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has many benefits for students’ literacy development. In

disciplinary learning, students often have opportunities
to leverage and build knowledge as they read deeply about
topics and learn about the specialized literacy practices
used in different disciplines. In addition, they often have
the opportunity to apply their reading—and writing—in
extended investigations that involve firsthand experiences
(Cervetti, 2021; Goldman et al., 2016).

In this article, we consider another potential benefit:
disciplinary learning can offer opportunities for students
to use the knowledge and insights gained through read-
ing to take action in the world outside the text and even
outside of the classroom.

In a recent chapter for the International Encyclopedia of
Education (Cervetti & Pearson, 2022), we explored instruc-
tional research in English Language Arts (ELA), asking
what it tells us about preparing students who can use
reading to make decisions and act as global citizens in an
era of multiple, overlapping global crises and dilemmas.

We used the Four Resources model (Freebody &
Luke, 1990) as a guide in that exploration. The model
describes four roles that readers take as they read. (See
Table 1). We were interested in research on English
Language Arts instruction that invites readers to move
beyond the roles of code breaker and meaning maker to
inhabit the roles of user/analyst and critic. We focused on
these two roles because they receive less attention in ELA
instruction and research but are likely central to developing
citizens who are able to critically examine texts and work
toward a more just world through social action (Freebody
& Luke, 1990; Pearson & Cervetti, 2015; Serafini, 2012;
Underwood et al., 2007; Vasquez et al., 2019).

Text users/analysts and critics move beyond the role
of the meaning maker to consider the ideological and pur-
posive nature of texts. These roles reflect understandings
about the transactions between texts and the world—the
ways texts both depict and are shaped by social, historical,
and cultural forces. Both roles also involve understanding
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how texts work to shape the experiences and ideas of
readers.

As we thought about the imperatives of this historical
moment, when we are confronted with significant chal-
lenges that require global problem solving and participa-
tion, we proposed a fifth role: the text actor. We proposed
that students take on this role when they come to see
reading (and other literacy skills) as a resource for solving
problems and producing tangible actions toward positive
changes in their communities and, in the process, come
to see themselves as having agency to change the world.
This role offers a view of reading instruction that positions
the ultimate ends of the instruction as the development of
engaged citizens who use text as a resource for problem
solving and participation.

Our purpose in this paper is to further elucidate the role
of text actor by sharing exemplars of the role in reading
research that focuses on disciplinary learning. Our choice
of reading within disciplinary contexts, such as science,
history, civics, mathematics, or the arts, is intentional
because of the strong commitment of disciplines to pro-
viding usable knowledge to understand and improve the
natural, social, and cultural worlds in which humans live.

What Is a Text Actor?

The text actor role builds on the comprehension work of
the code breaker and meaning maker and the analytic work
of the user/analyst and text critic. The actor builds, in par-
ticular, on the world of the text critic by leveraging social
and textual critique to imagine new possibilities and act
on those possibilities in the world outside the text. That is,
asking students to inhabit this role requires them to con-
nect their critical readings of text with the complexities of
acting in the world. It is the difference between unearthing
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Table 1

The Four Resources Model with the Addition of the Text Actor Role

Role Nature of the resource

Code breaker
meaning from print.

Readers use their knowledge of grapho-phonemic patterns and written conventions to make

Meaning maker

Readers leverage their background knowledge to construct meaning from texts and form
associations with other texts and the world.

Text user/analyst

communicative purposes.

Readers analyze texts using their understanding about how texts are constructed and shaped,
using characteristics like genre, register, and literary devices that authors use to shape

Text critic Readers apply critical understandings about the value-laden, ideological, and interested nature
of texts and the ways that texts both represent the world and seek to shape readers’ ideas.
Text actor Readers understand reading in relation to social problems and opportunities and use their

reading to inform and take action outside the text and outside schools.

Note. Gray shaded row is the role that is being added to the existing Four Resources model.

patterns of bias in the US justice system through text and
agitating for changes in that system.

