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Introduction: the LfLFE project

The Literacies for Learning in Further Education (LfLFE) project
 is a collaboration between Stirling University, Lancaster University, and four Further Education colleges. Tutors in the colleges have worked on the project as practitioner-researchers; and students from each of 16 curriculum areas have provided information relating to their reading and writing at college and in their everyday lives.  Focusing mainly on vocational curriculum areas, and recognising that some students in Further Education appear to struggle with the literacy-related aspects of their courses, the project has set out to find ways of helping students to negotiate this perceived difficulty with literacy.
Literacy practices in and out of college

Through activities and interviews with students we have built up pictures of the kinds of reading and writing they engage in as part of their personal lives, while also collecting data in the form of texts, interviews and observations which relate to the reading and writing required by their college courses. These kinds of reading and writing tend to be quite different from one another; for example writing a 1000 word essay is quite different from writing a blog or a song lyric, or sending a text message. Completing a course log book is very different from reading a magazine or doing a crossword. These are all examples of ‘literacy practices’ (e.g. Barton and Hamilton 1998), and they are different in a variety of ways, including the participants, purpose, audience, medium, content, as well as the values, attitudes and identities that go with them. Different literacy practices have different characteristics which you have to know about if you are to use them successfully. That is to say, I can’t write rap song lyrics if I don’t know about the conventions of subject-matter, rhythm and rhyme for that genre; I won’t find it easy to fill in a log book if I don’t want the qualification at the end of the course; and I’m unlikely to be motivated to read a manual about car engines if I have no intention of owning a car. 

Given that some students in Further Education find it difficult to cope with the reading and writing on their courses, our aim is to try to find a way of recognising the kinds of reading and writing they do in their everyday lives and to look at ways these resources can be brought to their learning in college. In terms of a Venn diagram [insert diagram], the three circles represent college, personal life, and work – work is included because students are often preparing for work as they do their (vocational) courses, and because they usually also have a part-time job.  One of the ways we have been trying to harness these resources students do have, both in their home lives and at work, is to allow some of those literacy practices into the classroom. 

Creating ‘third spaces’ in the classroom
Because the Literacies for Learning in FE project has included tutors researching their own courses and the students they teach, relationships and understandings have developed between the tutors and students. This, in part, has facilitated the creation of an environment in which students and tutors feel comfortable with one another and are in a position to appreciate and make use of differences. For example, one tutor, from the ‘Catering and Hospitality’ course, said: “Getting to know the students on a more individual basis has been a real eye-opener, because so many teachers can assume that they know the students and I don’t really think you can, not until you’ve gone into the depths that we have. I think it makes you look at them very, very differently.”  Speaking about one student in particular, Jason, she said, “I’ve grown much more patient with him because of that, whereas before it just would have irritated me and I would have lost my rag very quickly. But I think I’m more patient with him because I understand his life as a whole.” This 17-year-old student did not appear to be fully engaged in his lessons, tended to be late for college, and had not produced the written work required of him. One of the activities devised by the project to elicit information about students’ reading and writing during a 24-hour period involved the student recalling all the activities of one day and then discussing the reading and writing they involved.  Jason was apparently unable to remember where he was for part of the day in question, and had to be reminded by his tutor that he was in her lesson at that time. However, when recalling his activities during the evening of that day, he was able to describe in detail the computer games he played, the internet sites he visited, and the research he did for teaching young army cadets.  Without this knowledge of Jason’s personal life, his tutor could be tempted into a deficit view that focused on what Jason was apparently not doing.  Through acknowledging that Jason was adept at literacy practices which were not recognised in the context of his college course, his tutor could contemplate ways of utilising the resources he clearly did have in order to access the literacy practices required for his course. 

Conversations with students across the project led to an understanding that it is not always the course content that provides difficulties. Rather, it is the literacy practices which are required for students to demonstrate knowledge of that content.  For example, Jason’s class had been asked to produce a leaflet about the various sectors of the hospitality industry.  Jason had struggled with this for a number of reasons. Some of these related to the specialised literacy practice of creating a leaflet.  Although he had chosen an area that interested him – the Armed Forces – he had difficulties finding relevant information and presenting it in a readable way.  And yet, in his personal life, Jason was able to track down ‘cheats’ on the internet for a particular computer game, prepare lessons to present to army cadets, and find detailed information about different weapons.  His involvement in the project I am describing enabled Jason to see that potentially he did have the resources to carry out the college task.

