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Playful and self-disciplined, a kindergartner’s participation in a mandated balanced literacy
curriculum reveals the complexities of how children and teachers live with/in policy mandates.

classroom, and the children are finishing up

the fiction stories they have been writing, fea-
turing characters of their own invention. Hector
(all names are pseudonyms), an ardent fan of
cartoon superheroes, has written a story featur-
ing his favorite superhero, “The Hulk,” but with
a new twist. His character is the “Gorbig [Gar-
bage] Hulk,” complete with “a real gren Hed coc-
nut stumic PIgoLeg and aon olJ Thrs PINaPl
thet [a real green head, coconut stomach, pickle
legs and arms, orange fingers, pineapple toes].”
A screenshot captured from a videotape of the
classroom (see Figure 1) shows Hector sitting
at his table during writers workshop, but at this
moment he is not acting like the kind of writer
the teacher usually expects to see when she gazes
across the room, that is, a child sitting in his
chair, pen in hand, leaning over the paper writing
words to match his picture. Instead, he has cov-
ered his head with his text and bent down close
to the table to dramatize that the Garbage Hulk is
melting because all the garbage has rotted. With
his text as a prop, he weaves back and forth, cry-
ing, “I’'m melting! I’'m melting!” for an audience
of tablemates and the camera that Marjorie holds.
Hector has become the Garbage Hulk, symboli-
cally transforming his fiction story into a “textual
toy” (Dyson, 2003a, 2003b) and the writers work-
shop into a space for play.

It is June in a New York City kindergarten

This screenshot of Hector at play frames him
as free of the literacy mandates that have become
so pervasive in the wake of Reading First and
NCLB; we might also be tempted to read Hector
as “off task” and “undisciplined.” If we let the
videotape continue, however, we would notice
that Hector remains in his seat while he plays
and soon returns to the writing he is supposed to
complete, even drawing his teacher, Ms. Lewis,
into a conference about his fictional story. In this
moment, Hector has shifted from a playful child

to a self-disciplined student, keenly aware of the
expectations his teacher has for him as a writer
and a student. In this article, we explore Hector’s
lived experience of discipline and play with/in a
mandated literacy curriculum. We adopt the back-
slash between “with” and “in” to signify the fact
that Hector never escaped the limits of the man-
dated curriculum. Sometimes he was in the cur-
riculum, fully disciplined by it as he sought out
recognition as a successful reader and writer.
Other times, Hector played with the spaces made
available by independent reading and writing
time. In these cases, he untethered school liter-
acy from its individualistic and monomodal roots,
although his play remained within the bounds of
the curricular routines.

Our reading of the mandated literacy curric-
ulum Hector experienced may seem counterin-
tuitive, since many teachers would welcome a
mandated curriculum that did not require them to
follow a script. As enacted by Hector’s teacher,
the mandated curriculum made room for Hec-
tor’s meanings and allowed for his play. Indeed,
we found much to value and appreciate about this
curriculum during our year in Hector’s classroom,
and documented many examples of children flour-
ishing as readers and writers in this setting. Still,
school literacy is a complex activity, and the anal-
ysis we explore in this article builds from theory
and research that has shown how even a cur-
riculum emphasizing meaning and process can
place limits on literacy while working to support
thoughtful reading and writing.

Whether playing or writing, Hector’s partici-
pation in this school literacy event can be traced
to a policy mandating “balanced literacy” for all
New York City public schools starting in Sep-
tember 2003, the year Hector entered kindergar-
ten. “Balanced literacy” has no single, unitary
meaning (Freppon & Dahl, 1998), but in New
York City, it has come to signify a particular set
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Figure 1. Hector engaged in dramatizing his fiction story, “The
Garbage Hulk.”

of instructional routines and practices designed to
teach children the “habits and strategies of effec-
tive reading and writing” (NYC DOE 2005).
Teachers were expected to devote each morning
to a literacy block consisting of a writers work-
shop, a readers workshop, read-alouds, and word
study, supplemented by shared reading, interac-
tive writing, and guided reading groups in K-2
classrooms. Each workshop was to begin with a
mini-lesson (explicit and direct instruction in a
particular strategy or concept), followed by inde-
pendent reading or writing as children applied the
learned strategies to their own reading or writing.
The workshop culminated in a sharing session

in which children were asked to report on their
efforts to use the strategies. A Department of Edu-
cation handbook (NYC DOE, 2003) and ongo-
ing professional development directed teachers to
organize writers workshops as studies of particu-
lar genres (personal narrative, how-to, nonfiction,
poetry, fiction) and readers workshops as studies
of reading strategies and literary elements (e.g.,
character).