Epstein (2010) describes a set of “civic literacy prac-
tices,” which bind the work of analysis and critique to
action in ways that reflect the text actor role:

These practices ask students to use the tools of critical lit-
eracy to question dominant discourses in society and then
respond to them through social action, framing language as
a process that is shaped by and shapes society. Through
this work, students are positioned as ‘agents in the process
of making history’ (Giroux, 1990, p. 92). (p. 364)

Within the critical literacy tradition (e.g., Vasquez
et al., 2019), the call for transforming the making and
critique of meaning into social action has become some-
thing like a fundamental principle. Johnston et al. (2021)
similarly position action as an important outcome of criti-
cal pedagogies. In their case study of one teacher enact-
ing critical global literacies in her seventh-grade English
Language Arts classroom, Johnston et al. (2021) argue
that critical global literacies necessarily lead to social
action. Social action within the classroom can instill
social responsibility to take action toward change outside
of the classroom. The authors suggest that teachers are
essential for leading students to move from reflection to
action.

The text actor reads both with texts and against them,
asking questions such as the following: What social prob-
lems or opportunities are raised by this text? What possi-
ble solutions does this text offer? How can this text inform
actions to produce meaningful change toward a safer and
more just school, community, or world?

Providing instruction that involves students in taking
on this role has the potential to support the kind of work
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that reading, writing, and language should play in a demo-
cratic society—preparing students to engage as actors in
political and social systems.

Using Reading to Take Action at School
and Beyond

To further illustrate the text actor role, we look to exist-
ing studies that have paired reading with analysis and
action in disciplinary learning. We rely on research studies,
both qualitative and quantitative, to provide exemplars of
what this kind of instruction might look like in disciplinary
classes, such as science, social studies, and the arts.

The body of research that resides at the intersec-
tion of content instruction and literacy instruction and
involves students in action is informative but small. As
such, we use existing studies to exemplify and illustrate
this role but do not make broad claims about efficacy. As
we examined the collection of case studies that met the
“extend to action” criterion, we found that they differed
mainly in terms of the location of the action in which they
worked to achieve change. Specifically, they fell into three
broad categories in terms of the community in which
change was targeted: (a) a classroom/school commu-
nity, (b) a local community, and (c) a national community.
Clearly, both the target audience and the “tools” of change
will vary across these three community settings.

Action to Produce Change in the Classroom/
School Community

Vaughn and Obenchain (2015) describe an inquiry project
in one fourth-grade classroom around the question, “What
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can be done to stop bullying?” The teacher began by guid-
ing students through a process of identifying an issue to
investigate and act upon, leveraging concepts around jus-
tice, activism, and leadership that they had studied in social
studies. Through discussions that foregrounded their expe-
riences (“Can you think of an oppressive, “not fair,” situation
you have experienced that has affected your life?”), stu-
dents identified bullying as a significant problem that they
were interested in addressing. Together, they narrowed the
focus of the inquiry and began to collect information from
texts, interviews, and surveys. As they did, they recorded
information and evaluated its reliability and relevance.
Having gathered this information, the students turned to
action, developing a set of solutions to the problem of bul-
lying. The students developed a plan with two major activi-
ties: running a weeklong, school-wide campaign, Befriend a
Bully Week, that offered daily actions to the school commu-
nity, and developing skits (drawing on the information they
had gathered) for a whole school assembly.

Haggstrom and Schmidt (2020) worked with teachers
and 7- and 8-year-old students in an environmental edu-
cation setting in which the curriculum was designed to
ensure carry-over from conventional text-based reading
and writing activities in two directions: (a) connecting to
embodied emotions and sensations with students and
(b) external (to the classroom and school) place-based
enactments of literacy in the community and a nearby
forest. Students created and sometimes performed their
creations—including conventional texts, video reflections,
artistic artifacts, and oral narratives—reflecting the appli-
cation of learning that occurred in their classroom and
external spaces.

