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LITERACY AROUND THE CLOCK: AN EXAMINATION OF THE ‘CLOCK ACTIVITY’ AS A METHOD FOR IDENTIFYING EVERYDAY LITERACY PRACTICES WITH FURTHER EDUCATION STUDENTS

Candice Satchwell, Lancaster University, United Kingdom
Introduction

The first original aim of the LfLFE project is: 

To identify those ‘border literacies’ that enable people to negotiate successfully between informal vernacular literacies and formal literacies within the FE context, that positively affect learning outcomes, and that can serve as generic resources for learning through the life course.

This paper concerns one of the methodologies used as a first step in identifying and examining the literacies engaged in by FE students in their everyday lives. At the same time, data is being collected relating to the literacy requirements of their college courses. It is clear that before border literacies can be identified, the literacies from inside and outside of college have to be recognised and understood.  

Rationale for the Method

Literacies for Learning in Further Education draws on the notion of literacy as social practice, with different literacies associated with different domains of life (Barton, et al. 2000).  If literacies are situated in space and time, then the challenge of uncovering them – for both the students and the researchers - might be to start from places or times. It was perceived as problematic to use space as a starting point, since there is potentially an infinite array of spaces available to individuals. Time, however, is a concept shared by all, with each minute of the day being accountable for – that is to say, each individual is somewhere, doing something at each moment. By contemplating activities throughout the day, it would allow each event to be scrutinised in terms of the literacy involved, allowing for a wide variety of practices to be included as potentially relating to the interests of the project.

Hence, the LfLFE project has been using a methodology based on a 24-hour clock to capture the literacy-related activities of students in as comprehensive a way as possible, before focusing in on specific literacy practices for individual students. Using the concept of the clock face, students were asked to think through one day, recording all their activities which somehow related to reading and writing.  Given large sheets of paper and an array of pens and pencils, students produced data in a variety of ways, including writing on or around a clock face, using either one or two clock faces to represent 24 hours and using colour and pictures in ways meaningful to themselves. This method allowed students to: 

(1) take ownership of their contribution to the project, firstly by drawing the clock face in their own way and secondly by choosing what to include on it; 

(2) recognise the amount and kinds of literacy activities they actually engaged in during one day. That is to say, they would not necessarily have recognised that some of their activities were related to literacy at all (e.g. reading teletext, sending text messages).

Interestingly, the clock face has been used in therapeutic nursing for another purpose, namely to bring to a client’s attention the amount of time spent on particular activities, such as thinking about, procuring and consuming alcohol (described in Remocker and Storch (1987) as an exercise called ‘Time Management’). This could be perceived as a kind of ‘shock tactic’.  In our case, the students were often ‘shocked’ into a realisation of the extent of their own engagement in a variety of literacy practices, and an acknowledgement of the requisite skills.  

From the outset the project has aimed to collaborate as far as possible with both practitioners and students in FE, with individuals becoming researchers in their own right, investigating their own and their peers’ practice. As an early activity with students, the clock proved to be an effective way of engaging students in the research and providing themselves and others on the project with positive evidence of students’ own capabilities. In addition, it became clear that without the basis being provided by the students themselves, it would be difficult to formulate the right kinds of questions to cover all the possible literacy events.

An Example

The following is from a set of notes produced after talking to three English Level 2 Child-care students, aged 16-17.  The session was not sound-recorded because one of the students, Laura, objected.

All three students had produced their clocks in their own time at home, as there was not enough time during the college day to produce them. They were all on A3 paper, with some detail and very neat. They all said they had enjoyed producing them, and that they took about half an hour.  

I asked them if anything surprised them as they were doing the activity. Olivia said that she was surprised that she actually read road signs. Jack was surprised that he read newspapers. They all said that they read all the stickers on the bus and they could remember what some of them said.

Jack had written that he read the back of his cigarette packet – he brought this out, and his pouch of tobacco, and it was only then that I realised they were in Spanish. Jack said, ‘I haven’t a clue what it means’, but then it transpired that he had tried to work out the meaning using the English version – ‘fumar’ means smoke etc. Olivia also tried to work out the meaning.  Then ensued a discussion about different languages – Jack said ‘I try and understand different languages, like German, cos I’m really into German bands’. Laura said she knew some Greek, and gave some examples of words she knew. They all seemed interested in the idea of different languages.

Laura said she never reads books – ‘I hate reading, I’m not interested’.  When asked why, she said I didn’t get any praise at primary school so I can’t be bothered, I still don’t’.  However, later on it transpired that she does read on holiday – ‘just for fun’ – she had read all the Harry Potter books (saying ‘They’re the only books I’ve ever read’) but then also mentioned that she’d read a novel called Broken about drugs and prostitution by someone called Cole.