The apparent contradiction between Jason’s differing abilities in college and out indicates the complexities of relationships among different literacy practices.  While they may appear similar, there are many aspects of the two activities in Jason’s college and home life which are crucially different.  These aspects relate to the various elements of literacy practices which are discussed further below. Nevertheless, as a beginning, an understanding of students’ own lives, and the literacy practices that are part of their lives, can be seen as a starting point for creating a third space in which literacies from outside are valued and can be seen as a bridge to the curriculum literacies required for the college course.

One of the Child Care tutors involved in the LfLFE project suggested to her students on a level 2 course that they produce presentations on a topic of their choice to be used as part of the assessment for one of the units. When they had researched the topic and put together their presentation, another class of students would be invited in to watch and evaluate it. One group chose the topic of drugs. The reading and writing involved in producing this presentation were varied and involved many different skills. Students had to : read and retrieve information from a variety of texts, including information leaflets, websites, popular magazines and newspapers; write letters, a quiz and a handout; create a poster and a PowerPoint presentation; and use a variety of computer software. They had to adopt both a standard form of English as used in glossy magazines, and use a carefully moderated amount of text language, appropriate to their audience and the subject they were talking about. . For example, one slide contained the text: “Prince Harry: He was sent to drugs rehab for a DAY (lol) after he admitted smoking cannabis and drinking alcohol (omg!!)”.
This activity of producing a presentation could be described as a ‘hybrid’ activity, in that it is not normal either at home or at college (Gutierrez et al. 2000, p.292), but is a means of bringing together the ‘official and unofficial spaces’ of college and everyday life. In this sense, the tutor can be said to have created a ‘third space’ (Bhabha 1994; Moje et al 2004; Pahl and Rowsell 2005; Wilson 2000, 2004) in her classroom, where the students bring in their own outside interests and uses of reading and writing, but to create something which has value in a pedagogic context.  The use of text language within these students’ presentation is an example of a ‘hybrid language practice’ (Gutierrez et al, 2000) evidencing the acceptance of students’ own literacy practices into the classroom.

Moje et al. (2004) recognise these outside resources as “funds of knowledge” (from Moll, Velez-Ibanez and Greenberg 1989) which can contribute to third space activity. The LfLFE project research has indicated that within such a third space learning can take place in various directions. For example, the child care tutor in the above example learnt from her students the potential offered by PowerPoint and also how to use a digital camera.  In another curriculum area, one of the requirements of a course in Catering and Hospitality was that the students provide evidence of using email.  A student without a home computer learnt from his tutor how to do this and now regularly sends emails in his personal life, using his girlfriend’s computer.  Another student training to be a chef has a part-time job as a chef and uses recipes written down at college in the pub-restaurant where he works. The interrelationships among the literacy practices of everyday life, college and work are complicated, but the presence or creation of a third space facilitates the exchange of knowledge and understanding which can lead to the use of a literacy practice from one domain in another. To investigate this phenomenon of mobilisation more thoroughly requires a closer look at the elements making up a literacy practice.

Elements of literacy practices

The Literacies for Learning in FE team has developed a set of categories to represent aspects of literacy practices. These currently comprise the following elements: Participants, Audience, Purpose, Activity, Content, Mode, Medium, Artefact, Text-type, Time/Timing, Space/Place, Values/Attitudes/Beliefs, Identities. With reference to these elements, I will explore two examples of literacy practices, one associated with students’ personal lives, and one associated with students’ experience of education.

Example 1: Text-messaging

According to our data, text-messaging is a literacy practice engaged in by the majority of students in the colleges intermittently throughout the day. In college, although many tutors tolerate mobile phones in their classrooms, there is a notice in most classrooms asking students to switch them off. Texting might therefore be defined as a literacy practice which firmly belongs to students’ personal lives rather than to their college courses.  