The decision to mandate a balanced liter-
acy curriculum was a radical departure from the
dominant trend (aligned with the nationwide pol-
icy climate) to adopt scripted literacy curricula
(e.g., Open Court), which promoted the teaching
of fundamental reading skills through so-called
scientifically based methods. However, mandat-
ing balanced literacy presents us with an interest-
ing case of disciplining literacy. Because balanced
literacy is rooted in the progressive tradition of
meaning-and-process pedagogies, this mandate

avoids the most obvious forms of regulation
and control, such as scripted lessons. But, as
the image of Hector—playful and self-disci-
plined—illustrates, the balanced literacy man-
date did impose limits on teaching and learning
literacy. Hector knew that “anything goes” was
definitely not allowed. The fluency with which

he shifted from a writer at play to a student at
work—all the while glued to his seat—points
to the complexities of policy mandates and
their enactment in classrooms.

As Cohen and Ball (1990) note, “[T]o argue
that government policy is the only operat-
ing force is to portray teachers [and we would
add, children] as utterly passive agents with-
out agency” (p. 335). We agree. Our year-long
inquiry of Hector’s kindergarten classroom dur-
ing the year that balanced literacy was mandated
taught us the value of unpacking classroom liter-
acy practices, not just policy texts, to understand
how policy shapes teaching and learning. As we
read our fieldnotes to learn how balanced liter-
acy was taken up by the teacher and children, we
became acutely aware of the particular meanings
the policy mandate assigned to “literacy,” “teach-
ing,” and “learning.” Hector was instrumental in
helping us appreciate the ways that children cre-
ated spaces for their childhoods and multimodal
literacies as they lived with mandates. As we stud-
ied how he played with/in the mandated curricu-
lum, we also came to appreciate Ms. Lewis’s facile
negotiation of mandates and children’s worlds.

DisciPLINING CLASSROOM
LITERACY THROUGH PRACTICES

It is often assumed that policies exert power from
the top down, and certainly the experience of
teachers and children in California supports this
assumption. With the adoption of Proposition 227,
bilingual education was banned and replaced with
English-only instruction bolstered by a scripted
phonics-based curriculum (Gutierrez, 2001; Man-
yak, 2004). New York City’s balanced literacy
mandate also produced major changes in class-
rooms where basal programs, not workshop
approaches, were in use. But even if educators
might welcome this change, a literacy curricu-
lum like balanced literacy, rooted in progressive
approaches to literacy, is not free of limits. As Val-
erie Walkerdine (1984) argued in her ground-
breaking essay, progressive approaches to literacy
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curriculum and teaching are every bit as regulatory
as curricula that require teachers to follow a script.
The difference is that the method of disciplining
teachers and children is not from the top down, but
achieved through everyday practices that work on
children’s bodies and produce habits of self-disci-
pline, effectively eliminating the need for overt dis-
cipline. To make this argument, Walkerdine (1984)
takes up social theorist Michel Foucault’s writ-

ing about the rise of disciplines in the 19th century
and their use in producing “docile bodies” (Fou-
cault, 1977); along the way, she provides a detailed
history that illustrates how the discipline of psy-
chology came to define ideas about “normal” child
development. Particularly striking is the way that
the mental measurement and child development
fused to produce the idea of children’s develop-
ment as an unfolding of linear stages, resulting in
the early childhood practice of observing and clas-
sifying children. Thus, the discipline of psychology
produced knowledge that served to discipline chil-
dren through checklists, classification schemes, and
other practices we recognize as part of informal as
well as formal assessments. Walkerdine is thus able
to show that the school is “an apparatus of regula-
tion and classification . . . founded in science” (p.
164, emphasis in original).

