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to how she can assist in advancing Viktoria‘s learning of written Icelandic. Below, I apply the
lenses of “big D” Discourse and multimodality to this incident in order to examine the
surroundings that gave rise to this occurrence and the material and representational resources
providing the foundation for Viktoria‘s learning of Icelandic.

First, the Discourse underlying this occurence, along with the social positions it
creates for me and Viktoria to fulfill, emerged at the moment | gave students free time at the
end of the lesson. In doing so, | stepped out of the authoritative position | felt forced to enact
during grammar instruction and took on a more informal position, namely that of an observer.
This modification, in turn, influenced the social position set in place for Viktoria. That is, she
was no longer expected to act out the role of the dutiful student. Rather, she was expected to
become an agent within the instructional site — to take on the responsibility of determining
both what content to focus on and the instructional path needed to advance her learning.
Motivated by her desire to update her blog, Viktoria brought in and drew upon the material
and representational resources available to her. As she was attempting to communicate her
message in written Icelandic, she wrote the Icelandic words on her blog page that could
potentially convey her meaning. In the first sentence we see how she wrote the words ég (1),
er (to be), skali (school) to indicate that she is in school, and then turned to me and asked
whether she should add the definite article —nn to the word skéli. This question gives great
insight into Viktoria‘s learning of Icelandic. Even as it shows how Viktoria is able to recall
the words she needs to communicate her intended meaning in writing, it also indicates that
she knows that the words alone are not enough. Through her encounters with Icelandic,
Viktoria has learned that Icelandic is a declension language, and she needs to increase her
awareness of how word endings, including the definite article, are used to signify more
specific meanings of the word and its relationship with other words. She is aware that this is
what she is struggling to learn. Consequently, by asking whether to add the definitive article
behind the noun “school,” Viktoria provided me with invaluable evidence of which parts of
the Icelandic language seemed challenging. However, there are more components to this
incident. In raising the question, Viktoria invited me to step into the social position of
“teacher” and take up instructional practices geared toward the components of the Icelandic
language that she has identified as important in advancing her written Icelandic. That is, she
invited me to facilitate her learning of the Icelandic language. As revealed through the
incident, this initial question, grounded in a context that was meaningful to Viktoria, only
served as an entry point to all the questions Viktoria had about the Icelandic language. As

Viktoria led me from one question to another, she contextualized her challenges with learning
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Icelandic in the writing process. In so doing, Viktoria gave me access as a teacher to examine
the nature of the challenges she was encountering in the process of learning Icelandic through
her perspective as a deaf student. This insight into Viktoria‘s literacy resources and her
challenges in communicating her meaning through writing allowed me to respond in a more
nuanced way to Viktoria‘s developing written resources than the grammar exercises | had
been assigning could ever do. This incident left me wondering how | as a teacher could bring
writing, spelling and grammar together in a way that would allow my students to advance
their learning of the Icelandic language.

At the same time as I struggled with making grammar lessons meaningful to students®
learning of Icelandic, I still thought of writing as the best forum to gain access to students*
experiences and the literacy practices they brought to the classroom. Consequently, alongside
the authoriative grammar instruction |1 was emphasizing, | made some initial attempts to carry
out lessons that gave students an opportunity to write. It should not come as a surprise that,
just as with the other aspects of Icelandic, implementing creative writing in the classroom did
not happen as expected. Although I recognized the importance of writing upon entering the
classroom, | had not really conceptualized my role as a writing teacher beyond distributing or
suggesting writing assignments for students to complete. Much to my dismay, students often
seemed disengaged, using various techniques to avoid being involved. In the following
vignette | draw attention to one of my initial attempts to teach creative writing. This vignette
illuminates the Discourses underlying my practices and how these may have affected my
students‘ learning of written Icelandic. This incident takes place early in the school year. We
had two literacy classes during this day and | had decided before entering the classroom that
we would use both these classes to plan and write a story as a group.

It was the first class of the day, 8:10-8:50. | began the session with a brainstorming
activity for a cooperative story. Students brainstormed many ideas to write about and decided
that Melkorka would do the actual act of writing down the story...Last class of the day,
14:10-14:50. | walked into the classroom ready to proceed from where we had left in the
morning. | gave Melkorka a blank sheet of paper to write on. She put it aside like she had
never accepted the role of writing down the story and began to draw a picture on the back of
her hand. Stefan laughed, and did not look at me. I tried to get him to make eye contact but he
ignored my attempts. Pordur just sat there and observed what was happening. Viktoria was
the only one who wanted to work, but because of the difficulties | was experiencing with the
other students, | found it hard to go ahead with the work. In the end it was Viktoria who

composed most of the story and | wrote it down (Research Jour