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ABSTRACT

The tremendous interest in multimodality within the field of literacy educa-
tion has challenged the verbocentric literacy landscape of schools. Research
on multimodality in classroom spaces has suggested that combining and
juxtaposing multiple sign systems is a generative act of transforming mean-
ings. Yet, attention to entanglements of pedagogy and power has been rare
in the research on students’ engagement with multimodality. In this article,
we complicate the research on the generative potential of children’s mul-
timodal sign-making in school by tracing the ways this process is saturated
with power. Using a theoretical mash-up, performative semiotics, we read
a classroom event, situated in a computer lab, in which two kindergartners
regarded as successful literacy learners designed digital texts about a bunny
that some children reported seeing on a field trip. The multiple meanings
of bunny that the children negotiated are theorized as chains of contested
sign-making that are performative. In tracing both sign-making and perfor-
mativity, the analysis makes visible the politics of schooled literacy and the
way children’s performances appear fixed yet are destabilized in their inter-
actions, thus complicating the assumption that multimodality is a genera-
tive process that can transform schooled literacy. This analytic mash-up also
focuses attention on the instability of classroom interactions and shows how
this provides openings for performing literacy differently even as they remain
bound to normalized and naturalized ways of being literate in school. Thus,
we argue that claims about multimodality require attention to the way both
fixity and instability produces school literacy performances.

Complicating Multimodality in School

The tremendous interest in multimodality within the field of literacy
education has challenged the verbocentric landscape of schools, expand-
ing what counts as literacy (Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Jewitt &
Kress, 2003; New London Group, 1996) and who counts as literate
(Kliewer, 2008; Noll, 1998). Research on multimodality in classroom
spaces has demonstrated that combining and juxtaposing multiple sign
systems is a generative act of transforming meanings (Mills, 2011;
Ranker, 2009; Siegel, 1995) and, in some cases, subjectivities (Kress &
van Leeuwen, 1996; Noll, 1998; Stein, 2008). Theorizing multimodality
as generative suggests that it is not an additive process but one in which
relations between and among signs multiply meanings. The potential for
generating “a different kind of meaning” (Hull & Nelson, 2005, p. 225)
emerges from the liminal, in-between space produced in the movement
across semiotic systems (Hull & Nelson, 2005; Newfield, 2014). Scholars
have used different terms to capture this process, including transmedia-
tion (Suhor, 1984), transduction (Kress, 2003), and resemiotization
(Iedema, 2003), all of which emphasize transformation of meanings
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(Newfield, 2014). Yet, attention to entanglements of peda-
gogy and power has been rare in the research on students’
engagement with multimodality, which has tended to
overlook the ways literacy performances are governed in
schools, thus positioning the politics of schooling as
background to students’ production of multimodal texts
and performances (cf. Bazalgette & Buckingham, 2013).
At a time when literacy educators and the public are chal-
lenging the drive for standardization and accountability
and calling for a reckoning of the field’s complicity in
maintaining white supremacy (Dernikos, 2020; Dyson,
2019), scholarship on multimodality cannot leave ques-
tions about the politics of school literacy to others.

Thus, we ask, How can the field reconcile the claims for
generativity at a time when the regulation of school literacy
is the dominant discourse about education? This question
constitutes the problem that our analysis addresses, and
remains significant as literacy educators take up multimo-
dality to challenge the monomodal, monolingual, mono-
cultural conceptions of literacy that are kept in place by
policies, standards, curricula, and accountability measures
(e.g., New London Group, 1996; Stein, 2008). Our purpose
in this article, therefore, is to complicate research on the
generative potential of children’s multimodal sign-making
in school by tracing the ways this process is saturated with
institutional power. To do so, we use an analytic lens that
we call performative semiotics to examine a classroom
event, situated in a computer lab in a U.S. public school, in
which two kindergartners regarded as successful literacy
learners created digital texts about a bunny that some chil-
dren reported seeing on a field trip. We focus on how
young children transformed meanings as they moved
across multiple sign systems, and attend to the ways in
which their sign-making became entwined with classroom
and institutional expectations for performing literacy.

The tension between multimodal generativity and
regulation in school literacy has often been interpreted as
an effect of neoliberalism in education (Hursh, 2007;
Taubman, 2009). The event we examine could be read
this way, as it was drawn from a study conducted during
the 2003-2004 school year when the public schools in a
large metropolitan city became the site for an experiment
in neoliberal school reform. The state passed legislation
awarding control of the school system to the mayor,
which led to a cascade of decisions designed to serve as
mechanisms for school improvement, including disman-
tling local control, new accountability measures for stu-
dents and teachers, organizational structures rewarding
competition (e.g., charter schools), and a mandate for a
single literacy curriculum: balanced literacy. Even if the
study was conducted almost 20 years ago, it remains
timely, given that the emphasis on standards and account-
ability regimes has only intensified in the intervening
years not only in the United States but also across interna-
tional contexts (Mills & Stornaiuolo, 2018).
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However, literacy and the politics of schooling have
been intertwined from the earliest formation of schools as
social institutions. From the beginning of mass schooling,
the goal of literacy lessons was controlling, not promoting,
literacy (Cook-Gumperz, 1986). Schooled literacy is a term
introduced by Cook-Gumperz (1986) to reference this his-
tory by calling attention to the way literacy teaching and
learning are accomplished through “processes of class-
room exchanges and negotiations...and all the other eval-
uative apparatus of school” (p. 4). Interpreting these ideas
through Foucault’s (1977, 1990) writings on power, we
understand schooled literacy" as a discourse: an effect and
form of power that both generates and governs knowledge
and subjectivities, normalizing particular meanings and
ways of being in school. Power, then, is omnipresent,
rather than sovereign, and can be exercised from multiple
points, taking different forms that are always local and
unstable. From this perspective, the discourse of schooled
literacy refers to the way in which power circulates within
schools as institutions, and this appears to be fixed but can
be transformed through actions and interactions. It is this
dynamic between fixity and instability that makes class-
room life both ordered and open to possibility, as reflected
in our examination of both generativity and regulation in
children’s multimodal meaning making in school.

Related Research:
Children’s Sign-Making and
the Power of Schooled Literacy

Early research on young childrens literacy has shown
how they move fluently across the boundaries of sign sys-
tems to make meaning, but this fluency is restricted or
not recognized once they enter school (e.g., Harste et al.,
1984; Wohlwend, 2010). At the same time, research on
learning literacy in the primary grades has made clear
that learning to read and write in school is an act of
“learning to do school” (Dyson, 1984. p. 233; cf. Rasinski
& DeFord, 1988). These themes have continued to be the
focus of research on young children’s literacies, and in
what follows, we examine studies that have focused
primarily on the generative potential of children’s
multimodal meaning making, as well as other studies that
have considered the negotiation of power as part of this
process. Reading this research provides the backdrop for
considering the regulation of generativity in schooled lit-
eracy, which we address through performative semiotics.