Jack said he likes to read Stephen King books. He’d recently read Insomnia. He said he likes to go to book sales and try to find Stephen King books. 

Olivia said she likes reading, especially true stories. She had read the series of books including A Man Called Dave about child abuse. She saw this as related to her course (Childcare) and said she found it easier to read things when they’re written like stories. Jack agreed, and said he had found Adrian Mole – ‘the teenage one’ [Adrian Mole Aged 13 1/2] – useful when he was being ‘knocked about’ by his mother’s boyfriend. They all said they could ‘relate to’ things in novels.

Laura was careful to separate her education from her outside reading, for example she said she ‘read stuff in the papers, but it’s not educational’. She said that she never used to do her reading for homework – she used to pretend to have done it. But she did admit, ‘I read more now than I used to’. Both Laura and Olivia said they did not like to read out loud: Laura said she was not confident enough, and Olivia said her legs would shake. (Laura had been adamant that she did not want to be taped, saying she would start stuttering.)

Olivia said that when she had her eating disorder (the others asked her ‘which was it’ and she said ‘both’) she read the leaflets given to her by the doctor, ‘because she wanted to get better and understand about it’. Olivia also said she would read ‘all the newspapers’ at her grandad’s ‘because they’re in a big pile there’. I suggested to Laura that she must be able to skim read the newspapers in order to pick out the stories she was interested in. She agreed, and so did Olivia, but Olivia differentiated between this practice and the more detailed reading she did at her grandad’s.

When asked about writing, Olivia said she writes short stories. Laura works in a Chinese restaurant, so she takes orders and uses the phone. She said she writes in short hand for the orders, e.g. ‘b\b sauce’ for black bean sauce. She agreed that the abbreviations had to be consistent so that the kitchen staff could read them.

Jack works at a catalogue shop as a stock room assistant. He said he does SQRs – he said this was ‘counting stock’ – and puts deliveries away.

Olivia works at McDonalds. She said the only writing she does really is to write down what she wants to eat at break. She says she has to read the boxes of sandwiches, ‘even though I know them by the colours’, and reads drinks labels when serving. She also reads the numbers on the till when giving change. Laura admitted she found it difficult to add up on the till and she would have her mobile phone open next to her to use as a calculator.

Laura said she is ALWAYS texting, mainly because she has a boyfriend in London, but she also texts other people. Olivia said she doesn’t – she waits for others to do it, mainly because she never has any credit.

Jack said he is always on the internet. His mum has a website related to the gothic lifestyle. Jack’s job is to check the forums for bad language and behaviour. He logs in, reads through what people have written, and deletes the bad language. Then he sends a message to the perpetrator – this is a pre-written email – telling them not to do it again.

Laura said she is on the internet every night because she has a web cam with her boyfriend, using MSN messenger.

Olivia said she uses email: ‘I email my grandad’. Laura said she emails lots of people: ‘I’ve got friends all over the world, so I email people in Ireland, Australia, everywhere’.

Laura said she does all her college work on the computer – probably straight onto the computer because she makes lots of mistakes and it’s easier to make it right on computer.  Jack and Olivia both said they write it out by hand first.

They all said that listening to music helps them concentrate, so this was represented on the clock at the same time as doing other things. Laura said she writes her own songs, and they all said they read CD inserts.  

When I congratulated them on their clocks, Laura said, ‘When I do something I have to do it detailed’, explaining the amount of really useful detail on her diagram.

The example above shows how the students began to reveal some of their activities, which they may not otherwise have considered as related to literacy. They were genuinely surprised both at how much literacy-related activity they did, and at my interest in it. When the lecturer had first introduced me to the class, she said I was an English teacher at another FE college, and Laura immediately felt she had to tell me that ‘I’m no good at English’ when I walked round the class. Her initial comment that she ‘hates reading’ and ‘never reads’ was apparently contradicted by later statements relating to newspapers and novels she has read and her use of technology for communicating. She clearly demarcated what she considered to be ‘educational’ or not, and disassociated herself from any such activities. This was an interesting separation for her, because she revealed that she was particularly drawn to reading about cases to do with rape and other things because she is interested in justice, and had wanted to go on a law course before she decided on child care. Laura’s initial defensive reaction to me as an English teacher was mollified as she warmed to the non-judgmental nature of our research. Laura’s comments indicate her attitude to education, which has apparently been coloured by her experience of school: ‘I was never given any encouragement at school’. Taken chronologically, the comments also show how her confidence grew as the interview progressed and as she began to understand the research interests. A positive outcome for the project would be for students such as Laura to feel more confident about their literacy by being initiated into a view of literacy which may not have been espoused within their previous experience of education.