Walkerdine’s point is not that the school repro-
duces the social order through the imposition of
power from above (e.g., the Chancellor, the princi-
pal, the “State”). Working from Foucault’s idea of
power as productive, she challenges the belief that
power has a central point or is a quality possessed
by an individual or a particular group of individu-
als. Walkerdine instead shows that power is pro-
duced by disciplines such as psychology and then
enacted through interactions of individuals within
the broader societal grid, including available texts
and documents that describe and regulate human
life. This means that normalized categories, such
as “struggling reader,” are produced through face-
to-face interactions and not solely through policy
texts, whatever their regulatory force.

Studies of progressive as well as scripted liter-
acy curricula have documented the administrative
apparatuses for regulating literacy teaching and
“inscribing” the literate body (Luke, 1992), which
are so taken-for-granted that they appear “natural”
and “normal” to most of us (Chouliaraki, 1996;
Luke, 1992; Manyak, 2004). These administrative
apparatuses were evident in Hector’s kindergar-
ten. For example, when sitting in the meeting area

for morning meeting, shared reading, mini-les-
sons, and share sessions, children were expected
to sit on their assigned rug square in a “perfect
magic 5 (legs in a pretzel, hands in lap, mouths
closed, eyes forward, ears ready to listen); class-
room walls were covered with schedules and
charts indicating the order of the day, as well as
the artifacts through which Ms. Lewis kept order.
In addition, children’s bodies were regulated by
the organization of the room and the daily sched-
ule. Children knew where they could and could
not go, and at what times of the day. Assessments,
such as the Early Childhood Literacy Assessment
System (ECLAS-2)—originally based on Marie
Clay’s Observation Survey of Early Literacy
Achievement (2002) but later revised to primar-
ily test children’s phonemic awareness, decoding,
and fluency skills—and daily reading and writ-
ing conferences, provided the teacher with knowl-
edge of the children that informed decisions about
what to teach as well as how to classify the stu-
dents (e.g., as “struggling” or “successful”). The
key to successful balanced literacy teaching, how-
ever, was teaching the children the routines and
expectations so they could discipline themselves,
the ultimate goal of such administrative apparatus,
according to Foucault (1977).

SCENES FROM A MIANDATED BALANCED
LiTERACY CURRICULUM

Two scenes from early in the school year illus-
trate how literacy teaching and learning were dis-
ciplined by the balanced literacy mandate. In
each case, we can begin to see how even in a lit-
eracy curriculum valuing choice and voice, not
all voices and choices were possible. The school
that was the site for our research was P.S. ABC,

a PreK-5 public elementary school located in a
predominantly bilingual community in New York
City. The school served approximately 600 stu-
dents (83% Latina/o, 13% African American; 3%
Asian, and 1% White), 92% of whom qualified
for free lunch. Marjorie approached Ms. Lewis
with a request to study her kindergarten classroom
because she had been an enthusiastic participant
in a school-based technology study group for two
years and had introduced digital literacy practices
into the curriculum while teaching the mandated
literacy program.

Scene 1: The children have been in school 11
days and are learning to write personal narratives.
Ms. Lewis begins writers workshop with a mini-
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lesson on writing a story across three pages. She
sits in her rocking chair facing the children, who are
seated on their assigned rug spots, and announces
that she’s going to tell a story about what happened
to her over the weekend: she opened her closet
door and her iron fell down and broke! With all the
drama she can muster, Ms. Lewis tells the class,
“There was a giant puddle, pieces of iron, and it
fell on my foot. And I...” A child finishes her sen-
tence, predicting, . . . bought a
new one.” Ms. Lewis explains,
“This story I can’t tell on one
page. The first page is the iron
falling down, then cleaning up,
and then putting a bandage on
my foot.” She continues, “Can
I use three pages to write my
story—is that ok?” She picks up a book to show
that books use more than one page to tell a story,
and Hector announces, “My story is gonna have
a lot of pages.” Ms. Lewis hands out each child’s
writing folder and asks how many pages they need.
Hector asks for six pages.