Action to Produce Change in the Local
Community

Silva (2016) describes a study of a first-grade classroom,
asking how the students discussed multicultural topics
and engaged in activism. This study took place at an arts-
based public charter school. The teacher used the study of
the arts to cultivate a critical multicultural perspective and
to engage students in dialogue and action. The students
studied different artists and learned about how the artists’
membership, in particular, social groups affected their lived
experiences. She helped students connect the experience
of the artists to their art and used those connections as an
opportunity to talk about social issues around race, gender,
the environment, indigeneity, and discrimination. Some of
the actions students devised applied to their own class-
room contexts—for example, devising “respect” words for
the class to use—but others extended beyond. For exam-
ple, in studying Pablo Neruda, the teacher asked students
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how Neuda used his poetry to raise awareness of environ-
mentalism and the ways that different social groups relate
to land. But the students’ work went beyond these kinds
of text critic stances to include action. For example, the
reflections on Pablo Neruda led students to devise a plan
to encourage composting in their community. Although the
teacher was initially hesitant to extend their efforts beyond
the classroom, she ultimately helped students take action.
The students made posters about recycling and compost-
ing, wrote guidelines for composting, and developed a
script for talking with neighbors. The students shared their
experiences in trying to recruit neighbors into composting
and recycling—some successful and some not.

Powell et al. (2001) described an inquiry-based proj-
ect undertaken by a group of fourth-graders. The authors
described the students’ efforts to investigate and ulti-
mately prevent strip mining on Kentucky's Black Mountain,
the highest mountain peak in Kentucky. The children had
been learning about Black mountain in social studies and
wanted to learn more about the strip mining that was
slated to take place there. The student interviewed min-
ers, visited the mountain, and ultimately engaged with
other activists to preserve the mountain.

Epstein (2010) discusses a project undertaken by
eighth-grade students. The students described social
problems in written, visual, and oral texts and developed
actions toward social change. The classroom teacher
led students through a process of identifying social
problems of concern to them, reading a wide variety of
sources to learn about the problems they identified,
writing about their learning, and sharing their work in a
school assembly—and often beyond the school. Epstein
describes the work of one student who ultimately wrote
a letter to the Department of Sanitation and made a pre-
sentation to her school community critiquing the misman-
agement of trash collection in her community and offering
action steps to each audience.

Duke et al. (2021) engaged second-grade students
in project-based learning units around social studies
content and ELA standards around informational read-
ing and writing. Each of the units included a project that
had an authentic purpose and a public product grounded
in the local community. In one of these, students devel-
oped a proposal to persuade the city government to
make improvements to a local park or other public space.
Notably, the students in the project-based learning condi-
tion made greater growth in social studies and informa-
tional reading than did students in comparison groups
who experienced an equal amount of business-as-usual
social studies instruction.

Schultz and Oyler (2006) describe a project with fifth-
grade, African-American students in which the teacher
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and students carried out a project to advocate for a long-
promised new school building. The students documented
the poor conditions in their current building and developed
a plan of action. They ultimately drafted letters to the
school board, city and state officials and media outlets.

Action to Produce Change in the National
Community

Brownell (2021) reports on a study of third graders’ partici-
pation in an integrated unit in which students used texts to
learn about immigration and take action. Shortly after the
2016 election, students participating in an integrated unit
about immigration called on legislators to act on the new
president’s call for a border wall with Mexico and the ban
placed on Muslim’s entering the US students spent 6 weeks
reading about activists, immigration and the legislative pro-
cess and watched videos about migration. Persuasive writ-
ing was a key feature of the unit. Students learned to take
a stance, offer a rationale, and provide evidence to support
stances, claims, and opinions. Students wrote to members
of congress and crafted multimodal compositions (using
images and physical materials) to represent the ideas in
their written texts. Brownell analyzed the texts produced
by the students, documenting how children took up rhe-
torical and compositional skills to express their political
views and called for action. Not all students expressed the
same opinion—one of the three focus students in the study
argued for a border wall with Mexico, using some of the
rhetoric in media reports at the time. Brownell reflects on
the complications of negotiating these divergent stances.
This variability in the causes taken up in these calls to
action reveals an important feature of the text actor role;
namely that planned and implemented actions can vary in
terms of the political character and goals of the effort.