Generativity as Ever-Present

in Children’s Multimodal

Meaning Making

Notwithstanding the boundaries set by official policies
and curricula, studies on children’s multimodal meaning



making in school have long focused on the generative
power of sign-making produced by expanding and trans-
forming both signs and meanings (e.g., Cohen & Uhry,
2011; Siegel, 1984). For instance, tracing children’s multi-
modal productions across writing events, Dyson (2003)
and Ranker (2009) identified the borrowing and import-
ing of material, symbolic, and cultural resources, includ-
ing the visual modalities of popular media, as young
learners collaborated to accomplish specific writing tasks.
The composition of multimodal texts was thus perceived
as a process of redesign, appropriation, and transforma-
tion, whereby the official world of the early literacy class-
room was not merely reproduced but extended. Such
extension and redefinition can be observed in studies that
have attended to children’s meaning making not only as
multimodal but also as emerging at the intra-activity of
materials, space, movement, sound, and time, thus open-
ing up multiple, even endless, possibilities of meaning,
doing, and becoming literate in school (Kuby, Gutshall
Rucker, & Kirchhofer, 2015; Wargo, 2017).

The generative potential of young children’s multi-
modal meaning making has also been examined in stud-
ies focusing on students’ engagement with digital media
and tools (e.g., Edwards-Groves, 2011; Flewitt, Messer, &
Kucirkova, 2014). Mills (2011), for instance, traced trans-
formations in students’ digital composing, showing how
8-year-olds shifted semiotic content and generated new
meanings as they used storyboard frames, documentary
films, and online comics. Similarly, researchers have
argued that the affordances of new digital technologies
make collaborative multimodal production more accessi-
ble, allowing children to actively create new meanings
from fragments of texts brought together through playful,
nonlinear, interconnected textual practices (e.g., Laidlaw
& Wong, 2016; Rowe & Miller, 2016; Wohlwend, 2015).
As Wohlwend (2009) suggested, children become “curi-
ous explorers who willingly play with new media” (p. 119)
and often transform school-sanctioned semiotic resources
to make up for the absence of new technologies in their
classrooms. These studies have illustrated the generative
potential in children’s meaning-making practices, even if
recognized as nevertheless entangled with the availability
and affordances of digital media and tools (Rowsell &
Harwood, 2015).

Children Negotiating Power
in Literacy Classrooms

Issues of power have been addressed in early literacy
research in differential ways: by attending to how children
negotiate power among peers and by examining how
power circulates as young learners engage with literacy
curricula. Researchers such as Flewitt (2011) and Labbo
(1996) have noticed that when young learners are using

media to engage in multimodal meaning making, they
concurrently navigate their relational position in peer
groups. In Wohlwend’s (2012) analysis of kindergartners’
multimodal play with transmedia, negotiation of power
among peers expanded to how they took up, resisted, tra-
versed, or contributed to sedimenting gender norms and
curricular expectations. Focusing on first graders’ meaning
making and text production in relation to curricular
demands, Dyson (2008) observed that children took the
demands of writing instruction into account, even when
it included the use of multimodal tools, and conse-
quently regularized their products to fit those demands.
The possibilities for appropriating and recontextualizing
official literacy are increasingly narrowed as curricula have
become more rigid, thus intensifying the risk of children’s
mis- and nonrecognition as literacy learners, especially
when their racial, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds do
not match sanctioned ways of reading, writing, and acting
in school (Dernikos, 2020; Dyson, 2019).

Attending to both generativity and regulation in
schooled literacy and the ways this maps onto 6- and
7-year-olds’ multimodal meaning making, Pahl (2009)
suggested that their text making was seen as “regulated
improvisation” (p. 209), a collaborative, transformative
process that was nevertheless framed by the way activities
were set up by the classroom teacher. Merchant (2010)
showed how children’s work in a virtual world was limited
by time-tabled computer lab activity, time-tabled literacy
lessons, and familiar routines, as well as print-centric
understandings of genre, and argued that educators
should examine “the gravitational pull of print literacy”
(p. 137) to consider this restriction. In our own analysis of
kindergartners negotiations with official curricula, we
found that their local bids for meaningful practice were
instantiated in the ways they playfully traversed and
simultaneously took up the discourses that disciplined
them and their teachers (Kontovourki & Siegel, 2009).
Examining touchscreen padlets and children in an early
literacy classroom, Burnett, Merchant, and Neumann
(2020) presented different tracings of relations among
bodies, things, and discourses that work to uphold par-
ticular practices that favor young learners who perform
and reproduce acceptable ways of being literate in school.
The researchers attended to relations that both operate
within and stretch beyond classrooms (e.g., discourses on
technology use, availability of resources, local policies,
curricula) and suggested ways in which alternate possi-
bilities of meaning making in classrooms emerge as these
sociomaterial relations “interface and interfere with one an-
other” (p. 129). We read this as a way to examine how
power circulates in literacy classrooms, and we extend
this focus by considering the ways power, both relational
and discursive, is entwined in the moment of multimodal
meaning making.
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Theoretical Framework:
Assembling a Mash-Up

As research on multimodality in schools has multiplied,
literacy educators have turned to theories of semiotics
(e.g., Kress, 2003; Siegel, 1984), visual communication
(e.g., Albers, 2008; Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996; Serafini,
2014), and social interactions (Norris, 2004) in a search
for analytic tools to unpack multimodal transformations
and their promise for literacy and learning. Yet, analyzing
what happens when multimodality is schooled calls for a
theoretical framework that can trace children’s chains of
sign-making as they work to perform schooled literacy
and be recognized as a particular kind of student (e.g.,
successful, struggling, resistant). Thus, we assembled a
theoretical framework by mashing up Suhors (1981,
1984) concept of transmediation, interpreted through
Peirce’s theory of semiosis (Eco, 1976) and Butler’s (1997a,
1999) poststructural theory of performativity, to examine
the emergence of a semiotic chain as the social processes
of doing school unfold. We see these processes as imbri-
cated rather than independent from one another, and we
created a theoretical mash-up, performative semiotics, to
examine how the chain of sign-making is subject to the
power of schooled literacy.

