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Abstract 

This paper arises from a 12 month research project conducted by university researchers in 
collaboration with education department personnel in two South Australian middle school 
classrooms. The research investigated the resources drawn upon by teachers and students 
during the design and implementation of literacy/English curriculum that integrated ICTs. 
Green’s 3D model of l(IT)eracy is used to reread the engagement of three sets of 
participants in the project: Technology School of the Future (TSoF), teachers and schools, 
and university researchers. The argument is made that changing literacies in relation to ICTs 
require students, teachers and researchers alike to expand their repertoires of capabilities in 
relation to literacy, l(IT)eracy and research literacy. 

Introduction 

This paper arises from a small Australian Technology Universities (ATN) funded study 
(formerly small ARC) titled "Electronic writing in the middle school literacy/English 
curriculum". The project aimed to investigate what happened when teachers in an upper 
primary and lower secondary classroom designed and implemented literacy/English 
curriculum that engaged students with new forms of ‘electronic writing’ made possible by 
new information and communication technologies (ICTs). 

Changing literacies 

The research was undertaken within the field of literacy education where the new 
information and communication technologies (ICTs) have become a significant focus. ICTs 
have been implicated in calls for new theorisations of ‘literacy’ as well as new methodologies 
in literacy research (Comber & Green, 1999; Lankshear et al., 1997; Lankshear, Snyder & 
Green, 2000; New London Group 1996; Snyder, 2000). It has been argued that the range of 
presentational and representational tools now at students’ disposal creates new emphases 
and new dynamics for ‘readers’ and ‘writers’ (Goodwyn, 2000). In changing forms of print 
and electronic representation, visual and verbal modes of communication are blurring (Kress 
& van Leeuwen, 1990, 1996; Kress, 1997). Electronic forms of representation are becoming 
‘multimodal’ (Kress, 2000b), in that they work simultaneously with text, image, sound and 
movement. In such new learning environments, literate practices need to be understood as 
emergent and changing (Lankshear, Gee, Knobel and Searle, 1997) as children operate 



within ‘new communicational webs’ centred on the world of popular media culture and digital 
technologies (Kress, 2000a). 

Within school-based education, the changing literacies associated with ICTs challenge 
existing literacy/English curriculum terminology that in Australia focuses on the categories of 
‘reading’, ‘viewing’, ‘listening and speaking’ and ‘writing’. The ‘electronic writing’ project 
aimed to contribute to the small body of empirical school-based research that examines how 
teachers and students integrate new forms of ‘writing’ or text-production into the 
English/literacy curriculum. Its objective was to investigate aspects of teaching and learning 
associated with the integration of ICTs into the English curriculum to produce what has been 
conceptualised as ‘design’ (Kress, 1997), ‘multimedia composition’ (Tuman, 1992), 
‘compos(IT)ing’ (Green, 1995) and ‘electronic writing’ (Prain & Lyons, 2000). 

Research partnerships 

We understand research to be ‘systematic, intentional, self-critical inquiry ... made public’ 
(Edelsky & Boyd 1993, p. 14). Our work crosses the boundary between what Richardson 
terms ‘practical inquiry’ and ‘formal research’ in that it is both conducted in one’s everyday 
work life for purposes of improvement and contributes to a larger community’s knowledge 
base (Richardson 1994, p. 7). Despite the fact that there are significant cultural and 
structural challenges to research partnerships between university and school systems 
(Grundy 1996), educational researchers in our Centre have long advocated such 
partnerships on epistemological, ideological and ethical grounds (Nixon & Comber, 1995). In 
many of our projects we adopt collaborative, ethnographic, and participatory approaches 
(Carspecken & Apple 1992, Edelsky & Boyd 1993). In practice, this means that researchers 
are committed to the importance of extended and intensive observation and interviews, 
respect for teachers’ standpoints and perspectives, and the need to understand institutional 
locations. However, we adopt such approaches always on the understanding that they are 
not without their moments of difficulty, anxiety and disagreement which nonetheless often 
prove to be very productive tensions. 