How Text Actors Deploy Texts

Looking across these exemplars helps to elucidate com-
mon features of instruction that builds opportunities for
students to assume the role of text actor. As students take
on this role, they find that texts provide opportunities to
incite, inform, and inspire action.

Incite. Students are incited to action as they encounter au-
thentic, complex problems and opportunities that reside in
school, community, or society. Students may be incited to
action by texts that foster social harm. For example, they
might be incited to action by texts that proffer misinfor-
mation, convey racist viewpoints, or offer skewed portray-
als of the world or its inhabitants. Students might also be
incited to action by texts that directly expose or explain
social problems (e.g., forms of bias in our judicial system)
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and opportunities (e.g., the potential for positive changes
to counteract environmental degradation). In one of the
classroom examples described earlier, fourth graders were
incited to action by social studies texts that describe the
strip mining of Black Mountain (Powell et al., 2001).

Inform. Students read to engage different aspects of the
problem and take on different perspectives. Students may
engage in research that offers a deeper understanding of
the social problem or opportunity, and they may gather
information that will play a direct role in the action they
create. In the work by Vaughn and Obenchain (2015), dis-
cussed earlier, students read and compared their learn-
ing about bullying, conducted interviews, administered
a survey to students in other classrooms at their school
and used all of this information and data to develop an ap-
proach to addressing the problem of bullying in their school
community. The information also became part of the ma-
terials (informational posters, school announcements, and
skits) that they shared with the school community.

Inspire. Students read to formulate positions and potential
actions. Students may find ideas about what it means to
advocate and agitate for change and what a better school,
community, or world might look like, or they might learn
about the practical steps toward change. Texts and associ-
ated instruction can guide students to see their own com-
munities and schools as places of both strength and oppor-
tunity as they learn to imagine different possibilities, build
relationships, and undertake collective action to produce
positive change (Kinloch et al., 2021). In their work with ad-
olescent students, Skerrett and Smagorinsky (2022) sug-
gest offering “models of young people working as social
activists in their local communities and across the world”
using texts, videos, and other media.

Taking action is not a simple process. Teachers can
support students by providing instruction on how to solve
a problem through reading, planning, and action. This can
include instruction in the kinds of literacy practices that are
commonly entailed in activism and organizing, including
conducting research, developing written plans, conducting
surveys and interviews, circulating petitions, and dissemi-
nating information in talk and writing (Schultz & Oyler, 2006).

The Power of Taking Action

Taking action is a potentially powerful complement to
the four existing roles described in Luke and Freebody's
model, positioning reading as a tool for social change. As
such, the kind of instruction described in the exemplar
studies discussed earlier has the potential to produce
valuable outcomes for democracy. As students identify a

literacyworldwide.org

95U801 SUOLILLIOD BA 181D 3dedljdde ay) Aq peuseno ae sspie YO ‘SN Jo sa|n 10} ARigiT8uljuQ AS]IA UO (SUONIPUOD-PUR-SLLBY/LIOD" A 1M A eIq Ul UO//:SdNy) SUONIPUOD PUe SWB | 8L 88S *[£202/50/0€] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8|IM * uosieed pied ‘d Aq 96Tz 1U1/200T OT/I0p/W0D A8 |im Azeiq1juljuo e |//Sdiy Wwolj pepeojumod ‘9 ‘€202 ‘vT.Z986T



VIEWPOINT

problem, analyze multiple sources of information, develop
conclusions, make plans, and enact those plans in ways
that improve their communities, they are preparing for
life as active participants in their communities. This role
may be part of the answer to the question posed by Powell
et al. (2001): “What role does literacy play in a strong, equi-
table, democratic system?” (p. 773).

Experiences that invite students to inhabit this role
also capitalize on research on effective reading instruc-
tion. In particular, applying reading to action enhances the
authenticity of reading instruction as students read for
purposes that extend beyond comprehension of a single
text, or even multiple texts. Additionally, they communi-
cate their understanding through a range of media (print,
audio, and image) to an audience other than the classroom
teacher. The reading students engage in and the actions
they create address real problems or opportunities.