Transmediation: Movement,
Translation, Transformation

Transmediation, defined as “the translation of content
from one sign system to another” (Suhor, 1981, p. 250), is
an apt term for capturing the workings of multimodality
because it calls attention to movement and transforma-
tion (cf. Newfield, 2014) and suggests that moving across
(trans) sign systems involves the mediation of one sign
system in terms of the other. Defining transmediation as
translation may convey the sense that moving across sign
systems is a straightforward process of substitution.
However, Jakobson’s (1959) definition of “intersemiotic
translation or transmutation [as] an interpretation of ver-
bal signs by means of nonverbal sign systems” (p. 233)
suggests otherwise, and his explanation is instructive:
“The meaning of any linguistic sign is its translation into
some further, alternative sign, especially a sign ‘in which
it is more fully developed, as Peirce...insistently stated”
(pp- 232-233). What Jakobson referenced was Peirces tri-
adic theory of a sign. Central to Peircean semiotics is the
idea that there is no a priori meaning of a sign; rather, a
sign comes to mean through a process of semiosis that,
over the long run, creates a socially shared meaning
within a community (Eco, 1991). Through semiosis, a tri-
adic relation is established among the elements of the
sign: the sign, the object, and another sign, which Peirce
called an interpretant. To show how the semiotic triad
works, consider a teacher’s directions to students to go to
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their individual reading spot, a common event in primary
classrooms where readers’ workshop is a daily occur-
rence. The “reading spot” is the sign that stands to stu-
dents for where they should sit to do school reading (the
object). The relation of the sign (“reading spot”) to the
object of the sign (“where they should sit to do school
reading”) is established by the interpretant (classroom
management), which is another sign. “Go to your reading
spot” could have an entirely different meaning if the
interpretant were “free choice” The interpretant is thus
the meaning of the sign and another sign explaining and
translating the former one. This triadic account of sign-
making differs markedly from de Saussure’s dyadic defi-
nition of a sign in which the signifier and signified are
fixed by the system (langue); for Peirce, it is the mediating
function of the interpretant that opens the process and
allows for a plurality of meanings (Eco, 1976).

In Peircean semiotics, a sign always involves interpre-
tation and elaboration; it does not simply stand for or rep-
resent an object, but tells something about the meaning of
that relation. The idea that meaning is created when one
sign is translated into another thus sets up the possibility
of a “chain of interpretation” (Buczynska-Garewicz, 1981,
p- 188) or “unlimited semiosis” (Eco, 1976, p. 68). Semiosis
is thus an unending process of translation and interpreta-
tion. Transmediation is a special case of semiosis, that is,
an act of moving across sign systems such that the semi-
otic triad generated in one sign system becomes the object
of a new triad; the relation between this object and sign is
mediated by an interpretant, thus producing a new sign to
be represented in the new sign system. This is how trans-
mediation achieves its generative potential, which is not
given but an effect of the discourses that may invite or
limit semiotic mobility (Newfield, 2015; Siegel, 1995). To
summarize, transmediation makes it possible to trace the
process through which an array of signs made from differ-
ent semiotic systems (e.g., language, gesture, visual repre-
sentations) are mediated and transformed through other
signs and discourses. In the classroom event we examined,
children had to move across multiple signs and, in doing
so, transformed verbal directions into visual and embod-
ied signs, and computer icons into actions that produced
images on the screen, as they generated different signs for
bunny.

Politics of Performance:
Performativity Theory

Poststructural performativity theory, as framed by Butler
(1997a, 1999, 2010), provides tools for considering the cir-
culation and constitutive power of discourses through sig-
nification and repeated performance, and the possibility
that those discourses might mean differently in perfor-
mance (Butler, 1997a; Youdell, 2006, 2010). In this sense,
we see it extending Peircean semiotics in two ways that



connect to our purpose of tracing how the generative
potential of children’s sign-making is saturated with power:
first, by considering how particular relations among signs
are solidified over time, and second, by materializing the
effects of sign-making on children’s constitution as sub-
jects, in our case, as literate subjects in school spaces. The
process of solidifying relations or networks of signs con-
nects to the poststructural idea of discourse that describes
culturally authoritative ways of talking, in which knowl-
edge and power within a particular domain are joined
together (Foucault, 1990; Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998).
From a Peircean perspective, a discourse is a network of
signs; from a poststructural performative perspective, par-
ticular networks of signs (e.g., language in text, speech,
nonlinguistic signs such as the body; Butler, 1999; Youdell,
2006) are naturalized through repetition and constitute
grids of power that work to exclude yet can be traversed.
Understanding schooled literacy as a discourse, one can
then consider the different signs that come together for
schooled literacy to mean; at the same time, the routinized
repetition of this sense-making process prioritizes and thus
normalizes particular meanings of doing literacy in school
(e.g., verbocentrism, individualism). The sedimentation of
particular networks of signs makes discourses difficult to
change, as they are historicized, grounded in, and reinforc-
ing of established practices and meanings (Youdell, 2010).
In this sense, discursive practices are both regulatory and
productive, historically formed and contemporarily main-
tained as they are “reiterated in the subject’s ‘own’ acting”
(Butler, 1997b, p. 14).

The sedimented usage of material and immaterial
signs produce, yet do not determine, a fabricated sense of
identity—a performative, as Butler (1999) termed it—that
appears to be stable yet does not exist prior to its perfor-
mance. In this view, performativity refers to a chain of
resignifications, whose origin and end remain uncertain
and unfixed, that produces the subject that they name
(Butler, 1997a). In Peircean semiotics, the very terms stu-
dent, literacy learner, and low (or high) achiever are signs
that make sense in the network of signs that constitute
school; from a poststructural performative perspective,
the terms not only describe a person (object) in relation
to schooling (interpretant) but also produce them as sub-
jects by inscribing particular restrictions and possibilities
on their bodies. Put differently, by calling someone a
“successful literacy learner;” one is not merely referring to
a person in a way that makes sense within a particular
context but also constituting the person as a particular
kind of learner; at the same time, this contributes to the
crystallization of a network of signs (i.e., the discourse of
schooled literacy) that sets the terms for such learners to
exist. In this view, performatives are citational (Butler,
1997a; Youdell, 2004): They cite particular discourses/
networks of meanings that have come to be naturalized,

thus producing social effects that shape people’s identities
and experiences.

This leads to a notion of agency that may take differ-
ent forms and helps in understanding how transmedial
performances might be limited and yet open to redefini-
tion. For Butler (1999), agency exists in the possibility
within gaps and ruptures of arbitrarily connected repeti-
tive acts. Accordingly, agency can be located in the possi-
bility of a variation or a failure to repeat as expected
(Butler, 1999), in a performative breakdown (i.e., when
the effects of performatives fail to work; Butler, 2010), and
even in “a doing again differently” (Youdell, 2006, pp.
49-50). This possibility is further complicated when per-
formativity is not seen as the discrete action of a subject
but rather as a set of relations and practices that are con-
stantly renewed, rendering agency as traversing human
and nonhuman domains (Butler, 2010). This means that
agency is not a certain condition or a human capacity, but
rather emerges as the material and immaterial conditions
produce certain possibilities. It is agency within the con-
straints of the discourse, but it is also the possibility that
new meanings are reinscribed to sedimented namings
(e.g., “successful literacy learner”).

The Mash-Up as an Analytic Lens

The mash-up of semiotics and performativity theories
delineated earlier provides a stereophonic analytic lens
that invites researchers to examine children’s performa-
tive sign-making by paying attention not only to their
semiotic choices but also to the way power permeates
their interactions with humans and materials. Both are
essential to understanding children’s sign-making as situ-
ated in schooled literacy and become out of balance when
matters of discursive power are absent from the analysis
of childrens semiotic chain. The mash-up allows for
describing the ways in which different possibilities for
children’s recognition as literacy learners may emerge,
accounting for the ways in which such emergence is
always already embedded in broader grids of power that
make doing, being, and knowing literacy in school possi-
ble and yet not determined.

