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Children make metaphoric use of symbols that are available to them at any one time andheselow t

symbols with a variety of new meanings (Steedman, 1982). From a practical standpoirgatigsimat

children bring their own interpretive framework and manner of appropriation to the varitwalaunhterials

to which they are exposed (Nicolopoulou, Scales, & Weintraub, 1994). Our early research iasoafag

literacy began with the basic question "Do children have visual images of lite@wgf’the past four years,

we have collected over 270 drawings that represent children’s constructions of reddimiiag across the

broad contexts of their lives (see e.g., McKay & Kendrick, 1999, 2001a, 2001b). In the process, we not only
discovered that children have very rich images of literacy, but that their draewegd complex

understandings about the multi-faceted and interactive nature of literacy. Moiemvarhildren perceive
themselves, and others, in relation to literacy is evident in their drawings.

In our previous studies, our examinations of the children's drawings resulted in a zategoscheme that
included primary, secondary, and unknown images of literacy. Primary images includedslia which
literacy was the central topic of the drawing (e.g., a picture of someone reading baoigstaries and
letters, or teaching the alphabet); secondary images included drawings velnaog krtifacts or events were
"add-on" components of the drawing (e.g., a drawing that is predominantly about dinosaursuities iacl
small sketch of a book in the corner of the page), and unknown images which included drawings that did not
appear to relate to reading and writing, in particular, or language learning, ialgengt drawings of sports
equipment or animals). In reporting results, we focused mainly on children's primarccandasy images of
literacy, discarding to a large extent those that we had identified as "unknown."gaghis through the
example of one boy's "unknown" image of literacy (a graphic drawing of a recently killed \waedkyistrate
how a closer examination of the drawing from the child's perspective illuminatecta&rpansive and
inclusive view of literacy than our initial categorization scheme revealed. il@gdthat the process we
underwent as researchers reveals the importance of adopting multiple perspectaerstanding the
complexity of children's constructions of literacy, gender, and identity.

Children's Drawings as a Research Tool

It has only been within the last three decades that qualitative researchers/easegous consideration to
the use of images with words to enhance understanding of the human condition (Prosser, 199Baskeadage
research includes moving forms such as films and videos, as well as still snabess photographs,
drawings, graffiti, and cartoons. Prosser further asserts that images pesadechers with a different order
of data and an alternative to the ways in which we have perceived data in the pastabpdufiargues that
image-based research is differently situated than other forms of reseaacbédeisual images are different
in nature from words in their allusion to reality and in the ways in which participantisesaselves and can
be seen by others.
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Children's drawings in particular have been referred to as "interesting mgegphbic and linguistic
resources, in the service of complex conceptualization” (Gardner, 1980, p. 154). In a similfelsEr and
Mitchell (2000) suggest that drawings can communicate simultaneously on many se\@&eed paintings
that hide or combine other social, cultural, and personal images” (p. 19). These authors, whadlests] s
drawings of teachers to gain insights into how students read the cultural imatgaghong, also underscore
that aspects of personal and social knowledge that may have been overlooked in other sourcemoneay be
available in drawings. While image-based research has been utilized ired ivay within the field of
education (see e.g., Haney, 1984; Lifford, Byron, Eckblad, & Ziemian, 2000; Prosser, 1998) our focus on its
use to understand children's knowledge of literacy is unique. Specifically, we userchitttawings of

reading and writing to investigate their conceptualizations of literacy in ardi@iotm us, as teachers and
researchers, about literacy knowledge of individual children as well as groups dérchildr

Accessing Children's Images of Literacy

The current study included students in Grades 1 to 6 (n=187). The school where the research was conduc
is located in a middle socio-economic class neighborhood in a city in Western Canada. As@vious
studies, the procedure we followed in soliciting drawings included group discussions armtiaidivi
interviews. Specifically, the participating students in each of the classroetna groups with both of the
researchers for 60 minutes to discuss and draw pictures of their ideas aboutifiténat lives in school,
outside of school, and in the future. The groups ranged in size from four to twenty-one childrdme with t
average group size being seventeen children. The participating children fromagechm the researchers
met in the art room of the school. Because our goal was to explore children’'s imageasad @eadent in
their drawings, the questions outlined below were used to guide the discussions rathgidiypéormat

them. The directions for the drawing task, as outlined in Question Six below, were teijbefavery
open-ended and did not specify who or what should be in the drawing or where it might take place. The
discussion provided the impetus for drawing and we were aware that hearing the ileagetts could
influence what the children might draw.