Authenticity in literacy instruction, which Purcell-Gates
et al. (2007) defined as engaging with texts and participat-
ing in activities that learners use outside of school settings,
is associated with growth in reading and writing skills, and
it supports students’ motivation to read (Purcell-Gates
et al., 2007; Turner & Paris, 1995). More specifically, in a
study involving second- and third-grade classrooms, Purcell-
Gates et al. (2007) found that engaging in more authentic lit-
eracy activity in science was associated with greater growth
in students’ ability to read and produce science text.

More broadly, authenticity in instruction positively
impacts students’ critical thinking. Abrami et al. (2015)
examined the empirical research on instruction that sup-
ports students' critical thinking (defined as a form of judg-
ment that results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation,
and inference). Among other things, the authors found
that instruction that emphasized exposure to authentic
problems and situations seemed to promote critical think-
ing, especially when students were involved in applied
problem solving and role play. Authentic instruction was
described as that which is “characterized by an effort to
present students with genuine problems or problems that
make sense to them, engage them, and stimulate them to
inquire” (p. 290).

As students take action, reading, writing, and lan-
guage are often bound together in synergistic ways that
are readily applied to compelling problems. Assuming the
role of text actor engages students in authentic literacy
activity, it increases the likelihood that students will have
opportunities to use literacy in ways that are personally
meaningful and associated with their interests, concerns,
identities, and communities. Capitalizing on this possibil-
ity requires that students play a central role in identifying
the problems and opportunities that become the basis for
action. Students may be moved to act by texts, but they
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may also be moved by their experiences in the world or by
their encounters with media.

Relatedly, taking on the text actor role has the poten-
tial to help students develop agency. In their study of
fourth graders taking action against bullying, Vaughn and
Obenchain (2015) discuss how the students “discovered
the power of their voices and were encouraged to use
them” such that they were not just developing knowledge
of democratic politics but were acting as democratic citi-
zens capable of influencing social change. As the students
thought critically about issues of injustice, they were moved
to take action. The authors argue that this helped to fos-
ter the belief that their actions can contribute to the demo-
cratic community: “they were able to imagine themselves
as active members of a democratic community capable of
improving society” (p. 22). Schultz and Oyler (2006) sug-
gest that curricula that are based on students’ concerns can
have a lasting impact on those students, motivating them to
play a role in shaping our world.

In short, when the curriculum strives for authenticity in
the practices in which students engage, it is likely the cur-
riculum will also exhibit high levels of personal relevance,
engagement, and agency. None of this is to suggest that
all literacy-infused disciplinary instruction can or should
lead to action toward social change. Reading for under-
standing, reading to discover structural tools, or reading
to unearth ideologies in the form of subtexts are perfectly
legitimate goals. However, there are often opportunities
to invite students to assume this role as an extension
of work already underway in the service of the reader as
code breaker, meaning maker, user/analyst, or critic.

Related Curriculum Models

In terms of our proposed role of text actor, the feature that
distinguishes this enactment of “action” from others stem-
ming from many “actions” documented in sibling curricular
traditions, such as project-based learning, problem-based
literacy, or critical literacy is the step of actually sending
the action out into the world outside the text where it has
a chance of promoting change. The action can take many
forms. As in the examples we saw earlier, these might
include letters, media productions; or activities, skits, and
other materials as part of coordinated campaigns. Too
often these potentials for action remain inside a student’s
portfolio.