Attending simultaneously to fixity and instability, per-
formative semiotics calls attention to the complexities of
both transmediation and performativity and allowed us
to examine two kindergartners’ sign-making in the
moments when they worked to perform schooled literacy
and be counted as successful students in a classroom. We
drew on this mash-up to address two research questions:

1. How did the two focal children perform schooled
literacy as they produced chains of sign-making in
the computer lab?

2. How was this sign-making both generative and
regulated?
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Performative semiotics provided analytic resources to
help focus our reading of the event, as in the following:

o The movement and transformation of meanings
across sign systems (e.g., language, images, bodies,
materials) through which performances are rela-
tionally accomplished

o The discourses, as networks of signs, that become
interpretants for children’s performances and create
conditions to be recognized as successful literacy
learners

Sign-making as an act of constitution and transfor-
mation that produces possibilities for reinforcing
and resignifying school literacy

This theoretical mash-up thus allowed us to examine the
entwinement of the kindergartners’ sign-making and per-
formativity by examining how this process is saturated
with power and navigated multimodally.

Methodology

The event we present was drawn from an ethnographic
inquiry that examined the intersection of digital and print
literacy practices in a public school kindergarten class-
room, focusing on how children took up these practices
and the social meanings produced. The timespace of the
study (the 2003-2004 school year) was pivotal, as in the
years leading up to that, literacy educators were becoming
attuned to the rapidly changing literacy landscape, char-
acterized by instantaneous multimodal communication
and global reach that brought cultural diversities to the
forefront (New London Group, 1996). Yet, at that very
moment, the landscape of schooled literacy was shrinking
to fit autonomous models of print literacy (Street, 1984)
inscribed in policy mandates, such as the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (2002) in the United States. The ten-
sion that arose from these conflicting trends prompted us
to explore the ways this problem might be observed in
school literacy curricula and children’s performances in
everyday classrooms.

Our decision to design the research as an ethno-
graphic inquiry was grounded in social practice theories
of literacy, which construct literacy as socially situated
and historically produced (Gee, 1996; Street, 1984), and
sociocultural perspectives on literacy development, which
theorize literacy learning as accomplished through par-
ticipation in social activities that occur in and beyond
school, mediated by talk, texts, and social relationships
(Dyson, 1997, 2003). We engaged in ethnographic inquiry
wide awake to the complex history of ethnography,
including its roots in colonialism, the impossibility of
knowing a participant’s point of view, and the seduction
of narrative realism (Marcus & Fischer, 1986). Instead, we
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approached participant observation as a social and politi-
cal act and understood that while observing and record-
ing the complexity of classroom life, we, too, were signs in
the field (Herzfeld, 1983), under the gaze of the children
and teachers just as they were the subject of our gaze. We
remained conscious of the personal and professional
experiences, assumptions, and values we brought to this
classroom and of the challenges that arise when navigat-
ing the complex matrix of power when university-based
researchers engage in classroom-based research.

Research Site

The site for the study was Public School ABC (all names
are pseudonyms), a pre-K-5 public elementary school
located in a predominantly bilingual community in a
large metropolitan city in the United States. When the
study began, the school served approximately 600 stu-
dents: 83% Latinx, 13% African American, 3% Asian,
and 1% white, 92% of whom qualified for free lunch. The
school was organized in two tracks: a dual-language
Spanish-English track and an English-only track. Al-
though students in both tracks could be identified as
emergent bilinguals or multilinguals, only the dual-
language track sanctioned the use of more than one
language for teaching and learning. Ms. Stevens’s class,
consisting of 26 kindergartners (11 boys and 15 girls),
was rich with diversities of race, ethnicity, language, and
social class, including children who identified as Latinx
(specifically Dominican, Puerto Rican, Guatemalan, and
Mexican), African American, white, Bengali American,
Korean American, Caribbean American, and Japanese.
However, being an English-only class and following a
workshop model that has been critiqued for privileging
middle-class whiteness (e.g., Dernikos, 2020) meant that
the school curriculum did not invite children to bring
their race, culture, and languages to the literacy block.

At the time of this study, school literacy was a com-
plex construct that reflected the mandated balanced lit-
eracy curriculum and the school’s initiative to incorporate
technology in teaching. The balanced literacy curriculum
followed a workshop model, whereby particular routines
and practices were materialized to constitute the literacy
block. This consisted of a readers’ and a writers’ workshop
that always began with minilessons on particular teaching
points held in a meeting area, then independent work that
provided the space/time for children to individually
engage in reading and writing and apply the minilesson’s
teaching point to the texts they read or composed, and
finally, a sharing session at the conclusion of each work-
shop, in which the teacher reiterated and reinforced the
teaching point by inviting children to report on their
reading or writing work. Particular routines, such as the
1-2-3 of writers’ workshop, further regulated the writing
process, as children were expected to begin the workshop



by writing their name, drawing a picture, and adding
their words.

This space was regulated such that what children
wrote and read reflected what the teacher modeled in the
minilesson; the curriculum guides for the literacy block
expected teachers to model the teaching points with
examples from their lives, which meant they reflected her
positionality as a white, middle-class woman. Thus, the
teacher’s example set the stage for what children were to
write and share with the class. The teacher recognized
students’ love of popular culture and favorite books, and
there were some occasions in which they were invited to
talk about gender following a field trip in which they
talked about “boys’ toys” and “girls’ toys.” Yet, more often,
the focus was on commonalities. Children wrote about
birthday parties, going to the park, and their families, all
of which were signaled as appropriate topics for writers’
workshop by the teacher’s minilesson.

A computer lab, equipped with 15 computers arranged
around the perimeter of the room and a rug with colored
squares in the middle replicating the one in regular class-
rooms, provided the space for making technology an ordi-
nary part of school literacy. The curriculum prioritized
teaching children to use particular tools (e.g., Kid Pix:
https://www.mackiev.com/kidpix/, HyperStudio: https://
www.mackiev.com/hyperstudio/) and to navigate the
internet. A unique feature of this school’s technology pro-
gram was the leadership taken by primary-grade teachers,
which meant young children had regular access to the
computer lab, which was viewed as an extension of writ-
ers workshop, with lessons in the lab following the rou-
tines set out in writers’ workshop.