1. What kind of reading/writing do you do in school/outside of school?

2. Why do you read/write in school/outside of school?

3. Where do you read/write in school/outside of school?

4. How is reading/writing in school both similar and different from reading/writirtgide of school?
5. How do you think you will use reading/writing in the future, as you grow older?

6. Draw a picture of reading or writing. It can be a picture of reading or writing that yathdme or at
school. It can be a picture of reading or writing that you do now or that you think you might do when you're
older.

Following the discussion and drawing session, the students were asked to provide an explandtiberia
drawings. Older students wrote explanations, while younger students dictated tatiter & one of the
researchers. Each student was also interviewed individually. The explanations imeleterere used to
verify the researchers' interpretations of the drawings (e.g., who and what wasliavings, when and
where the literacy event or activity took place, and why the child chose to draw what he or.dhe did)
addition, each teacher was asked to rate each student who participated in the drayingraddle or low
in relation to a general level of achievement in language arts. As describeqd #erldrawings were then
categorized as primary, secondary, or unknown images of literacy.

In examining the 32 drawings in the Grade 5 collection, we noticed a striking shift in hovestraeoys in
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particular represented literacy. Specifically, although all of the stude@isades 1 to 4 had drawn images of
literacy that were coded as primary or secondary, four of the boys in Grade 5 produced dnaivings t
categorized as unknown images of literacy (i.e., their drawings had no readily apparesttion to

literacy). Three of these boys drew sports equipment: one drew a baseball, one drewladodtbaé drew

a hockey stick. The image produced by the fourth boy, Dustin, appears below. His drawing, which @ortrays
recently killed buck, attracted considerable attention from his peers and us in the.proces

In-depth reading/writing interviews were conducted with all four boys individually tordigie their
interests, attitudes, knowledge about reading and writing (e.g., functions of readingtizgd wr
reading/writing strategies, etc.), and self-appraisal (Bainbridge §c&§al000). Because Dustin's drawing
was significantly different than the other three drawings, we choose to focusilpdstion his interview, and
have only conducted preliminary analysis of the interview data for the other boys. Intereienslso
conducted with the Grade 5 classroom teachers about their language arts prog@uminésrview with
Dustin revealed in a powerful and poignant way, how critical it is for researatteteachers to carefully
examine the information they collect their children's own lenses. Dustin's parspeas instrumental in
moving us beyond a surface and singular interpretation of his drawing as somethingditwdiecy to
the possibilities of multiple interpretations.

Dustin: An lllustrative Example

| shot my first buck with a doble barel shotgut.
It is at my grapernts farm. My dad Helped me.
(Dustin, Grade 5)

Dustin was an obvious leader among his male counterparts. During the discussion segureatdtaf
collection, he was somewhat subdued, offering only the odd quip to secure his peers' attentasqgtiekw

to begin drawing, though, and during the 60 minute period, completed two drawings. The first drawimg, w
was of a gopher being shot, was produced with considerable secrecy and shown only to a dsigst few
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who made comments in hushed tones. Dustin eventually crumpled this drawing into a ball, olidooming i
our view. The second attempt was preceded by cryptic queries such as: "Can we draw aaytlang w
about reading and writing?" and "Does our teacher get to see it?" Once reassuredvidmfree to draw
what he chose, and that his teacher would not see the drawing without his permission, herkewith w
quiet determination.