Scene 2: Two weeks later, the class is finishing
up the literacy block, which, as always, follows
the daily schedule: calendar, morning meeting,
shared reading, writers workshop, readers work-
shop, and interactive writing. They have just com-
pleted interviewing the “star name” child of the
week, a classroom routine that allows children to
introduce themselves by responding to their peers’
questions, which are then recorded through inter-
active writing practices for later use as texts dur-
ing shared reading. There are a few minutes left
before it’s time to get ready for lunch, so Ms.
Lewis picks up Green Eggs and Ham (Seuss,
1960), which is sitting on the easel where differ-
ent books are featured every day, and announces
that they are going to play a “super-duper fun
game—rhyming.” She asks what rhyming is
and calls on Nathan, who explains it’s “a word
that matches another word.” Ms. Lewis gives an
example: “I have a cat who chased a ,” paus-
ing briefly before saying “rat,” which the chil-
dren fill in, too. With a few more examples, she
tells the children she is going to read Green Eggs
and Ham and will leave some blanks. Ms. Lewis
begins to read: “Will you eat them in a house?”
Reading on, she leaves a blank, and Nathan fills
it in with a loud “mouse.” She confirms this
response, “Right, house/mouse.” When some chil-
dren suggest a word that makes sense but doesn’t

[P]laying with/in mandates was a
strategic stance she regularly took
up, which reflected the value
she placed on children’s worlds
as well as her comfort with and
commitment to balanced literacy.

rhyme, she points this out. The pattern of reading
continues, and the children are able to produce
most of the rhymes; if they don’t, Ms. Lewis stops
to help them. The next day at lunch, Marjorie
asked Ms. Lewis about the reading of Green Eggs
and Ham, and she explained that she was trying to
prepare the children for ECLAS-2. ECLAS-2 had
just arrived and was quite different from the orig-
inal ECLAS. “I never thought I’d be teaching to
the test!” she complained, but
ECLAS-2 had a rhyming task,
and she wanted to give the chil-
dren some experience with that
before they were assessed.

These two scenes allow us
to notice how the mandated
curriculum imposed particu-
lar meanings of literacy, teaching, and learning on
the children and the teacher. In the first scene, this
regulation is largely imperceptible, as Ms. Lewis
introduces the idea that a narrative can be writ-
ten across multiple pages with an everyday story
that pulled the children in. She seals their involve-
ment in this new practice by asking them to say
how many pages they would need for their own
writing. Hector’s announcement that he needed six
pages indicates his awareness of what is expected
of him and his desire to be recognized as someone
who can write in line with the curriculum. The sec-
ond scene exposes Ms. Lewis’s despair at having to
“teach to the test,” while at the same time revealing
her efforts to create a playful space for learning.
By transforming test prep into a game through her
infectious enthusiasm and selection of a well-loved
story perfectly suited for practicing rhymes, we see
how Ms. Lewis played with/in the curriculum man-
dates. As she explains in the excerpt below, playing
with/in mandates was a strategic stance she regu-
larly took up, which reflected the value she placed
on children’s worlds as well as her comfort with
and commitment to balanced literacy.

For the last seven years, I have had the opportuni-
ty to teach at a school that employs the workshop
model for reading and writing. . . . Each day fol-
lows the same schedule, and we are provided with
monthly calendars that outline the units of study
for reading and writing. Because my school used
this workshop approach for many years before

it was mandated, we are given a good deal of
latitude. We must follow the calendar, but we need
not stick to the suggested mini-lessons and can
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negotiate the curriculum to fit the needs of our stu-
dents. I have had great success with this approach
and have grown more confident with each passing
year. I now rely on my students more than on any
monthly calendar to tell me what lesson we need
to do next. My goal is to bring the children fully
into the work whenever possible. . . . I call these
spaces where I include the children’s knowledge,
questions, ideas, and experiences “wiggle room,”
linking what has to be done with what should be
done. (Siegel & Lukas, 2007, p. 33-34)

Ms. Lewis’s efforts to create “wiggle room” will
be evident when we describe how she played
with/in mandates and, in doing so, invited chil-
dren to do the same.