Producing and Analyzing Data

The primary method for producing data was participant
observation of children’s participation in the literacy block
and the computer lab, documented in field notes and video
recordings and supplemented by artifact collection and
conversations with the teacher. We collected data two
mornings per week over a period of five months (February-
June 2004). Starting in late March, selected events were
video recorded for further analysis, and artifacts relevant to
recorded literacy events were photocopied. Toward the end
of February, two students were purposefully selected as
focal children to follow across the literacy block and the
computer lab with the intention of studying different ways
children took up print and digital literacy practices. In con-
sultation with the teacher, one boy and one girl were identi-
fied based on multiple criteria, including participation and
achievement with the mandated literacy curriculum and
participation and achievement in the computer lab, as well
as race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, and lan-
guage. Hector was selected as a focal child and identified as
demonstrating facility with both print and digital literacy

practices. He identified as a Dominican American and
lived with his mother and sisters in the school’s neighbor-
hood. His mother identified him as dominant in English
and, in a conversation with Marjorie (second author),
reported that she had not taught him Spanish, even though
it was a language used among family members and their
church community. Although it is likely that Hector was
familiar with Spanish, we did not observe him speaking any
language other than English during the literacy block.
Bianca, a Dominican American girl who, like Hector, was
regarded as a successful literacy learner, was a participant in
the study but not a focal child. We are unsure what lan-
guages she might have used outside of official classroom
spaces, but in our observations, she spoke only English in
her interactions with the teacher and her peers. Hector and
Bianca had been assigned as partners in readers’ and writ-
ers workshop for most of the school year. Partners were
matched up largely on the basis of childrens achievement
on an early literacy performance assessment, as well as the
teacher’s observations.

Data analysis was a multistage process, which in-
cluded the identification of the routine events that con-
stituted the classroom literacy curriculum. The unit of
analysis was the literacy event, as defined by the class-
room curriculum (e.g., morning meeting, shared read-
ing, writers’ workshop, readers’ workshop, computer
lab). We began by indexing the data by literacy event
and focal child and then compared and contrasted the
literacy events documented in the classroom and in the
computer lab to identify intersections (and divergences)
of the print-based literacy curriculum and of digital lit-
eracy practices. Our interest in the relation between
local and distal contexts led us to expand our analytical
gaze through Gee’s (1996, 1999) theoretical construct of
d/Discourse. We identified the Discourses that circu-
lated through the balanced literacy curriculum and
noted how kindergartners positioned themselves in rela-
tion to these Discourses. We further examined the ways
children took up, appropriated, or resisted the schooled
literacy discourse, which made visible the fluidity in
their dis/engagement with schooled literacy, as well as
the ways they performed as literate subjects.

We chose the event we analyze in this article not only
because multimodality counted as part of the schooled
literacy curriculum in the computer lab but also because
the instability of schooled literacy became visible as
Hector and Bianca contested each other’s semiotic choices
to complete the assignment of drawing something they
had seen on the field trip. We found this episode surpris-
ing because these two children were fluent in the schooled
literacy discourse and were recognized as such by the
teacher. Often, research on children in school classrooms
has focused on those labeled as at risk and has attempted
to destabilize that label by showing the complexity of chil-
dren’s meaning making (e.g., Dernikos, 2020; Dyson,
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2008). Focusing on young learners recognized as success-
ful literacy learners, the event foregrounds how such rec-
ognition is fragile as children continually perform within
and against schooled literacy.

Our analysis of this event involved multiple readings,
starting with the transcription of the video-recorded
event. Considering our interest in multimodality and
schooled literacy, we organized the transcript into two
columns (verbal and nonverbal); we used Dyson’s (2003)
conventions for transcribing talk and described the chil-
dren’s gestures, body positioning, and gaze in relation to
the computer monitor and people in the computer lab.
The 58-minute event consisted of 18 episodes, identified
by shifts in audience and/or material text. Using perfor-
mative semiotics, we identified movements and transfor-
mations of signs and meanings, discourses that worked
as interpretation for children’s performances and rec-
ognition as successful, and possible resignifications of
schooled literacy. This iterative process continued as we
selected particular episodes to construct the analysis.

Bunny as a Contested Sign:
Performing, Transforming, and
Becoming in the Computer Lab

In what follows, we trace the meanings of the bunny and
the two kindergartners’ interactions with people, tools, and
materials, to call attention to the instability and fixity of
both multimodality and literacy in school. From a perfor-
mative semiotic perspective, we see the bunny as a sign that
sets in motion a chain of interpretation that expands the
meaning of the sign over the course of the entire event
while also producing a contest over who will be recognized
as a literate subject. What is of most interest to our analysis
is how the semiotic transformations of the bunny made vis-
ible the generative yet regulated processes of sign-making
and being recognized as literate in school. Before turning to
a more extended examination of key scenes from the event,
we briefly overview the transformation of the bunny:

o The bunny as a linguistic sign was transformed into
a publicly sanctioned example of schooled literacy,
which Hector and Bianca appropriated as their own
when they initially announced that they would work
together to create a shared digital text (scene 1).

o As the event continued, the bunny was transformed
from a linguistic sign to iconic signs, which were
contested by Hector and Bianca as they struggled
over the content of their shared text and the consti-
tution of each other as literate subjects (scenes 2—4).

« Toward the end of the event, when Hector was
assigned his own computer, the bunny became “my
bunny;” a superhero (see Figure 1) stamped with a B
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FIGURE1
“My Bunny”: Hector's Final Text

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

(scene 5). In producing this icon, he cited multiple
discourses (e.g., schooled literacy, popular culture), an
act of transformation in which he repeatedly engaged
over the school year. Hector’s performance at the end
of the computer lab period, which was recognized as
successful, allowed us to observe how it was possible
to perform school literacy differently in a context that
was in other ways fixed and constrained.

Scene 1: “We’re Both Sharing It”

As usual, the lesson begins with the minilesson. Students
sit in rows on the rug, facing a student teacher, who sits in
front of a computer and begins explaining what they will
do. She says they need to think about their trip to the
Botanic Garden and remember something that stood out
for them. One child, Deena, volunteers an example (“the
bunny”), and the student teacher demonstrates how
the partner teams are to draw a line down the center of
the screen so each partner can create what he or she
remembers from the field trip. Ms. Stevens interjects that
if the partners have the same idea, they can work together
on one screen; if they are doing different things, they can
divide the screen. Hector says that he and Bianca, his
partner, will draw a bunny. Ms. Stevens then asks him to
go to his computer, and Hector leaves his assigned rug
spot and runs to the computer.

In the opening of this featured event, the student teacher
invites the children into an act of sign-making by asking
them to remember something that stood out to them dur-
ing their trip to the Botanic Garden. Deena’s example, “the
bunny, is a linguistic sign with a conventional meaning,
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which is nevertheless brought into relation with a constella-
tion of signs (hence, a discourse) that point to the event as
schooled literacy: specifically, the minilesson in this digital
writers workshop, in which the rug, the placement of the
student teacher’s body facing the children, and the com-
puter screen become a space for demonstrating how to
share the screen by drawing a line down the middle, an
iconic, embodied performance. The meaning of the student
teacher’s demonstration is transformed by the teacher’s ver-
bal elaboration of the directions. Hector’s response to the
teacher is indicative of the ways he takes up the schooled
literacy discourse: He cites both the content of the text
(bunny) and the practice (working together). The bunny he
speaks of is a schooled bunny, a topic for completing the
assignment, which can be represented through shared writ-
ing with his partner. We have no knowledge that Hector and
Bianca actually saw a bunny, but that was irrelevant to his
act of sign-making and constitution as a literate subject at
that particular moment. Regardless of whether they saw a
bunny, their decision to draw one constitutes a sign of the
workings of schooled literacy, as the transformative poten-
tial of their sign-making is complicated in their perfor-
mance as “good/compliant” literacy learners because they
cite the example the teacher sanctioned in the minilesson.
Seated side-by-side facing the computer screen, with
the keyboard and mouse in front of them, Hector and
Bianca take up their familiar, embodied positions as stu-
dents ready to complete their assignment (see Figure 2).
Without turning his body toward Bianca, Hector asks,
“Are we doing the bunny?” and Bianca responds with a
mere “Yes,” to which he exclaims, “Yeah, bunny! Let’s do
this!” Hector’s question (“Are we doing the bunny?”) sig-
nifies their relationship as partners who work together