In general terms, anyone can send a text message – although there are certain prerequisites. They can do it only: if they have access to a mobile phone (artefact), if they know someone else to send a message to (audience/participants), if they know which buttons to press and in what ways (activity), if they have something to say (content). While they need to have access to this electronic medium, they do not need to understand in detail how the mobile phone works, nor do they need to know about all the other potential uses of a mobile phone.  However, in order to engage effectively in the practice of text-messaging, the person does need to have a belief that there is a point in sending the message (that it will be received and read), and ultimately the person needs to value the activity as a means of communication, as useful and purposeful, or simply as fun. 

There are two ways in which ‘value’ is linked to literacy practices:

(a) There are values associated with any literacy practice.

(b) The literacy practice itself may or may not be valued by any one individual.

(a) There are values associated with any literacy practice. For example, writing for an academic journal ‘values’ standard spelling and punctuation. Conversely, the practice of text-messaging ‘values’ non-standard spelling and punctuation.  The same individual can engage in both practices.  To do each one ‘well’ they have to uphold the same values as others who engage in that literacy practice for the duration of the time in which they are doing it.  Otherwise, the journal editor would allow misspellings to go through to publication and would be seen as having done a bad job.  Similarly, a text-messager who spells and punctuates in a standard way will be seen as a newcomer or lacking proficiency in texting. In Gee’s (1996) terms, they will not be seen to belong within that Discourse community.

(b) Various aspects of the literacy practice itself may or may not be valued by any one individual. For example, an individual may not value the other participants; the audience may not be valued; the purpose may not be valued, and so on. Then, in any of these cases, the literacy practice itself will not be valued by the individual. If this is the case, the individual will not take the time and trouble to learn to participate in that literacy practice.  For example, some people refuse to own a mobile phone, or even if they own one decline to learn how to text. In a college context, if a student does not value the literacy practice of completing an assignment, the individual will not necessarily engage fully in the practice; for example, s/he will not adhere to the values associated with the literacy practice, which would include making the assignment a certain length, correcting spelling, including references, etc.  The reasons for not valuing that literacy practice are likely to be rooted in attitudes or beliefs about one or more aspects of the literacy practice.  For example, the student may not believe in the purpose of writing an assignment. They may not see how the process contributes to their knowledge of the subject, or they do not recognise the qualification as valuable They may not recognise an audience for their work, or they may not respect the audience of  external verifier or their tutor; or they may not value the content, which they perceive as uninteresting or irrelevant.  

In a similar way, if an individual identifies with the potential or actual identities in any literary practice, they will engage with the literacy practice more fully than someone who does not. For example, if someone identifies with the identity of head waiter – an identity associated with the literacy practice of producing a menu, then they will value the associated values of that literacy practice, i.e. they will attend to presentation and accuracy, including spellings and layout.  If someone identifies with the identity of hip teenager, then texting is a literacy practice related to that identity that they will want to perfect, according to the ‘rules’ of that social group. 

Example 2: Reading a handout and completing written questions

A common classroom activity is asking students to read a handout containing information which is relevant to a topic to be learnt. The students are then expected to provide written answers to written questions based on the content of the handout.  This is a literacy practice which is regarded as situated in a learning context: it is not an activity we would normally meet in the rest of life.  It does have similarities with, say, completing a quiz in a magazine, or participating vicariously in a quiz show on TV. However, it is difficult to think of an everyday literacy practice in which the information required in the answers is provided immediately before the questions. In leisure time activities, the answers would be a test of internalised knowledge about the world or about oneself, gained through a variety of media in a number of ways.  The learning of new information in this case would be through seeing or hearing one’s answers either being confirmed or contradicted. The literacy practice of reading a handout and completing written questions is one associated with learning in a pedagogic context.

Let’s consider the various aspects of this literacy practice:

The text type is typically a one- or two-page black and white typed sheet, arranged linearly, produced on a college computer. The medium is paper. The participants are all students on the same course, probably working individually. They will be placed in a classroom, and will be given a set time in which to complete the task. The audience for the answers is likely to be the tutor, although the students may also act as one another’s audience.  The mode is written, although the students may be asked to ‘read out’ their answers after writing. The purpose of the exercise may not be entirely clear. It could be perceived as something to keep the students quiet, or to fill the time, but, more positively, it could also be perceived as a learning opportunity, a chance to engage with the course content.