Elsewhere, we have written about some of the complex implications of research 
partnerships across sectors (Comber & Nixon, 1999; Nixon, 1998; Nixon & Comber, 1995). 
In this paper, our focus is somewhat different. This is not to say that the ‘Electronic writing’ 
project did not continue to present many dilemmas similar to those we encountered in earlier 
projects. On the contrary, we were still faced with difficult issues to tease out. These include: 
who is able to publish what, in whose name, and for which audience; and who may benefit 
and who may lose by the non-naming of school-based participants who are also ‘research 
subjects’? We have found that self-reflexivity in relation to these matters does not 
necessarily guarantee solutions. However, the ‘Electronic writing’ project also presented us 
with some new dilemmas and frustrations that we explore in this paper. It is our proposition 
that new complexities in relation to research partnerships arose from this project’s focus on 
ICTs and were due to a combination of factors that we discuss here using three headings: 
operational, cultural and critical. These headings are taken from the theoretical work on a 3D 
model of literacy and technology practice undertaken by Bill Green (Durrant & Green, 1998; 
Green, 1988) in the 1980s and the Digital Rhetoricsproject (Lankshear et al., 1997) in the 
1990s. 

The project as planned 

Before we move to our substantive discussion, we outline the research questions and data 
generation methods of the planned project. 

 



Research questions 

The project addressed the following research questions: 

• What professional resources do teachers bring and what personal resources do 
students bring to a literacy/English curriculum that integrates ICTs? 

• What processes do teachers use to design new curriculum that requires students to 
use ICTs for expression and communication? 

• What are the features of digital texts that students create as they engage with this 
curriculum? 

• What resources do students have to describe their processes and achievements 
when producing this ‘new writing’? 

• What processes do teachers use to ‘assess’ these new texts and student ‘products’? 

We do not intend to discuss our findings in relation to these questions in this paper. 
However, we will suggest how some of these questions were made problematic for us 
because of the varying positions taken by the participants – including ourselves - toward 
such concepts as ‘curriculum design’, ‘literacy/English curriculum’, and ‘processes and 
achievements’ once ICTs needed to be taken into account. 

Planned data collection of classroom digital literacy practices 

In our application for funding we envisaged that data for analysis would include: 

• curriculum planning discussions between teachers and researchers 
• interviews with teachers and students 
• observations and audio and video taping of classroom practices. 

The project placed a significant emphasis on the students. Interviews with students about 
the production of their electronic writing were an important part of the project design 
because the study attempted in part to redress the absence of student knowledges in 
educational research about ICTs (Comber & Green, 1999). 

In order to help with the analysis of the creation of digital texts, we hoped to include as data 
samples of student work collected using ‘screen capture’ software and other techniques 
designed to ‘save’ some of the usually ephemeral screen-based drafting associated with 
digital and multimedia text production. It was also envisaged that we would use our 
classroom observations of focus groups in each class to devise useful techniques for making 
detailed and salient observations of how students engaged with ICTs as they participated in 
the curriculum. We anticipated that during such observations data would be generated about 
how students: 

• move between page and screen 
• use their time 
• work in pairs or teams 
• negotiate tasks 
• talk their way into understanding 
• articulate what they are doing and why 
• access the resources they need 
• call on the expertise of teachers and/or peers 
• demonstrate prior knowledge and experience 
• articulate satisfaction and dissatisfaction with their work. 



The exact focus of such observations was to be negotiated in discussion with teachers. 

Data collection was to take place in two phases, in each of which students would engage in 
different units of work. In each phase there were to be two interviews with students and 
teachers, and classroom observations for the equivalent of at least two ‘lessons’ per week. 

Assisting analogue teachers to ‘go digital’ 

The project design allowed for participating teachers to be supported by education 
consultants at TSoF to integrate into the curriculum software such as iMovie for Macintosh 
that allows students to create and manipulate words, graphics, sound, music and video in 
the production of multimedia texts. Drawing on concepts familiar to English/literacy teachers, 
the plan was that the curriculum would encourage students to create multimedia texts for 
‘expression’ and the ‘communication’ of views and arguments. The two school leadership 
teams were supportive of the project and provided practical assistance by providing the two 
project classes with enhanced access to computer pools and pods and the occasional 
assistance of key ICT teachers. How this played out in practice is discussed in what follows. 

A 3D model of l(IT)eracy 

Since the 1980s Bill Green has been developing a three-dimensional model of literacy that 
was extended to embrace ICTs as part of the Digital Rhetorics project. The Green 3D model 
of literacy has also informed the South Australian Curriculum Standards and Accountability 
(SACSA) Framework (DETE, 2001) and underpins the way literacy across the curriculum is 
understood there. 