PLAYING WITH/IN M ANDATES

If, as Foucault (1980, 1990) proposed, power
comes from everywhere, and is always present,
ongoing, local, and unstable, then teachers who
find themselves constrained by mandates may be
able to work locally to recruit the instability of
power for themselves and their students to enact
meaningful curricula. With this perspective in
mind, we look at how Ms. Lewis and the children
in her kindergarten class played with the man-
dates that disciplined their lived experiences with
balanced literacy. Before doing so, we parentheti-
cally consider the meaning of “play” that we use
to describe children’s and their teacher’s engage-
ment with meanings of literacy mandated by offi-
cial curricula and education policy.

The notion of “playing” appears often in lit-
erature and research on literacy learning, yet
with different meanings and connotations. Play
is associated with young people’s engagement
with one another, with toys, and with electronic
and video games (e.g., Alvermann & Heron,
2001; Goouch, 2008; Wohlwend, 2008). In addi-
tion to this more literal meaning, “playing” is
used to describe the playful (and sometimes stra-
tegic) ways in which young people engage with
language and literacy. This kind of play usually
includes playful talk, such as children’s games
with sounds, singing, meaning-based nam-
ing, role playing, and exaggerating a concept or
idea (Daiute, 1989; Dyson, 2003a, 2008; Klenk,
2001), as well as joking, teasing, and other chil-
dren’s humor (Hobday-Kusch & McVittie, 2002;
Weber, 2000).

The importance of play has long been cited by
theorists and educators, especially those whose
work focuses on younger children. When it comes
to literacy, play has been considered for its motiva-
tional value and thus has been examined as a tool
for meeting specific learning goals. In addition,
Wohlwend (2008) emphasized the importance of
play for shaping children’s participation in the class-
room, as it provided the space for trying out social
practices, exploring the multimodal potentials of
material resources, and constructing spaces for peer
cultures. While Wohlwend focused more on mate-
rial toys or actual games, Dyson (2003a, 2003b,
2008) examined children’s play with “textual toys,”
namely any symbolic material that is useful for con-
versation, collaborative play, and group singing. In
her studies of young literacy learners, Dyson found
that children did not just try out social and cultural
practices to which they were introduced by older
peers or adults, but actively appropriated and trans-
formed them. In this way, children acted as agents
who continually interpreted and reshaped the offi-
cial world of the literacy classroom.

Like Dyson, Guss (2005) argued that playing
can be defined not only as reproduction, but also
as critical transformation—that is, as the context
that provided the cultural location, space, and lib-
erty for children to take control and question prac-
tices, speak for themselves, and transform and
redefine themselves. Thus, children’s play in the
classroom can be a context for making visible the
meanings of literacy that are mandated by offi-
cial curricula and education policies; play can also
be a way for children to negotiate and redefine
those meanings and themselves as literacy learn-
ers. In this view, play can be at once imitative
and innovative, integrative and subversive (Guss,
2005), as well as intuitive and strategic (But-
ler, 1999; Goouch, 2008). We focus on what this
sort of playful engagement with people and sym-
bolic material allowed children to do and become,
and we consider what children’s (and their teach-
er’s) play did to the mandates and discourses of
childhood, teachers’ professionalism, and liter-
acy learning in a public school classroom. We
start with the ways the teacher herself played with
mandates and thus made room for students to play
with the mandates as well. We find this crucial,
considering that her playfulness communicated
to students like Hector that playing was indeed a
practice that was valued in the classroom and thus
could be part of the school literacy discourse.
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Playing with/in Mandates:
A Teacher in Action

It became evident that Ms. Lewis, Hector’s
teacher, played with the mandates both in her cur-
ricular choices and her interaction with the chil-
dren. Committed to teaching that is filled with
possibilities for great things, Ms. Lewis searched
for and took advantage of resources that opened
up the curriculum and allowed students to con-
nect with themselves, one another, and the world
beyond the classroom (Siegel & Lukas, 2007).
One of the most pressing challenges was the pri-
ority given to reading and writing to the near
exclusion of other content areas and practices that
would foster children’s engagement with texts
beyond print. To overcome these limitations, she
incorporated the study of science in a nonfiction
unit, during which the children were expected to
gather information and write books about an ani-
mal of their choice. Writing grant proposals and
securing funding from private organizations and
individuals for field trips as well as for incorporat-
ing technology in the regular literacy curriculum,
Ms. Lewis opened up spaces for students to expe-
rience literacy and learning in multiple ways.