It was obvious from Dustin's secrecy that guns and hunting were not topics that he thought woulihme
his language arts teacher's approval; they were topics that, according to hirtyteain&tiolence,”
something he said he was "not allowed to write about." Although our interview with Dtestiofser did not
confirm that she categorized hunting as violence, it was evident that guns, blood, and dismamere
banned from classroom drawing, writing, and reading as part of the school's "zerctlgmalicy on
violence. What is more important, perhaps, is Dustin's interpretation of this policy.

Shifting Perspectives

During the in-depth reading/writing interview, Dustin was articulate and tatkedgth about his interests,
many of which focused on out of school activities. Among favorite pastimes, he listed "plagkey, roller-
blading, and basketball.” "Gym" was identified as his preferred subject in schoal$betsthe most fun.”
When asked about what he liked to read and write, Dustin expressed a partiality for astreatimigs | read
books," he explained, "it depends if | want to learn more about something. Like, I'd probably read about
hockey." Additional reading interests included Harry Potter and "a book about the fur traderamed [3.
Champlain's Indians and stuff." Dustin explained that he would rather watch a story @moreknan read it
because "instead of just reading about it you can see the action while you're watching amdchgau ca
exactly what they're saying and stuff."

Despite his inclination to watch television, Dustin indicated that he spends up to two lading e¢ home
everyday, though he confessed that most of his reading was homework related. In addition,tked ihdica

he occasionally read his own books at home, though he was unsure how many books he owned. On occasi
books were borrowed from the public library. When asked how he felt about reading, Dustin respdreled, "T
stuff | like is pretty good. But sometimes, instead of just reading a book, | take the dyctaband try to

find stuff.” He was somewhat less enthusiastic about writing, and explained,Wrilikegy some stuff ‘cause

last year | wanted to make up my own little stories, but then | wrote two chapters aflitnner had

enough time."

Rowe and Harste (1986) emphasize that young readers and writers often demonsihatg skt
awareness that includes not only knowledge about language structures, but also Hmeltefseself and
others as language users, knowledge about the demands of different literacy evpattpieeseof language
strategies, and knowledge about orchestrating this complex of concepts and stirategi¢ace of particular
literacy events" (p. 236). Dustin, who had been ranked as average in achievement in latguage ar
demonstrated a keen awareness of his own literacy processes. In fact, it wasdpiopehne revealed in his
detailed discussion of his writing experiences at school that illuminated othdvilpessior interpreting his
drawing:

M: What about when you write? What do you think about?

D: When | write, | sometimes think about if | could write and then what | would write. Like, |
think about what | wanna write if | can.

M: Do you mean it's hard for you to get your ideas down on paper?

D: Yeah, cause I'm thinking about something else that | wanna put down but we're not allowed.
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M: Can you tell me more about that?

D: Like, sometimes when she [the teacher], say she writes, "What did you do on the weekend?" |
wanna write like | was shooting gophers or something like that. We're not allowedet@bout
anything with violence.

M: So, if you were allowed to write about those kinds of topics, how would that help you as a
writer?

D: | would probably get better marks.
M: Yeah? Because you'd be writing about things that you're interested in?
D: Yeah, things I'm interested in and stuff | know about.

M: When you first drew your picture, you drew a gopher before, right? What were you thinking
about when you drew that picture?

D: Sometimes | write about what | want to do in the future and stuff, and I think about that and |
draw and write about what | did already. Like it might be something that happened four years
ago. | draw about that if | remember it and it was good.

M: So when you're asked to write about things in school, do you sometimes find it hard to write
about what the teacher asks you to write about?

D: Yeah, she just wants us to write about sunny days and stuff like that.