Beginning from a sociocultural perspective of literacy, Green’s 3D model was originally 
developed in relation to subject-specific literacy (Green, 1998). His argument was that 
‘literacy must be seen in ‘3D’, as having three interlocking aspects or dimensions of learning 
and practice: the operational, the cultural and the critical. The operational dimension 
involves technical competence and ‘how-to’ knowledge but also how to make a particular 
language event or system work for you in a particular situation. The culturaldimension 
stresses that language and literacy are not stand-alone skills or proficiencies but are used in 
specific contexts with particular goals. In schools, for example, language and literate 
practices are put to work for particular purposes. School subjects have their own 
vocabularies, discourses and traditions. The critical dimension recognises that stories, 
histories, school subjects, text books and so on are always written from particular points of 
view that imply certain relationships between language, knowledge and power. These are 
open to challenge using certain deconstructive analytic strategies. 

Green (Durrant & Green, 2000) acknowledges similarities between his model and the four 
roles of the reader model developed by Freebody and Luke (1990). In the latter, the fully 
literate reader is understood to take up all four positions of code-breaker, text-participant, 
text-user and text-analyst. In their later work on this model, Luke and Freebody (1998, 1999) 
shift the emphasis from ‘roles’ to ‘practices’ and ‘resources’, and emphasise the 
development of ‘repertoires of capabilities’. In both models, ‘literate practice is, ideally, an 
integrated expression of all the roles and dimensions in question’ (Durrant & Green, 2000). 

In his subsequent theoretical work, Green stages a dialogue between established work in 
literacy studies and the sociocultural paradigm, and the ‘constructionist’ work in computer 
culture and learning as developed in the work of Seymour Papert (Comber & Green, 1999, 
p. 55). He uses the shorthand device of emphasising the IT in the word l(IT)eracy to 
symbolise the bringing together theoretically of literacy and IT within his 3D model. In 



addition to what has already been outlined, the following applies to the 3D model when ICTs 
are taken into account: 

• the operational dimension of l(IT)eracy learning includes how to make the computer 
work from the basics of turning on to searching databases or operating a CD ROM 

• the cultural dimension of l(IT)eracy learning includes understanding that we use texts 
and technologies to do things in the world. In schools, this means using technologies 
within the ‘culture’ or real world applications associated with learning areas or 
disciplines. It also implies giving priority to the use of texts and technologies in the 
service of authentic meaning-making and meaningful effective practice. 

• the critical dimension of l(IT)eracy learning includes being able to assess and critique 
software and other resources, and to appropriate or re-design them where 
appropriate (Comber & Green, 1999, p. 57). 

The emphasis on re-designing adds an important corrective to the earlier emphasis in the 
Luke and Freebody model on reading to the exclusion of writing. The processes of 
production or ‘making’ are clearly very important in learning through and about the new 
ICTs. 

The 3D model of literacy learning has won general acceptance within the academic field of 
literacy education. However, as has been shown in school-based research undertaken as 
part of the Digital Rhetorics Project, and in the subsequent South Australian project known 
as ITLED (Information Technology, Literacy and Educational Disadvantage. See Comber, 
Green et al., 1999), Australian schools in the mid to late 1990s mainly emphasised the 
operational dimensions of literacy-technology practice. Some schools addressed some of 
the cultural dimensions, but there was little or no evidence in the curriculum of attention 
being paid to the critical dimension of l(IT)eracy. 

It was not an explicit aim of the ‘Electronic writing’ project to investigate teachers’ integration 
into the English/literacy curriculum of the operational, cultural and critical dimensions of 
l(IT)erate practice. However, we have found the 3D model to be a useful heuristic in our 
reflections on how the project played out in practice and our role as researchers within that. 
In what follows we use the three dimensions of the model to interrogate the dimensions of 
research ‘literacy’ at work in this project. Briefly described, the three dimensions are: 

• the operational dimension of the research project refers to how participants engaged 
in the research 

• the cultural dimension includes institutional purposes, contexts and meanings of the 
participants in relation to the research 

• the critical dimension deals with our analysis, representation and reading of the 
research. 

When laid over each other, the three dimensions of (a) literacy, (bb) l(IT)eracy and (c) 
research literacy can be represented as follows: 

 

 



 Operational Cultural Critical 

Literacy the ‘how to’ of literacy: 
eg: alphabet, 
recognition of narrative, 
using generic 
structures….. 

Purposes, contexts and 
meanings: eg: use of 
register, recognising 
allusions, writing letter 
to editor.. 

Recognition that 
language is used to 
construct world views: 
eg able to recognise 
reader positioning and 
ideology at work 

L(IT)eracy The ’how to’ of ICTs: 
operating & managing 
software, using 
databases…. 