She further ensured that children would be
given the space to make decisions about how to
use their time during Choice Time. Choice Time
was an afternoon period when children could
choose to play computer games, paint at an easel,
play with blocks, solve puzzles, take care of class
pets, read books, engage in the dramatic play cor-
ner, and so on. During Choice Time, Ms. Lewis
also arranged for a musician friend to make music
with the children. During one of his visits, the chil-
dren were gathered in the meeting area facing him
and singing songs they had learned earlier in the
year. After singing several of the songs they knew,
the teacher’s friend announced that they would
write a song about summer. He jotted down the
children’s suggestions and then invited everyone
to stand up and perform each child’s lyrics (e.g.,
going to the beach, going to the park). The class
came alive as children and adults sang the lyrics at
the top of their voices, acted them out, and danced.

Drama was also part of the official time allocated
for literacy instruction. At the beginning of the year,
Ms. Lewis had the children act out stories they read,
such as Caps for Sale (Slobodkina, 1999), The Car-
rot Seed (Krauss, 1989), and The Gingerbread Man
(Baumgartner, 1998). She would use these dramati-

zations as opportunities to enhance students’ under-
standing of the story and expand their aesthetic
engagement with the storybook. She would also
include songs as material for shared reading, so that
the class would first read and then sing those songs.

In all these instances, Ms. Lewis—perhaps intu-
itively but also strategically—opened up the mean-
ing of literacy and even played with her own role
as a teacher. She fluidly shifted between leading the
classroom to being part of the audience; from being
a participant in activities led by others to taking
action to recruit outside resources that would allow
her and her students to move beyond the mandated
curriculum. As the children experienced that, they
were learning that playing with mandates was a
legitimate way of being literate in the classroom.

Playing with/in Mandates:
Hector in Action

In the language of official reports and legisla-
tive documents, Hector would be described as a
Dominican American boy, from a single-parent
family residing in a high-poverty, predominantly
bilingual community in a large metropolitan area.
In those terms, he would be identified as at-risk
for failing in school and eventually being left
behind (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). However,
we were able to see how Hector moved beyond
the categories, as he successfully played with cur-
ricular mandates and made room for enacting
meanings of literacy that made sense to him.

As the examples described earlier demon-
strate, Hector remained on task while offering
suggestions that met or expanded the expectations
for reading and writing in the class. Even as he
engaged with reading and writing texts, he usu-
ally played with what was mandated, supplement-
ing or transforming it with texts and experiences
that were located well beyond the page. During
writers workshop, Hector would talk about what
he was writing, sing words and sounds, change
the speed and pitch of his reading, and drama-
tize his stories, thus changing their meaning at the
moment of their production and transforming
literacy into a multimodal event, that is, an event
that extended beyond linguistic resources to also
include voice, image, and bodily movement. For
instance, when making a page on how dolphins
have babies (the animal he and his partner stud-
ied), Hector explained to a peer that the dolphin
he was drawing was fat because she had a baby in
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her stomach, adding that she ate little fish. As he
decided to draw fish around the dolphin, he started
singing “little fish, little fish, little fish,” a phrase
that helped him keep the pace of adding to his pic-
ture and soon turned into a song, which his table-
mates joined him in singing. In another writing
episode during which students created a text of
their choice, Hector decided to write a story about
robots. He drew a number of robots while sing-
ing and laughing, and then turned to a peer sit-
ting close to him and said, “That’s you inside my
mouth. I’m eating you . . . [ have robot hands and
robot [. . .] and I’'m really happy. I'm a robot.” The
dramatization of his text indicated a broad defini-
tion of literacy as expanding beyond the page.