Preliminary Analysis 

This activity represented an initial foray into the lives of three students, using the clock face as a stimulus. From this we were able to glean information about some of the literacy events that took place during a typical day – a literacy event being any activity involving reading and/or writing. Through talking at greater length to the students, it should be possible to elicit further details regarding these events to build up a picture of the practices surrounding them. The information produced from this particular encounter represented a number of issues that could be followed up at a later date in individual interviews: for example, Olivia’s short-story writing in her own time; Laura’s song-writing; the students’ choice of reading matter (horror fiction, ‘true-life’ stories, etc.); their use of the internet and MSN messenger; text-messaging; newspaper-reading; work-based practices in their part-time jobs; and so on. In addition, there emerged aspects of their literacy activities relating to beliefs and attitudes, such as Laura’s interpretation of what might count as ‘educational’; their identity as part of a specific group of people, such as Jack’s involvement in a gothic lifestyle; and what they perceive as the relationship between their college work and their home lives. Through pursuing these issues in further interviews, the intention is to build up thick descriptions of their literacy practices, beginning from ‘when’ and finally including ‘where’, ‘why’, ‘how’, ‘with whom’, and ‘to what end’, encompassing links between all of these elements.

As a way of categorising the range of everyday literacies they encountered in their study, Barton and Hamilton (1998) used the following six areas: organising life, personal communication, private leisure, documenting life, sense making and social participation. Within each of these it may be possible to classify the different literacies that we come across with students. It is only seven years since Local Literacies, but the use of technology has advanced hugely in this time. Nevertheless, it might be argued that the literacies associated with these technologies – albeit new – can be subsumed within the existing categories. For example, playing on a game-boy would come into private leisure and MSN messenger use would be personal communication, while use of internet chat-rooms might be seen as social participation. Through gathering a comprehensive set of data regarding students’ uses of literacy, the practices – with their associated texts, beliefs, values, attitudes and purposes – should be identifiable.

By sitting with students as they completed the exercise, or by discussing it with them afterwards, students’ attitudes to their activities often became apparent. One student, Matthew, filling in his clock with his researcher-tutor, claimed to be unable to remember his activities during the college day. His tutor had to remind him that he was in her class during the period that remained a blank. However, at 5.30pm on his clock, he instantly filled in details of computer games, web sites and so on. This was clearly a time of day that he looked forward to, utilising his time in a way that mattered most to him.   He could see little that linked his college life to his everyday literacies – which included computer games, searching on the internet, and teaching army cadets - and his different attitudes to the two was clear. When it emerged in interview that his school career had been marred by violence and bullying, the possible reasons became apparent. Here was a case where it might immediately be difficult to identify ‘border literacies’, because the beliefs, attitudes and values from each domain appeared to be so separate.

Harry, an A-level student, produced a clock which centres around riding his bike. On his clock – a Monday - his college activities are confined to 2.5 hours in the morning. Most of the rest of this day is devoted to driving with a friend to a skate park 40 miles away and riding his bike. While this might not seem immediately related to either literacy or his college work, through an interview based on the clock it became apparent that his course and college life are intimately linked to his bike-riding because they both relate strongly to his identity. Having been a disaffected and sporadic school attender, he began to ride a bike at age 15. This led to him filming bikers and then taking up fast-track Film Studies and Media Studies A levels with a view to going to University in Leeds to do a course in Media Production and Film Studies. In his interview he talked about a three-minute horror film he was making. Asked whether it was for college or for himself, he replied, ‘For the course and for myself. If I don’t get a good grade but I like it then I’ll be happy’. Considering that one of the aims of the research project is to investigate ways of mobilising literacies across domains, this student’s attitude to his studies as being directly related to his interests outside of college is significant. Given that he described himself as potentially ‘hanging around on street corners and getting into petty crime’ had he not discovered bike-riding, it is clear that this individual’s assertion of identity was crucial to his learning. He described the importance of having goals: ‘something to look forward to – a goal to reach – if there’s something with riding that I’ve always wanted to do and then I do it I’m really happy - it’s the same in life. Getting to uni will be a massive milestone for me … It’s just what I really want to do’.

‘Crossing Boundaries’

Another student, George, who at the time of the clock activity worked as a restaurant supervisor while also completing a catering course, made clear links between his college life and his work life. This was perhaps inevitable as his course was directly vocational, but significantly he saw his work even in the college restaurant as important as a reflection of himself – although not to the extent it would be if it were ‘his own place’. He described the kind of menus in the restaurant and then added: 

G: and then on the left-hand side there’s like, normally an information sheet on upcoming speciality evenings, and last night I just wrote one of those.

C. Right. And is that as part of your course, that you had to write one of those?

G. It’s, it is and it isn’t! I mean it’s like, you get, you can be asked to do them or you might not get asked to do them. … I quite enjoy doing them.