Meaning-making & 
understanding re 
cultural applications of 
ICTs: eg engaging in 
chat rooms, using 
email,… 

Assessment and 
critiquing of ICT 
resources and 
applications: evaluation 
of website reliability, 
using software to create 
social critique 

Research The ‘how to’ of 
research: data 
gathering, processes 
and organization of 
research project … 

Social and academic 
meaning and purposes 
of research: different 
investments of 
participants … 

Positioning of 
participants, 
representations of 
research participants 
and findings; 

self-reflexivity , 
recognition of 
limitations … 

  

The operational dimensions of the l(IT)eracy research 

Each set of participants in the project had different levels of expertise in the operational 
dimensions of the research. 

  Literacy L(IT)eracy Research 

The operational 

experts 

University 

Schools 

TSoF University 

  

 

 



Managing the project 

At an operational level, Sansom’s role was key to the project’s implementation. She provided 
us with an entrée into the participating schools, both of which were Discovery Schools 
associated with the Learning Technologies Project, originally conducted under the auspices 
of TSoF. As part of her ‘normal’ negotiated workload, Sansom was able to provide planning 
support for teacher participants. In addition, for some hours during each phase of the 
research, Sansom or her colleagues provided technical support for teachers and students, in 
both the school and TSoF sites. Unlike us, Sansom had expertise in embedding ICTs within 
curriculum based on constructivist learning principles. However, whereas school-based 
research had long been central to our work, it had not been to hers. Although she was 
keenly interested in the project, and instrumental in helping the teachers and students 
achieve success, at the beginning of the project she had much less of a vested interest in 
data collection and analysis than we did. 

The volunteer teacher participants had limited operational knowledge of ICTs. Year 6/7 
teacher Sally had a personal computer at home, but Year 8 English teacher Anna did not. 
Although both had access to it through their school, neither teacher used email. This meant 
that operational arrangements about the management of the project had to be negotiated by 
telephone and, more often, by fax and post. This was necessarily a slow process, and 
sometimes unreliable, and we had to provide print copies of relevant electronic references 
and URLs. This is perhaps illustrative of the material differences in ICT resources of 
university academics and teachers in schools. While we have immediate access to 
technology on our desktops, even in technology-rich schools teachers have to share 
computers and negotiate access. 

When the project began, as university researchers we had expertise in school-based 
research and in English curriculum studies, but had little experience in using ICTs within the 
school curriculum. We had both left school teaching before the multimedia computer arrived 
on the Australian scene. However, we envisaged that despite our lack of expertise in the 
operational dimensions of l(IT)eracy, we could successfully manage the research project 
because of the partnership formed with Lee Sansom, educational consultant with 
Technology School of the Future (TSoF). In retrospect, we understand this to be not only 
naïve, but also a major impediment to what it was possible to do in the project. 

Access to ICTS 

Despite support from their schools – who gave each teacher special privileges in relation to 
computer-room access because of the project – teachers Sally and Anna faced different 
issues in providing ICT access for their students. Sally’s class had potential access to 
standard and DVD iMacs in five locations. Machines were located to the side of her double 
classroom; in the Discovery Room in the resource centre; in the computer room downstairs; 
and sets of four and five machines were located in one small room upstairs and another 
downstairs. Although these were known as ‘the pods’, the size of the rooms meant that the 
computers were arranged in two rows facing each wall. There student movement was 
restricted and noise levels were high. Another possibility was to take her class to the well-
equipped facility at TSoF. As it happened, she used this facility only twice in order to train 
half the class in the use of Flash software. Transport was provided by Sally and parents, and 
the facility and instructor were provided free of charge as part of TSoF’s support for the 
‘Electronic writing’ project. 

Anna taught English and Society and Environment to her Year 8 class for periods of 
approximately one and half hours per day over 4 days each week. While this allowed for 
some flexibility, and Anna was given priority IT bookings, there were still significant 



limitations when it came to providing access to computers and software for all students. 
There were no computers in her classroom, and in fact when Sansom brought in her laptop 
to demonstrate iMovie in the Year 8 classroom, it was apparent that design features of the 
1970’s education facility did not take into account the need for clear projection in a darkened 
classroom. 