Hector’s playful engagement with texts was
closely linked to the ways he related to his own
texts as a literacy learner. Phrases like “I like my
story” or actions like laughing at the characters of
his stories were not unusual, suggesting that read-
ing and writing were emotional, and not simply
rational processes of synthesizing symbols and
sounds. When he worked on his nonfiction book,
he admired his work, saying, “Oh, my beautiful
work!” in a dramatic voice; other times, he would
invite peers and adults to tell him if they liked or
loved his work. His engagement in reading was
similar. For instance, he interrupted his reading of
The Snowy Day (Keats, 1963/1996) to look and
talk about the pictures. He read in a high-pitched
voice, sang the words, commented on the pictures,
and, when he reached the end of the book, he cried
a long “Noooo” to show his disappointment and
started reading it again from the beginning.

These examples illustrate how Hector met the
mandated literacy expectations, yet concurrently
played with these mandates and expanded his pos-
sibilities for engaging in meaningful learning. His
play with mandates is even more evident in this
next vignette from writers workshop, where the
play occurred within the context of social interac-
tions that were allowed, but restricted, within the
balanced literacy curriculum.

In early June, the class was composing fiction
books with characters and plots of their choice.
Hector’s fiction story featured Garbage Hulk, an
adaptation of the cartoon superhero, the Hulk. In
Hector’s story, Garbage Hulk was made of real
fruit and vegetables, and when the fruit rotted,
Garbage Hulk melted. Some builders thought he
was the ground and raised a building over him.

On this particular day, Ms. Lewis announced that
there was not much time left until the end of the
school year, adding the promise of something
coming soon that would be “exceedingly exciting,
like super super special” to keep up their enthusi-
asm. She handed out the cover pages students had
created in the computer lab and asked the class to
look at their characters, read through their stories,
and decide what they needed to do next, remind-
ing them to address “all the things” they had been
talking about, including character, setting, and
plot, all focal points of recent lessons.

Ms. Lewis’s directions reflected many of the
components of literacy described in the mandated
curriculum and set the expectations for the day.
She reiterated for her young students that qual-
ity fiction texts have particular elements (charac-
ters, setting, plot), and that the presence of those
elements contribute to making a text appropriate
and effective in reaching an audience (in this case,
at the publication party, where the students would
share their texts). Her emphasis on the process of
revision as an exciting practice necessary to being
recognized as successful set a tone of creativity
and high expectations.

When Hector arrived at his group table, he
looked at his story. Upon Marjorie’s request to
read his story, he replied “I’m still doing it” and
then, “I’m up to the end,” thus evaluating his
progress. Immediately after, he started drawing
the Garbage Hulk, who was melting, while imi-
tating the voice of the melting character, repeat-
ing “No,” and moving his head back and forth.
He continued drawing and imitating the Garbage
Hulk and inserted the word “no” over the charac-
ter in his picture. In the meantime, he interrupted
his writing to look at Felix, who was hitting his
writing folder on the table, and then imitated
him, playfully stating, “I can do that, too.” Hec-
tor pulled his chair to the right to make room for
Felix, already telling another tablemate who was
talking about her jacket that he, too, had brought
his jean jacket to school.

Hector acted as a writer who evaluated both
his texts and his progress on them, thus indicat-
ing that he was aware of what was valued in writ-
ers workshop. He moved beyond the established
meaning of author as someone only engaged in
cognitive analysis of the process of writing (i.e.,
the identification of gaps in the stories, the devel-
opment and execution of a plan) and became part
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of the text at the moment of its production. Not
only was he writing about the Garbage Hulk, but
he was writing himself as that character when

he dramatically repeated “no,” the cry of the
Garbage Hulk who did not want to melt before
destroying the world. Simultaneously, he nego-
tiated his social relation with people at his table,
shifting from being a considerate colleague who
made room for a peer, to a potential participant in
a social network defined by people’s taste, as indi-
cated by his comment on his jean jacket.