FIGURE 2
Bianca and Hector at the Computer

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

and share the screen; the choice of “we;” Bianca’s “yes,
and Hector’s use of “let’s” all serve as linguistic signs that
they are performing as expected within the discourse of
schooled literacy, because partnerships were assigned by
the teacher. When Ms. Stevens stops behind them and
asks about their plans for completing the assignment,
Bianca says, “Were both sharing it,” and Hector agrees.
What we read in this moment is the children’s citation of
the schooled literacy discourse: Answering the teacher’s
question and thus being accountable to her, using
classroom-sanctioned language (“sharing”) to articulate
that, and staying on task all serve as performative acts that
contribute to their constitution as literate subjects and
solidify this discourse.

Scene 2: "B for Bianca, B for Bunny”:
Teasing, Playing, and Doing School

As this scene begins, Bianca and Hector face the screen,
which displays the home page for Kid Pix. Their bodies,
gaze, and materials (screen) are in sync, a multimodal
ensemble that can be taken as a sign indicating that they
continue to perform as expected. Bianca identifies the
software they are using, “Kid Pix;” thus citing the com-
puter lab discourse as she takes the mouse. Hector then
uses the mouse to open a blank page and starts drawing a
bunny. As he does so, he asserts control of the interaction
(“I want to do the bunny, and you color it in”), which con-
currently materializes Ms. Stevens’s earlier suggestions for
how they can collaborate (“Are you gonna decide how to
do it? Are you gonna do it together? Is one person gonna
draw and the other person gonna color?”). Doing the
bunny thus involves transforming a linguistic sign, bunny,
into an iconic sign by using Kid Pix tools to visually rep-
resent the bunny. This iconic sign, which means through
resemblance to the sign’s object, is an interpretant that
serves to elaborate the meaning of bunny. Throughout
this scene, Hector and Bianca contest each other’s images
of a bunny, which is both a contest over the sign bunny
and a contest over performing as literate subjects.

Hector’s fluency with school discourse is evident in
his language and actions as he begins to draw the bunny.
He uses the pencil tool to draw a line on the screen, but as
he does so, he exclaims, “Oh! Erase. Oh no,” a verbal
accompaniment to his actions with the mouse, which he
tracks on the screen. Bianca silently participates by point-
ing to the eraser icon, which Hector clicks and, moving
the mouse side-to-side, begins to erase the line he had
drawn. As he does so, he adds sound effects, which are the
first indication of his playfulness with and transformation
of the schooled literacy discourse.

While Hector tries to erase, Bianca watches the screen
and then gives him a directive, “Thats it!” Her gaze
(directed at the screen) and use of the language of control
indicates her own fluency with school discourse, which
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she utilizes to negotiate her participation in the event. We
take this as a sign of how power operates performatively
and relationally, namely, as the two children continually
cite the school literacy discourse and, in doing so, negoti-
ate their relational position in classroom groupings.
Hector continues to erase, and Bianca reiterates her direc-
tive in a more formal way (“Hector, that was it”). He ver-
bally submits to her direction, asking, “Can I erase this?”
to which she replies, “No.” He ignores her and continues
erasing. Because Hector fails to follow her directions,
Bianca adds, “Would you hurry up already?” bringing in
time as an interpretant that expands the meaning of eras-
ing, a gestural sign. In schooled literacy, time is para-
mount, and this is intensified in the material space of the
computer lab, which is shared among classes based on a
rigid timetable, because children are expected to produce
and print a text before returning to their classroom. Thus,
bringing time into relation with the practice of erasing
generates a new sign, wasting time, which has the poten-
tial to affect Hector’s recognition as a successful literacy
learner.

After erasing what he has produced so far, Hector
asks Bianca, “How do you write your name?” citing the
1-2-3 of writing (draw a picture, write your name, and
add words). Bianca names each letter, and Hector chooses
the stamp tool to write her name, which she objects to,
saying, “No, I don’t want it like that,” indicating that she
wants her name to be typed not stamped. As symbols,
stamped and typed letters are equivalent, but they differ
visually and in how they are produced by Kid Pix
(stamped letters are all caps and can be moved around the
screen; typed letters require opening a text box and can be
upper- and lowercase).

Yet, Hector continues, announcing, “I know what to
do,” chooses the letter B from the stamped letters at the
bottom of the screen, and moves it to the top and then the
middle (see Figure 3). As he does so, he begins singing, “B
for Bianca, B for bunny, isolating the syllables just as the
class did when performing a phonemic awareness exercise
during morning meeting: “B for Bi:anca, B for b/u:/nny.
Bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny.
Bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny, bunny. Ooh
ooh ooh...” As Hector stamps the B, Bianca says her
name aloud and then takes the mouse, creates a text box,
and starts typing her name.

Hector: Bianci. I want you to write Bianci.
Bianca: No. I don’t know how to write Bianci.
Hector: [placing special emphasis on the n while

segmenting each phoneme] Na, na, na,
na, na, na, na n/a:/a. Bianc/i:/i.

Hector’s chant constitutes a citing of a phonemic aware-
ness exercise that was part of the classs daily morning meet-
ing. Semiotically, naming is an act of sign-making and
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FIGURE 3
Binthe Center of the Screen
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Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

worldmaking. At the very moment when Bianca contests
Hector’s renaming of her as “Bianci,” he transforms a school
practice of spelling and phonemic segmentation into a
schoolyard game in which he teases Bianca by mocking
schooled literacy while displaying his control over this dis-
course. Hector’s schoolyard-like tease is an act of transme-
diation that begins when he stamps a B for bunny and then
moves to singing and then to chanting the phonemes in
“Bianci” The movement from phonemic awareness exercise
to a chant that teases and mocks is accomplished by moving
to a different array of sign systems. Chanting along with the
entire class while sitting “legs in a pretzel” on an assigned
rug spot during morning meeting involves linguistic signs,
intonation, gestures, and bodily position. When chanting
his partner’s name while seated next to her at a computer
rather than under the teacher’s gaze, Hector transforms
those sign systems into a chant that teases by exaggerating
his pronunciation and tone and positioning his body so he
is leaning toward Bianca, despite the fact that she rejects his
renaming. Doing so, he expands and traverses the borders
of spelling one’s name as a sign of schooled literacy; illustrat-
ing how rapidly and imperceptibly meanings multiply when
moving across sign systems. In this way, transmediation
becomes a performance through which the two kindergart-
ners constitute each other as partners and literate subjects.
The teasing continues with Hector asking Bianca to
write “Bianci,” and she replies that she does not know how
to write that, which is unlikely in light of her history as a
high-achieving reader/writer based, in part, on her per-
formance on standardized reading tests and classroom
reading and writing tasks. Instead, it appears that she
refuses to be (re)named by Hector and effectively disrupts
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his act of sign-making. In choosing not to perform as he
expects, Bianca takes semiotic control by preventing him
from remaking the borders of her name, and although she
may have momentarily lost control of the mouse, she
maintains control of the sign by which she is known. At
this point, neither child puts their performance as suc-
cessful literate subjects at risk, because their bodies and
gaze are oriented toward the screen, an embodied sign of
their on-task performance in the computer lab space.