Another significant factor was the selection of iMovie when the software’s availability in the 
school was so limited that the class needed to travel to Technology School of the Future to 
gain access. While Sansom’s recommendation was made on the basis of her experience 
with students, the ease of learning the program and its potential as tool for student 
communication, at the time of planning we may have been over zealous and enthusiastic. In 
the implementation phase, the reality of school life began to take effect. Obstacles that faced 
teachers included the cost, time, and organisational demands of taking students off campus; 
student suspensions, illness, and alternative enrichment programs that clashed with visits to 
TSoF; the difficulties of transferring iMovies from one location to another; misunderstandings 
regarding the process of saving iMovies at the end of sessions; and ensuring that students 
could locate the same iMac on subsequent visits when the iMacs had been relocated around 
TSoF for other project.s. Having listed some of the difficulties, it is important to pay tribute to 
the tenacity of the students and Anna in recovering lost time and materials. Student focus 
during visits was such that many times they declined offers to take recess breaks, and on 
more than one occasion, students whose materials had vanished between sessions, 
immediately set about recreating their iMovies. However, these obstacles to access cannot 
easily be written off. They were – and are – very real obstacles, even in so-called 
‘technology-enriched’ schools. 

In Phase 2, when students worked in the school creating web pages using the software 
Dreamweaver, and while Anna was able to secure additional bookings for the students (and 
significantly for the project), it was clear that time was a major factor and obstacle. In their 
evaluation of this phase, students all cited the limitations of time and access to computers as 
the major obstacle. It became apparent during interviews with students that those with 
access at home, and particularly for those who had created web pages independent of 
school, there was the added advantage of experience, time and the ability to negotiate the 
task with the teacher. Finally, just as students with limited access and experience were 
confined and lacked the knowledge to negotiate the task to their advantage, teachers’ and 
our own lack of experience meant that we were often at the mercy of the technology. 

Despite the support they received, teachers found the project challenging on a number of 
counts. Obstacles they encountered affected the timeline of the project. For example, 
difficulties with room bookings, and the long periods of time required by some students to 
learn how to use iMovie and Flash, meant that in each phase of the project some students 
were left with incomplete work even though the deadlines for completion had been 
extended. This in turn necessitated much re-negotiation of times for university researchers 
and Sansom to visit the school, and the additional visits to TSoF that were required to 
complete tasks added to the cost of the project. 

Issues for data collection 

An unresolved issue for classroom-based research into literacy and ICTs is the issue of what 
kind of data can best be collected and how. In our project, data collection during classroom 
observations and interviews with students was markedly affected by the presence of 
computers. In most settings, background noise levels were unacceptably high for the audio-
recorders. Student group talk could not be effectively recorded for transcription. Similarly, 
finding suitable places in which to audio-tape interviews with student groups was often 
problematic, especially where we wanted students to be able to talk to us about their work 



as they showed it on computer or video. This remained a problem, despite teachers going 
out of their way to make arrangements for us to be in rooms that would generally be 
considered ‘separate’ from mainstream classes. Staff workrooms and partitioned off rooms 
in resource centres invariably presented noise challenges similar to those posed by 
computer rooms. Electronic drafts of poems, iMovies and web pages were not always 
accessible or recoverable, and teachers have had to rethink what and how they would 
collect student work, and when and how they could assess final products. This is particularly 
difficult for teachers when there is no access to appropriate hardware and/or software at 
home, and when staff room computers are not equipped with the software used by students 
on their projects. 

The lack of operational knowledge on the part of university researchers resulted in mis-
communication with TSoF personnel, that in turn necessitated several unanticipated 
changes to the methods of data collection. For example, although some discussions about 
data collection had taken place before the project application had been submitted, phase 1 
of the project had begun before we realised that it would not be possible to use screen 
capture software on iMacs. Similarly, we belatedly realised that misunderstandings about 
how students’ iMovies are ‘saved’, and in what form, had resulted in an absence of any 
saved ‘drafts’ for analysis. Moreover, when students arriving at TSoF found they could not 
locate their work from a previous visits, despite our (mistaken) reassurances, they were 
eventually doubly disappointed when they found their iMovies proper could not be retrieved, 
only the files used to create them. In some cases, even the latter were lost and remained 
untraceable. Most students’ tenacity in the face of such setbacks never ceased to amaze us. 
Like these students, we sometimes found ourselves at the mercy of the technology. Had we 
understood from the beginning the process of saving, storing and viewing iMovies, we would 
have been in a position to modify our research timeline, or recommend an alternative 
program. Like many of the students, we were in no position to negotiate or modify the 
project. 