Even though the teacher reminded the stu-
dents to be quiet at that point and work on their
words rather than color their pictures, the play-
ful engagement with his text continued a few days
later when the students finalized their stories for
their publishing party. As the teacher passed by to
help another tablemate, Hector was again leaning
over his table, moaning “Oh ... Oh....” He sud-
denly stopped to tell the teacher that he had added
“talking marks” over the Garbage Hulk’s words
(“no”) in his picture. The teacher did not hear
what he said, so he repeated that Garbage Hulk
said “no” because he was melting and that he had
enclosed that word in talking marks. The teacher
asked if Garbage Hulk was talking, and as Hector
nodded, she imitated Hulk crying “no.” She asked
Hector if Hulk sounded like that, and he imme-
diately explained that Hulk did not want to melt.
The teacher sympathized, saying “Oh goodness!
So, he yells ‘no’?” dragging her voice to imi-
tate Hulk once more. In acting out Hector’s story
the way he had previously done, Ms. Lewis con-
firmed that playing with mandated meanings of
reading and writing was valued in the classroom.

REFLECTIONS ON PLAY AND MANDATES

Hector and his teacher represent a telling case

of how children and teachers make local bids

for meaningful practice even as they are disci-
plined by mandates and the institutional arrange-
ments of schooling. This reminds us that, where
people are involved, there are always levels of
unpredictability, spontaneity, subversion, and
unique response (Goouch, 2008), even when edu-
cation reforms have replaced learning through
play with academic learning tasks in kindergarten
classrooms (Miller, 2005). More than in scripted
mandated curriculum, the balanced literacy cur-
riculum offered spaces for negotiating children’s
words and worlds, and Hector and his teacher

took up these possibilities in ways that were so
seamless as to be nearly imperceptible. Never-
theless, we believe that teachers and students are
always striving to create what Ms. Lewis called
“wiggle room” in literacy classrooms. Noticing
what teachers and students do as they play within
literacy curricula helps us understand how such
“wiggle room” is produced: we can look at how
children take control by questioning practices and
speaking for themselves, all the while transform-
ing and redefining themselves. What stood out to
us was the way Hector’s play with/in the man-
dated literacy curriculum disrupted the very dis-
courses that disciplined him (and his teacher).

A central implication of our exploration of dis-
cipline and play in a mandated literacy curriculum
is to expect play as an ordinary practice in class-
room life. Taking this stance toward play, as Ms.
Lewis did, may not mean that play is always wel-
comed and supported, but if teachers take play
seriously, that is, as a way to learn more about
children and their literacies, they may come to
treat it as a valuable resource for child and teacher
learning. They might notice, as we did, that Hec-
tor was strategic in his play, fluidly shifting
between self-disciplined and playful participation
in writers and readers workshop. Whereas some
children found themselves in trouble for playing
during these time periods, Hector usually demon-
strated enough facility with required literacy prac-
tices to leverage time for play. Teachers may find
it instructive to observe the ways children play
with/in school literacy curricula, looking for signs
of children’s knowledge about how literacy teach-
ing and learning works in their classroom.

We are not arguing that all teachers should
become playful and engage children in textual
and symbolic play; we would not want to man-
date play! However, knowing that the possibil-
ity for agency, choice, and meaningful practice
exists within the power that circulates in local and
national policy mandates, teachers themselves can
become playful and may choose to make room for
their students’ interests, preferences, and experi-
ences. Like Ms. Lewis, they can seek out oppor-
tunities to make space for play in their classrooms
as a way to bring children fully into the curricu-
lum whenever possible and to stretch who gets
recognized as a successful literacy learner.

As education reforms become increasingly
explicit about what counts as literacy and literacy
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learning, teachers may want to look for and play
with meanings of literacy in “unexpected places,”
places where literacy might be less monitored
than in the official literacy instruction: throughout
the day, with different materials, in the interaction
of students with those materials and with people,
in the playground, in the hallway to the lunch-
room, on computers and electronic screens. Disci-
pline and play were constantly being negotiated in
Hector’s classroom, and being wide awake to this
dynamic may allow teachers to offer more oppor-
tunities for serious play with/in school literacy.
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