Scene 3: From Teasing and Playing
to Erasing Text and Each Other

Over the next 20 minutes, the bunny as a sign appears at
different points and takes on different meanings as Hector
and Bianca contest how the bunny should be drawn and
who should control the mouse and keyboard. They con-
tinue to fight over whose screen time it is, and in the
course of this conflict, Hector narrates his attempt to
draw the bunny while clicking the text box with the two
names. Yet, clicking on the text box makes the screen they
are working on invisible, so it appears as if they have
erased their work, including the stamped letter B. When
this happens, Hector announcs, “/O:/h, I erased the B. Let
me see if I erase ‘Bianca’ here [in the text box]. That was
funny. I erased the B. Hey, there’s nothing. Where did
everything go? The b/o:/mb, I did the bomb!” a tool that
erases the entire screen, which children are forbidden to
use when working on-screen. In naming this tool while
inadvertently switching between screens, Hector high-
lights another example of the restriction against erasing,
namely, the importance of a finished product to be recog-
nized as a successful literate subject. As Bianca gets hold
of the keyboard and starts typing her name, Hector con-
tinues to use the mouse and clicks on the text box where
Bianca has written her name, but the text again appears to
have been erased. “You lost the B;” Bianca says and stamps
a B, moving it to the upper right side of the screen. Hector
says he can do it himself, to which Bianca responds, “But
you erased the B for bunny. St/o:/p!” Hector tells her the B
has to be in the middle of the screen, and when she says,
“No!” he says, “I'm t/e:/lling” The conflict escalates with
each child making statements:

Hector: ~ Ido the bunny in the middle.

Bianca: Don't. 'm gonna do the bunny.

Eventually, Hector threatens, “When its my turn, I'm
gonna erase that bunny”” After challenging the iconicity of
the image Bianca drew (“And this [is] not [unintelligible]
bunny”), Hector responds to Biancas explanation of her
image, “I can do a better bunny than that”

The chain of signs the two children produce in this
scene continues to generate new signs, including the
stamped letter B as a sign distinct from the iconic signs of

a bunny and a carrot Bianca draws later in the episode. B
is central to the children’s conversation over the desired
product/text (where it should be placed on the screen)
and becomes a sign not only of the bunny but also of the
children’s contest over control of the sign, that is, a sign
about sign-making. Bianca responds with her own chal-
lenge, explaining in school language that she is drawing a
carrot for the bunny, and then quickly draws them (see
Figure 4).

The contest over the B and the icon of the bunny is
interactively produced when interpretants of schooled
literacy (individualism and evaluation, which together
result in social sorting) are generated and mediate the
children’s sign-making. From a performative perspective,
this speaks of the ways in which institutional and class-
room expectations inscribe the two childrens perfor-
mances; conversely, Hector’s and Biancas performances
as literate subjects continue to cite institutional expecta-
tions that also work as a mechanism of the children’s rec-
ognition and sorting as able (or not) learners. Hector and
Bianca accomplish this performance of competing for
control over the tools and images through multiple sign
systems and media (language, intonation, Kid Pix tools,
and their bodies) even as they continue to direct their
gaze at the screen, thus maintaining the expected on-task
position. It may be that this embodied sign is read by the
student teacher and teacher as evidence that Hector and
Bianca are working as expected, because neither checks in
on them during this episode. From our theoretical view-
point, this provides evidence that the instability and fixity
of school literacy coexist.

FIGURE 4
Bianca's Drawing of a Bunny and a Carrot
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Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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Scene 4: “Making a Mess”

The bunny reappears as a sign of the expectations for the
assignment when Ms. Stevens interrupts the class’s screen
time to say that they do not have to draw a bunny, explain-
ing her interruption by giving examples of what some
children have drawn. Bianca has been using the pencil
tool to draw the bunny, but she and Hector turn around
in their seats to look at Ms. Stevens while she speaks, an
embodied sign that the teacher’s announcement requires
their attention and thus constitutes them as good stu-
dents, fluent in the discourse of schooled literacy. Ms.
Stevens’s clarification indicates that Hector and Bianca are
not the only children who bring an interpretant of
schooled literacy (i.e., expected response, in this case, “a
bunny”) to the computer lab task, as this network of signs
has been forged through repeated performances of mini-
lessons over their eight months in kindergarten. Yet, even
when Ms. Stevens introduces a different interpretant
(individual choice, yet another sign of institutional expec-
tations of performing as successful literacy learners), thus
transforming the meaning of the bunny from a require-
ment to an option, Bianca treats it as a sign of schooled
literacy. Upon hearing that the bunny is not required, she
immediately begins erasing the bunny that she just fin-
ished drawing (after literally struggling with Hector, both
physically and verbally), making the whole digital text a
sign of performing literacy as expected in this school set-
ting (see Figure 5). Here again, the image of the bunny
exists in relation or in contrast to the B, which appears to
be a sign with different meanings for Hector and Bianca.
She hands the mouse to Hector and tells him that he can
erase the bunny but not the B. He repeats that the B needs
to be in the middle of the page, while Bianca insists that
the B should not be in the middle, “’Cuz, no!”

FIGURE5
Bianca's Partially Erased Drawing

Bianca continues to direct Hector, telling him what to
erase, and then takes the mouse and starts over, drawing a
head and torso of a bunny, oriented horizontally to the
bottom edge of the screen. Hector comments that it does
not look like a bunny, an observation that reminds us that
images have cultural histories that are, themselves, con-
tested. We see the two bunnies (see Figure 6) as not simply
reflecting the two children’s different interests but as citing
the history of Western visual culture, which can be traced
from Albrecht Durer’s painting of a rabbit (“Young Hare”)
in 1502, to the publication of Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of
Peter Rabbit in 1902, to images of Easter bunnies and car-
toon bunnies (e.g., Bugs Bunny). Whereas Bianca’s bunny
approximates Durer’s naturalistic image of a bunny, Hec-
tor cites cartoon bunnies and other icons from popular
culture. This multiplicity in meaning indexes emerging
possibilities and thus instability in the classroom, at the
same time that this is fixed by the two children’s attempts
to complete a task and produce a tangible text so they will
continue to be recognized as literate in school.