The cultural dimensions of the l(IT)eracy research 

The cultural dimensions of this l(IT)eracy project can be understood as the purposes, 
contexts and meanings it held for the three sets of participants: TSoF, teachers and schools, 
and university researchers. The purposes, contexts and meanings were different for all three 
sets of participants. There were also differences between the two teachers and the two 
schools. In addition, what was done in the project and how it was interpreted was in part 
determined by the kinds of subject literacy/English and ICT and learning ‘cultures’ that 
participants subscribed to and operated within. 

TSoF 

In addition to providing an operational function of hardware and software training for 
students and teachers, TSoF plays a key role in assisting teachers to design and implement 
curriculum. The position taken at TSoF is that ICTs are powerful new tools that can assist in 
the design of curriculum based on constructivist learning principles. TSoF education 
consultants assist teachers to promote this approach to teaching and learning by working 
alongside teachers and demonstrating to classes where appropriate. They also provide a 
more formal professional development function by offering courses. 

The participation of TSoF was key to the schools’ decision to take up this project. Because 
of their shared discourses about ICTs and learning, the schools and TSoF in many respects 
had a ‘common culture’. They had: 



• an institutional partnership through their joint participation in the Learning 
Technologies Project (both schools were Discovery Schools, and Sansom was the 
liaision TSoF consultant attached to the schools) 

• a working knowledge of, and commitment to, constructivist learning principles 
• a vested interest in learning how to integrate ICTs into the curriculum using the 

state’s new curriculum framework known as South Australian Curriculum, Standards 
and Accountability Framework (SACSA) (DETE, 2001). 

Thus TSoF and the schools had shared meanings in relation to ICTs, curriculum 
development and learning. They also had a fairly reciprocal relationship in relation to the 
potential benefits of the project. TSoF provided expertise for the teachers, and the products 
produced by teachers and students were of potential use to TSoF as exemplars for other 
teachers. Both sets of participants also saw the project a having potential to inform and 
develop their understandings of teachers’ and students’ take-up of ICTs within the 
literacy/English curriculum. 

In relation to literacy, TSoF consultants were unfamiliar with the theoretical developments in 
the field of literacy and technology studies (Snyder, 2000) described briefly at the beginning 
of this paper and assumed by the university researchers. However, Sansom had a keen 
interest in what literacy meant in relation to ICTs. She had previously worked with both 
project schools as members of a local consortium to devise a ‘Learning Technologies 
Continuum’. This continuum outlined information and communication literacy skills to be 
integrated into the curriculum from the early years to the middle school Years 6-9. The view 
of literacy implied in the continuum was largely operational. Thus learners were considered 
to be information literate in the middle school years if they could "use technology to define, 
locate, select, organize, evaluate and interpret visual/auditory information". Communication 
literacy involved "using technology to communicate effectively through audio, video, graphic 
and text". Although at first we spoke different languages when we used the term literacy, 
Sansom’s wealth of experience assisting students to produce multimedia texts meant that 
she was heavily relied on throughout the project by us as well as by the teachers. Teachers 
used and adapted the materials Sansom provided such as project design briefs, group and 
individual action planners, and assessment rubrics, many of which had been produced in 
learning areas other than English. As the project progressed, discussion between teachers, 
Sansom and ourselves led us to share resources and to discuss our different discourses and 
understandings in relation to literacy and ICTs. 

The teachers’ position on literacy/English 

What was done in the project, and how it was interpreted, was in part determined by the kind 
of subject English ‘culture’ that participants subscribed to and operated within. As Green’s 
work on the cultural dimension of literacy reminds us, school subjects have their own 
vocabularies, discourses and traditions. Classrooms of different teachers also have their 
own cultures with respect to their ethos, discourses, routines and so on. 

Sally was a primary school teacher. Some years earlier she had participated in a DEET 
Children’s Literacy project on ‘viewing’ in the English curriculum. Analysis of visual meaning 
in print and video had been a regular feature of her classes. Text-based wall hangings were 
a feature of her classroom. These supported Sally’s commitment to explicit teaching and 
encouraging students to develop and use a metalanguage to describe their learning. 
Phrases and dictums from educators such as Bloom, Gardner, de Bono, Fogarty, Costa and 
others adorned the walls, and featured regularly in Sally’s talk as well as in the materials 
used to guide students during their work. Sally was more likely to talk about student learning 
than she was about literacy or subject English. However, she was familiar with the field of 
critical literacy and aimed to inflect the curriculum with critical approaches where possible. 