In this case, the values associated with the literacy practice include reading the text carefully.  Whether or not the students value the literacy practice itself will depend on their attitudes to college, to one another, to their tutor, to the subject, to the qualification, and may even vary from one hour or day to another.  Therefore the way in which each student engages with the task – how far they adhere to the value system associated with the literacy practice - may be very different, although the students will also influence each other in this respect.  Hence, there are several examples in the LfLFE data of different groups on the same course taking on quite different identities, resulting in very different standards of work.  

Whether students identify with the identities held out by this overtly pedagogic literacy practice may well depend on their sociocultural background, including their past, their present, and their imagined future. 

Third space literacy practices

To return to the creation of the third space in the Child Care classroom and the activity of a group presentation on a subject of students’ choice, the elements of the literacy practice can be described as follows. The task involves participants working together, not individually; having a ‘real’ tangible audience of peers, hence an audience which they will take seriously; working with content they are interested in (because they chose the topic); accessing text-types they normally read in their everyday lives (magazines and newspapers), but also some texts from more official sources, such as health leaflets and websites; using a variety of artefacts and multimedia such as PowerPoint, posters, photographs, typed quiz sheets; presenting using multimodal means, including speech, music, gesture, writing; having a discernible purpose which is both short-term (to complete and present successfully in a given time) and longer-term (to contribute to the assessment of this unit of the course); involving a variety of activities such as researching and writing for a quiz, typing out information, reading leaflets, creating effects on PowerPoint.  Both space and time in this case are specified by the teacher, although there is some negotiation about the length of time taken to complete the work.  All of these elements contribute to the literacy practice being valued by the students. The literacy practice also allows the students’ own identities to surface, in that they have choice over the content, method, and mode of presentation.  The inclusion of the text language, which is particularly appropriate to their specific audience, is a clear indication of this identity being validated.
As for Jason and his leaflet, crucial elements of that literacy practice are significantly different from the literacy practice of researching weapons or teaching army cadets in his own time. The audience, for example, of the leaflet is much less tangible or clearly defined, as is the purpose behind the activity. Jason does not demonstrate an affinity with the identity of someone who would write a leaflet, but this does not detract from his potential to relate to the identity of a waiter or a cook.  Although he was encouraged to use an artefact which may be similar to his preferred means of accessing information, he is also required to engage with software (media) which he might not normally make use of; and the content, while related to the armed forces from his choice, is alien to his everyday interests in that it is focused on the hospitality industry.  The various elements of this literacy practice therefore tend not to be valued by Jason in the way that the literacy practices in his personal life would be; hence his engagement with the task was limited.
Closing comments

These examples show how literacy practices in students’ everyday and college lives can be very different from one another. An examination of the ways in which they are different can lead to a greater understanding of why students apparently do not simply transfer their knowledge and skills from one domain to another. Their knowledge and skills are bound up with all the aspects of literacy practices which contribute to all literacies being situated (Barton et al 2000), socially, culturally and historically, yet also constantly changing and evolving. 

In the context of the LfLFE project, the tutors responded to the findings from research into the literacy resources of students and the literacy demands of the curriculum by attempting to find ways of bringing the two together.  By unpacking literacy practices into their constituent elements, there is potential for altering the literacy demands of the curriculum and drawing on the students’ resources. By recognising what students value about their own literacy practices, the literacy practices of the curriculum can be made more resonant with those values. The creation of a third space which welcomes students’ literacy practices into the classroom is an important step in the process of  helping students to engage with the literacy practices in Further Education.
The colleges involved in the research are now striving to adapt their evaluation methods to take account of out-of-college literacy practices. In the case of the Child Care course referred to above, the unit was devised by the tutor specifically to raise awareness and confidence amongst her students. The assessment methods are her own responsibility too. She can thus  implement changes in assessment immediately.

Changing more formal assessment procedures will involve communicating the findings of the project to examination boards and awarding bodies, a process which is ongoing. 
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