The Need for Multiple Perspectives

Dustin's reference to writing about "sunny days and stuff like that" smacks of whar BE394) refers to as
schooled literacy, that is, the sanitized literacy activities that aradeaized by the conventional types of
processes and products typically found in schools. O'Brien (1998) argues that as students approac
adolescence, "their experiences with reading materials and practices infeoh®tdught them to dislike
schooled literacy” (p. 29). Moreover, he points out that schooled literacy has been vieweaas afme
technical control that enables teachers to determine the dispensation of curcicatent. Predictably, this
technical control often restricts how students articulate their literagstirls candid portrayal of his school
reading and writing experiences challenged our own assumptions about literacy and how student
conceptualize it. Coming to understand how this drawing was embedded within the contexintd IDeist
both inside and outside of school, revealed the complexity of the image and the possibilitypdtinteit as
a representation of the multiple literacies that transcend school-basadyliéerd shape social identities
(Alvermann, 1998). Dustin's "unknown" image of literacy when opened to multiple interpmstaiiddenly
offered rich possibilities as a source of information about literacy, identity awcleige

An Act of Resistance

Dustin's social status among his male peers, and the covertness with which heecbtinpldtawing

assignment, alerted us to the possibility that his drawing might represent amesistahce to school. In
particular, we considered that the drawing may constitute a small act oforelagfiinst the school's and his
teacher's policy prohibiting violence as a topic of reading and writing. Goffmas teftris resistance as an
"underlife,” an attempt by an individual to "keep some distance, some elbow room, betweé#rahuon$eat

with which others assume he should be identified" (1961, p. 319). Resistance of this nature ipegidiyes
attractive to boys who see "good studenthood" as "acquiescent, unmasculine, a denial of wiecatiey ar
want to be" (Newkirk, 2000, p. 299). Indeed, many boys attempt to distance themselves from the "school"
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behaviors and language practices they perceive as threatening and femining/wyite maintain their
status as sons and peers. It is therefore a possibility that Dustin's drawingudkhes shot is an act of
resistance against a school-related assignment because it allowed hirtido pmsself as a rebel among his
peers. His two drawings, in fact, became playground legend and within a few days, we hhdra@mage
of younger students inquiring, "Did Dustin really draw a gopher with his head being shot offDi&nd "
Dustin draw a buck with blood dripping from its head?"

Preferred Writing Topics

Given that Dustin clearly expressed a strong interest in writing about his huntuiieactve considered that
the drawing might also represent topics about which he would like to write, but was netaiolecause, in
his words, "[the teacher] just wants us to write about sunny days and stuff like thatiin&sdsc (2001)
perceptively points out, "writing is about voices, thoughts, ideas, and experiences of reahaiities
'messy' people” (p. 424); people who may make teachers feel uncomfortable for one reasteiVe@Ot
live in a world that is redolent with topics (and people) we may not want children to think aboui|drehc
do think about these topics because they live them, and consequently, they may choose to write &bout topic
such as violence, sexuality, racism, and the like (Schneider, 2001). Calkins (1994) argees et often
"invite children to bring their lives into the classroom” (1994, p. 17), but when students do aciogltiadar
lives into their writing, they are frequently met with resistance. Teacheedslof discomfort with particular
topics, coupled with their positions of power in classrooms, allow them to question studesirvaigéng,
which can often become a way of controlling the nature of free-writing in the dasg§Bzhneider, 2001).

What is the cost of controlling student writing? Solsken (1993) underscores that shadielsav children
learn literacy cannot be addressed without taking into account that "each and ey tisansaction is a
moment of self-definition in which people take action within and upon their relations withpatbyele. From
this perspective, literacy learning would rarely be expected to proceed smoothly or tetision” (1993, p.
8). Language theorists such as Street (1995) and Gee (1989) have also made us awayedt@idanever
neutral, but, rather, reflects particular ways of thinking, acting, interactindsremadng. Giroux (1983)
similarly locates literacy within a theoretical framework in which ditaris not merely considered as a
technique, but rather a constitutive process of constructing meaning and critieaflygating the forces that
shape lived experiences. In Solsken's words:

...In learning to read and write, children make choices through which they construct defofitibesiselves
and their relations with parents, siblings, teachers, and peers. In their choidesncliile adults, strive both

to be counted as members of social groups and to be recognized as unique individuals. They $eek to rea
their culturally constructed intentions by acting on the material and social world. (1993, p. 9)

Literacy, in other words, constitutes the ways in which children orient themselesi taritten language
and its use. Because this orientation positions individuals and groups within hierarcoeislalations,
children must learn to negotiate their literacy learning within variousaetatf power and status (Solsken,
1993). One location in which children confront these relations of power and status is opolassntexts; it
is within these contexts that spaces to explore multiple literacies areiwited or non-existent. Dustin's
drawing may be viewed as part of the way in which he was negotiating his literasgdeaithin the
hierarchical structures within his classroom and school.