Anna has regularly used visual texts, including film, photography and collages across Years 
8 to 12. She was keen to extend her understanding of new literacies and implications for 
teaching and learning. We provided a range of key readings for both Anna and Sally, 
highlighting what we considered most relevant. Their responses suggested that these 
provided useful entry points to materials they might not otherwise have accessed. For Anna, 
gender and ICTs, computer games and youth cultures were of particular interest. 

Teachers thinking together ICTs and literacy/English 

Sally and Anna had different experiences of working with ICTs in the curriculum. 

Anna has regularly used visual texts and popular culture in the classroom, and in the past 
she had incorporated ICTs using Powerpoint as a medium for the presentation of poetry. As 
Anna puts it: 

….it’s not like I haven’t used technologies before, like I’ve always used 
PowerPoint with poetry, because PowerPoint just works really, really 
powerfully, and I think it’s underestimated…..I think PowerPoint is seen too 
much as a presentation medium, but in fact it’s a very evocative visual 
medium. (Interview, 21/11/01). 

In an early interview, Anna expressed her tentative enthusiasm in relation to our project: 
"this is a whole new literacy in English which is quite frightening me, exciting me." (Interview 
16/5/01). As a curriculum leader in her school, Anna was committed to extending her 
colleagues’ conceptions of literacy. In the school’s annual writing competition, for the first 
time electronic writing was encouraged and received, and Anna regularly reported on our 
project to her faculty: 

At a curriculum meeting……we were talking about literacy and I just talked 
about electronic literacy……..it has confronted my understanding of literacy, 
and it has broadened it incredibly. (Interview with Anna, 21/11/01) 

A fundamental question Anna has raised is the distinction that might be drawn across 
subject areas to give English a unique focus. She made the point that the operational 
aspects of designing a web page are only part of what the subject English should demand. 
In this way, Anna acknowledged the cultural and critical elements identified by Green that 
she does not recognise in other classes, such as the IT classes she has observed. Thus 
Anna is staking her claim as an English teacher wanting to embed ICTs in meaningful and 
transformative ways. She is struggling to find productive ways to think about ICTs in relation 
to the cultures associated with subject English. 

University researchers 

Our position in relation to l(IT)eracy and school-based research has been outlined earlier in 
the paper. For us, the project was located within literacy and technology studies (Snyder, 
2000). We constructed our research and interview questions and made our interpretations of 
what we were seeing and hearing from within our theoretical understandings of changing 
literacies (Lankshear, Gee, Knobel and Searle, 1997), Green’s 3D model, and Kress’s 
(1997, 2000a; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) concepts of ‘design’ and modes of meaning-making. 
Although the teachers were keen to read some of the literature that we provided, we found 
ourselves matching the readings to their most pressing practical concerns in regard to what 
kind of curriculum they might design and how. The design of the study allowed too little time 
for discussion and there was too little perceived pay off for teachers in exploring the 
theoretical literature around ‘(IT)eracy. Sansom, who like us was in many ways in a more 



privileged position than the teachers, did take on board some of the more conceptual and 
theoretical issues. She had more time to read, but she also had a greater vested interest in 
expanding her knowledge in this area. Such engagement with the field had even more 
potential pay-offs when in July she won a grant to conduct an action research project with 
teachers on new literacies and new technologies. At this point, we felt our collaboration 
became more equal because at last we had something to offer her in return for her 
participation. 

The critical dimensions of the l(IT)eracy research 

This paper arises out of the critical dimension of the research project a we attempt to re-read 
and interrogate the roles, relationships and nature of our research ‘partnership’ with TSoF 
and school based teachers. It seems to us that the other participants in the project are not 
active in the critical dimension of the research. Rather than represent or critique the 
research, they remain ‘subject’ to it. In this paper, you hear little from Sally, Anna and 
Sansom and nothing from the students. The power to select and silence these voices in our 
work remains with us. Sally and Anna have both expressed their appreciation at being part 
of the project, but we know that along the way they were frustrated by delays, technical 
difficulties, limited operational knowledge and limitations of resources. The demands they 
face in their daily working lives can and do restrict what is possible. Because of this, their 
work during this project necessarily dealt primarily with the operational and cultural 
dimensions of the research. They had little opportunity to critique our methods or our 
interpretations. 