C. Do you see that as writing?

G. I see it as more like a publishing exercise, like, the graphics, and the way it looks. I’m much more, I prefer like things that look nice rather than if it just had text if you know what I mean. … Things that are aesthetically pleasing, yeah, definitely.

Asked how he would feel about a spelling mistake on the menu, George replied:

G: Well, it would matter and I’d feel, as soon as a customer pointed that out, whether it was me that wrote the menu or whether it was someone else, I would feel embarrassed because it’s the place where I’m representing … Yesterday the menus had a, were done, and Mr H [college restaurant manager] had to add something quickly and it came up in a smaller font, and I was a bit, I don’t like that, but not in the way that I would say ‘oh we’re going to have to print out 8 new menus because of it’, but I would feel like, if it was my own place I probably would, do you know what I mean?

George’s production of information sheets to go alongside menus for the college restaurant can be seen as an example of a literacy event which is situated in a time and place, following particular conventions of format and usage, but also – for George – is imbued with values and attitudes to which he subscribes in a professional capacity. Another student in the same situation might be required to produce the menus, but might not hold these values and attitudes – for example, they might not consider it important for the menu to be free of grammatical errors or to be presented in a particular font. George’s personal identification with the values inherent in the literacy practice required for both the course and the effective running of a restaurant may be the key to his success: George, at the age of 20 and still part-way through his course, is now manager of a highly prestigious local golf club restaurant.  

Some students, such as Laura or Matthew, apparently see their college literacy-related activities as separate from the rest of their lives as they see their everyday literacy practices as having no value in an educational context. However, since the clock activity and as her involvement in the LfLFE project has progressed, Laura’s attitude to her college work and her own sense of self-worth has changed.  She now reads aloud confidently in class, even admitting to her course tutor that she enjoys it, and had no hesitation in allowing us to record an interview with her about literacy in her life. Her tutor from the outset has made provision for the students to develop in confidence as part of the course which she chose to use as part of her research for the LfLFE project. This has involved encouraging students to talk and write about their own lives and interests, producing poster presentations on something that interests them, and working to music that they bring in to the class each week. Laura has realised that the practice of reading aloud in class is something that will relate to her work placement, and ultimately to her career - reading stories to children. She has begun to volunteer to do this for the first time. The separation of her two worlds has become less clear-cut and the merging of the two appears to have been of great benefit to this individual, her tutors having noticed a marked change in her confidence.

Moje, et al. (2004), refer to ‘funds of knowledge’ from Moll, et al. (1989) and ‘Discourses’ from Gee (1996) in their study of literacy learning in the secondary school. They argue that students have access to a wide variety of funds of knowledge, such as homes, peer groups, communities, and different subject areas in school. Students also participate – in varying degrees - in a number of different Discourses to which the different funds of knowledge contribute. Some of these Discourses will be those valued by the school and others will belong to peers or groups outside of school. In order to work towards a ‘third space’, where in- and out-of-school literacy practices can be integrated, teachers and curriculum developers need to develop understandings of the funds of knowledge and Discourses their students have available outside of school (Pahl and Rowsell 2005). By trying to identify border literacies, the LfLFE project is effectively attempting to locate literacies within this third space. Laura’s tutor has begun to allow for this third space by integrating students’ music and outside interests into the classroom, and further by linking the work they are doing on their own social and self awareness to their future work with children. As the project progresses, it is envisaged that the tutor-researchers’ reflections and investigations, and the students’ observations on their own literacies can contribute to the development in design of each of the sample units in the next phase.

Future Work

One result of the clock activity is that the project now has a clock from each of the students involved in the research. The clocks represent something about their makers as artefacts in their own right, as well as providing information directly through what is represented on them, and indirectly through leading to elaboration in interviews. The clocks themselves will allow for some comparison, for example, across curriculum areas or genders, as well as some observations about the kinds of texts students choose to produce.  

And clearly the further collection of data pertaining to students’ lives, which will go way beyond the clocks themselves, will contribute to a deeper understanding of informal literacies. Having completed the clock activity, each student will be interviewed at least once, facilitating a movement from the comprehensive representation of a twenty-four-hour period, to the detailed description of specific literacy events and practices. Some students will be further observed in contexts outside of college, including work place, community-based activities, religion, and the home. 

The interviews conducted so far have revealed significant information which can contribute to an identification of the factors required to mobilise literacies from one domain to another. Literacies might be situated, but it is the elements of those literacy practices which are crucial to their successful application which might be the key to mobilising them - as demonstrated by students like George, Harry, and Laura - in order that they may ‘positively affect learning outcomes, and … can serve as generic resources for learning through the life course’.
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