Several other curriculum models also often advocate
for reading in ways that lead to the production of artifacts
that have an audience other than the dyad of student and
teacher. These include project- and problem-based liter-
acy. What distinguishes the text actor role is that reading
is parlayed into action that is designed to produce social

744 literacyworldwide.org

95U801 SUOLILLIOD BA 181D 3dedljdde ay) Aq peuseno ae sspie YO ‘SN Jo sa|n 10} ARigiT8uljuQ AS]IA UO (SUONIPUOD-PUR-SLLBY/LIOD" A 1M A eIq Ul UO//:SdNy) SUONIPUOD PUe SWB | 8L 88S *[£202/50/0€] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8|IM * uosieed pied ‘d Aq 96Tz 1U1/200T OT/I0p/W0D A8 |im Azeiq1juljuo e |//Sdiy Wwolj pepeojumod ‘9 ‘€202 ‘vT.Z986T



VIEWPOINT

change. Even more important, the action is not left in
limbo at the “thought experiment” or “what-if” stage; the
action is sent out into the world to at least try to change
things.

Consider, for example, an exemplary study conducted
by Montgomery (2014) with third-grade students who cre-
ated powerful podcasts portraying issues of race, class,
and gender across different periods of American history.
Montgomery collaborated with a third-grade teacher and
students in a low-income, racially diverse school situ-
ated in a small Midwestern city, to produce and air these
podcasts. The students read books depicting important
social justice issues, discussed them, compiled ques-
tions for further consideration, wrote draft scripts of their
podcasts, and then broadcast them on a classroom blog.
They received over 160 comments on their posts. This is
an important contribution to the literature on critical lit-
eracy in its own right, and it surely has the potential to
address the inaccurate views of particular individuals
within their community, but it does not entail the role of
the text actor, at least in the manner we have defined it.
What is missing is the opportunity to parlay their analyses
into action toward creating a more just future within their
community.

To realize text actor opportunities, students must move
beyond the meaning making, analysis, and critique that
characterize so much literacy activity, even in our most
engaged classrooms, to change something in one of the
communities in which they reside. In short, text actors use
text to produce change in the world outside of the text. This
insistence on action is the key feature in our response to
Powell et al.’s (2001) question about the role literacy should
play in a “strong, equitable, democratic system” (p. 773).
We believe that this is a critical step in fulfilling the promise
of critical literacy to catalyze social action to improve the
world (Lewison et al., 2002; Vasquez et al., 2019).

Situating the Call to Action within

Today's Curricular Worlds

As desirable as it is to consider the work of the text actor
in an abstract world free of the burden of curricular poli-
cies and politics, it is important to consider such realities
if the text actor is ever to achieve a footing within today’s
crowded and contentious curricular milieu. Even though
we believe that enhancing the visibility as well as the depth
of activities that entail playing the text actor role are justifi-
able in their ownright, it is also true that these activities are
well connected to national as well as state standards. For
example, the generic ELA standards 7—9 for the Common
Core emphasize matters of evaluating, integrating, and
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comparing ideas across texts; these are the very actions
that students must enact on the pathway to developing
and implementing actions that stand a chance to promote
change beyond the text or the classroom. Even more sup-
portive of the text actor role is this statement from the
introduction to the Common Core’s ELA standards:

To be ready for college, workforce training, and life in a tech-
nological society, students need the ability to gather, com-
prehend, evaluate, synthesize, and report on information and
ideas, to conduct original research in order to answer ques-
tions or solve problems... (CCSS, p. 4).

Because so many of the state standards in the U.S.
bear a strong family resemblance to the CCSS, the rela-
tionship of the text actor to state standards is similar: In
enacting the text actor role, teachers are likely to engage
students in practices that are entailed in the standards.
However, as strong as these ties might be, there is noth-
ing in the ELA standards that would require curricula or
teachers to enact the text actor role. The CCSS are com-
fortable leaving students within the “four corners of the
text” (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012, p. 4) where they can play
meaning maker, user, and even critical roles while avoid-
ing the imperative to social action.

Conclusion

The current political and cultural landscape around the
world is beset by ideological campaigns, fake news, and
false facts, not to mention both explicit and implicit efforts
to marginalize a range of groups defined by race, ethnic-
ity, religion, class, or gender identity. Critical literacy was
never more sorely needed as the basis of our literacy cur-
riculum. But even more important is moving critique off the
page, out of the text, and out of the classroom, where it
can be transformed into advocacy and action for changing
matters on the trajectory toward a more humane, just, and
equitable world for all of our citizens.
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