As we reflect critically our own participation in the research project, we realize that our 
limitations in the operational dimensions of ICT use have foreshadowed all else. The project 
was only possible with the involvement and support of TSoF, yet this turning over of 
responsibility for many of its operational aspects has limited our contribution to the schools, 
classrooms and teachers. We know that research work can be costly for teachers: it involves 
time, sometimes intrusion, and difficult intellectual and emotional work. On reflection, we 
realize that while we have made some contributions in the cultural domain of their work and 
the research by way of discussion, and making readings available and accessible, our 
limited contribution to the operational elements of integrating ICTs and English was a 
serious shortcoming. While we may have been present and observant in classrooms, we did 
little to contribute to the development of new curricula and pedagogy in l(IT)eracy. This 
necessarily diminished our contribution to what we originally envisaged as a collaborative 
research partnership. Having sauid that, both teachers insist that the project was valuable 
for them and their students and that they would do it again. 

Conclusion: expanding our repertoires of capabilities 

What does out reading of our project suggest for future research into literacy and ICTs? 
Earlier in this paper we made reference to Luke and Freebody’s (1998, 1999) notion of 
literacy as the development of ‘repertoires of capabilities’. This is a concept we find useful as 
a way of describing a way forward in our work as l(IT)eracy researchers. We want to suggest 
that changing literacies in relation to ICTs require not only students to extend their 
‘repertoires of capabilities’. Rather, the proliferation and coming together of multiple modes 
of meaning-making requires literacy teachers and researchers to do the same. 

According to Green’s original 3D model, all three dimensions of literacy practice need to be 
developed and applied simultaneously. However, within this research project it was clear 
that as researchers we did not embrace change in the operational and cultural dimensions 
l(IT)eracy. Rather than master the technology, we relied on Sansom and others from TSoF, 
or within the schools, to manage the operational aspects of iMovie, Dreamweaver, Flash or 



other software used by students. This was despite being given a lot of support in time, 
access, expertise from TSoF, readings, reflection and discussion. At the beginning of this 
project, we did not consider it a priority to learn to use and understand the software. 
However we now believe that without mastering the operational dimensions of ICTs, and 
having this within our ‘repertoire of capabilities’, any cultural and critical work we do in 
relation to l(IT)eracy is necessarily limited. 

Related to this is our concern that unless literacy researchers expand their repertoires of 
capabilities, research into literacy and ICTs may become the province of those from outside 
the field. The danger is that the histories, cultures and traditions of the field of 
literacy/English may be lost. We maintain that literacy researchers need to take on ICTs and 
bring our own theoretical models to bear on the emerging field of literacy and technology 
studies. This may require new kinds of academic ‘border crossing’ and the forging of new 
collaborative partnerships. This project confirms our view expressed in the report of the 
ITLED project (Comber & Green, 1999), that literacy researchers as well as teachers need 
to make bridges with experts in other areas of the curriculum, including IT. This is necessary 
to ensure that the cultural and critical dimensions of literacy/English are not lost in the quest 
to provide students with ICT skills. This means finding acceptable ways to define 
literacy/English in relation to ICT in the curriculum. It also means finding new ways of 
naming and researching literacy/English that take into account multimodal meaning-making 
(Kress, 2000b) and young people’s participation in the communicational webs of popular 
media culture (Kress, 2000a). 

Unless literacy educators’ develop operational, cultural and critical understandings of ICTs, 
that realistic and purposeful planning, teaching and learning that successfully integrates 
literacy/English is unlikely to occur. A final caution from our project illustrates this point. The 
rapid increase in the use of and access to ICTs by students has encouraged teachers to 
embrace new pedagogies, and to work more closely side by side with - or even in the wake 
of - students with advanced skills and understanding of ICTs. However, our project suggests 
that this approach might serve to disadvantage those students who have not embraced 
ICTs. This includes those who, through disinterest or disadvantage, have not developed the 
skills teachers might assume are the currency of contemporary adolescents. Anna talked of 
how easily, and often proudly, students assumed the mantle of expert, while still requiring 
her interest, probing questions, challenges and praise. What we did not know until the final 
stage was that two young girls, hopelessly frustrated by the technical demands and glitches 
of their Dreamweaver experience, were equally frustrated that their teacher could not 
provide the expertise they consider necessary. Our final interviews with students in both 
classrooms confirmed that this view was quite widely held. Before naturally assuming the 
status of teachers and researchers as IT apprentices, we therefore need to ask whether, and 
which, students might be disadvantaged by such an approach. We need to seriously 
consider how our limited operational, cultural and critical knowledges about ICTs might work 
to further frustrate, and limit possibilities for, the ICT novices in our schools. 
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