A Fond Memory

From the interview transcript, we also considered that Dustin's drawing rhugtraile a fond memory of
hunting with his grandfather and father, an activity that constituted what he intdrasesibanned writing
topic at school. As Newkirk (2000) claims, male students often perceive school-deéireecylas
excluding-or even dismissing-their own narrative preferences. He also subgéste appearance of
"violence" in boys' writing may help form social bonds, and strongly emphasizes thasimsial to "read
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the subtext of the message.” By extension, we wondered if Dustin might not imply some oétiseire
activities through which his male family members maintain their relationgbigarly, to create equity in
access to literacy, teachers will need to acknowledge the cultural nsafeigg, affection for parody, action,
interest in sports, cartoons, video games) that certain students bring to tleooiasBanning"” or
"modifying" these topics and materials is a form of cultural suppression that astiagrs sure to alienate
both boys and girls from literacy and school culture in general (Newkirk, 2000).

Although teachers attempt to listen to the voices of students in their classraayafiéim exclude the "rich
and nuanced literate lives they [lead] outside of...school-sanctioned literacy" (Pl¢8IBsp. 1). Fernie,
Davies, Kantor, and McMurray (1993) suggest that students' positionings in classroaxtsaepesent
complex interactions that include relationships of power, race, class, gender, antpstadant status.
"Positionings" refer to possible ways of being and to each person's experience of thbgtigmsss they
are made available through specific discourses and contexts (Fernie et al., 1998)ing liseracy, children
come to understand how to position themselves as people with recognizable sociasd&ibirt points
out that it is partly in response to the social and cultural stories we hear ang@riicithat "we learn how
to 'be’ women or men, girls or boys, mothers or fathers, wives or husbands, sisters or buniisers uacles,
grandmas or grandpas" (1994, p. 131). The full range of possibilities for students to explaneritssicial
identities requires a much more dynamic and sophisticated approach than what iy gpicatipassed
through school-sanctioned literacy (Phelps, 1998). Adopting Moll's (2000) concept of funds of knowledge,
which recognizes the value of the cultural material all children bring to schookamgdirtance in the
development of literacy, provides a highly useful way in which to rethink the sanctioningaih ceading
and writing topics over others.

Conclusions

It would have been easy for us as researchers to overlook Dustin's drawing or atsribréeit to low
achievement or disinterest in reading and writing. By revisiting Dustin's draa@rge interpreted it for us
within the context of his life both inside and outside the classroom, we were able tap it Dus
perception of the multiple literacies embedded in his drawing. The drawing providedawan the
complexities of literacy in students' lives and highlights the problems inherentanesand singular
interpretations of drawings, and reading and writing topics, thereby underscoring thermaatliple lenses-
particularly children's own lenses-to explore alternative interpretationstgive for the necessity of
teachers, parents, and researchers to recognize that the construct of $temaltigimensional and
inextricably embedded within and diffused across the many contexts that constitute treowiaevorld of
the classroom and beyond. Such a view, we assert, allows us to better see the accanspéisiohséruggles
of individual children. We cannot assume the validity of discrete categories, roleabalsdecause doing so
constrains how we view and therefore understand children (Fernie et al., 1993). Using teakigs$ to
interpret Dustin's drawing illuminates the cultural material embedded inlbexs of his drawing and
provides insights into the complexities of how he positions himself as a social beinginBytda
acknowledge the multiple ways in which students position themselves in relation to gehmof,Iwe risk
negating and silencing many students.
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