As Hector watches Bianca re-create her bunny, he
complains that she is taking too long. It is his turn to use
school language and time as an interpretant that mediates
his reading of Bianca’s actions and provides him a tool to
control the product and the process, and this act alludes
to the discursive power of schooled literacy. Yet, Bianca
ignores him and continues to silently finish drawing her
bunny on the screen. She then hands the mouse to Hector
and tells him that he needs to color it without erasing,
thus reminding him of the schooled literacy expectation
not to erase (let alone use the bomb), as doing so would
delay the completion of a product, illustrating how a local
(classroom) rule against erasing normalized broader
institutional expectations about school literacy success.

FIGURE 6
Bianca's and Hector’s Drawings of Bunnies
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Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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Hector says he will draw another bunny and then col-
ors the first one. He chooses a color (light brown) for his
bunny; Bianca points to different tool icons on the screen,
although it is not clear whether he follows her directions
when coloring her bunny. Hector changes the color of the
pencil to light brown and uses the paint bucket tool to
color his bunny, but gaps in the outline of the bunny result
in the color leaking across the screen, leading Bianca to
say that he is making a mess (see Figure 7). He says that
he will erase his bunny, and he begins to do so while
Bianca tells the teacher that Hector made “a mess,” refer-
ring to the way the color obscured the bunnies that Bianca
and Hector produced. The appearance of dual (and duel-
ing) bunnies on the screen illustrates how the children’s
images of the bunny work as a sign of their conflict over
what it means to perform school literacy successfully.
Telling the teacher that Hector made a mess suggests that
when multimodality is part of schooled literacy, it may
allow for the possibility of performing schooled literacy
differently, yet this is neither automatically achieved nor
produced by sign-making alone.

It is important to notice that up to this point in the
event, neither the student teacher nor Ms. Stevens had
explicitly judged or evaluated Hector and Bianca’s interac-
tions or the images on their computer screen. We infer
that their close readings of literacy performances, such as
minilessons and the teacher’s mid-workshop announce-
ment, taught the children the primary lesson of schooled
literacy, that is, how to perform the signs of schooled
literacy: Keeping close to content and process modeled by
teachers (hence, the bunny), attuning their bodies to the
ways fixed materials constitute the classroom space (shar-
ing a computer, sitting side-by-side, and fixing their gazes
on the screen despite verbally contesting each other), and

FIGURE?7
Hector’s Color Leaked
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Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

producing multimodal texts that follow classroom and
curricular expectations (1-2-3 of writing, and narrating a
personal story) are among the signs through which
schooled literacy is multimodally performed. This lesson
is a result of repeated performances that disciplined both
the children and the teachers through discursive power,
which, as indicated in the discussion thus far, rest on the
regulation of time, the prioritization of a tangible prod-
uct, and individualism, as in children working alone to
produce a text. These serve as mechanisms for evaluating
and sorting children as capable or struggling and, thus,
become means for children’s constitution as successful
literacy learners. As Bianca and Hector demonstrate,
becoming a subject is bounded by schooled literacy but
also continually in motion.

Scene 5: “My Bunny”

Given the importance of texts as products, resuscitating
the bunny is critical to the two kindergartners’ recognition
as successful literacy learners. Hector erases the bunny
where the color leaked into the entire screen, and starts
drawing a new one; Bianca again complains that he is tak-
ing too long. This is affirmed by Ms. Stevens, who tells him
that he has five minutes to complete his bunny, a statement
of time as an interpretant of schooled literacy that serves to
discipline him. She then helps Hector quickly draw the
head of the bunny, and he adds a mouth and eyes, but as he
begins to color the bunny, he again ends up coloring the
whole screen, accidentally erasing the image he produced.
Bianca worries about her bunny, and Hector reassures her
as he paints the page back to white. Yet, his bunny has been
erased, so Hector calls the teacher and student teacher to
tell them that he has “a big problem” Ms. Stevens asks
Bianca to finish her bunny (which is left on the screen) in
five minutes and asks Hector to move to a different com-
puter so he can finish his bunny.

In this brief sequence of interactions, Hector’s recogni-
tion as a successful literate subject is put at risk through
multiple acts of sign-making (bodily actions, language, and
drawing) mediated by the discourse of schooled literacy.
Ms. Stevens's statement that Hector has five minutes to fin-
ish his bunny, as well as her help with the text, cites the
importance placed on the finished product. Hector’s con-
tinuous attempts to finish his bunny by (unsuccessfully)
adding color also indicates an awareness of the schooled
literacy discourse, as does his statement that he has “a big
problem.” This discourse is not only one that constructs lit-
eracy as directed toward an end product but also one that
evaluates and sorts students in relation to predetermined
standards and norms (in this case, in relation to the expec-
tation that there is a material sign of their work). Finally,
Hector’s physical removal from the space of his sign-
making suggests that he has (at least partially) failed.
Moving him to a separate computer so both children can
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finish drawing their respective bunnies becomes an
embodied sign that literacy as an individual product
trumps a collective meaning of literacy as sharing.

Once Hector is seated alone in front of a new screen,
Ms. Stevens says to him, “Now you have 10 minutes.” He
repeats, “10 minutes,” and she adds, “Yeah, so that means
no erasing, Hector,” providing an interpretant for her
declarative statement that he has 10 minutes. In a differ-
ent setting, “having 10 minutes” would not necessarily
mean “no erasing,” but within the discourse of schooled
literacy, time is a valuable commodity, and erasing wastes
time. The effort toward achieving a desired result that is
often the interpretant for erasing is replaced by one that
is time-centered, suggesting that it is better to complete
the product than to achieve the desired result (although
the implication is that a good student could do both).
Hector confirms the parameters of this assignment by
asking, “OK, do I do my own picture?” In asking this
question, he reclaims the possibility to be recognized as a
literate subject who can follow directions. Ms. Stevens
tells him not to start his picture until she prints Bianca’s
screen.

As Ms. Stevens engages in actions that allow her to
print (opening a window for printing), Hector initiates a
conversation with her about the new Shrek 2 movie, and
their conversation takes several turns:

Hector: Did you hear about the movie Shrek
22

Ms. Stevens:  You know what? I heard a little bit
about it. Is it good?

Hector: Yeah. I saw Shrek 1.

Ms. Stevens:  Yeah, I liked Shrek 1 quite a bit.

Hector: You know whos the voice of
Donkey?

Ms. Stevens: ~ Who?

Hector: Eddie Murphy.

Ms. Stevens:  Yeah, yeah. I don’t know. Something

about his voice just annoyed me a
little bit. I don't know why.

Ms. Stevens accepts Hector’s invitation, and the con-
versation that follows differs radically from the Initiate-
Response-Evaluate school discourse: The child, not the
teacher, initiates through a question, and rather than
posing a pseudoquestion, he asks one reflecting his per-
sonal interest in popular culture; the teacher answers his
question and asks one of her own (“Is it good?”), which
keeps the conversation going because she does not have
a right answer in mind. As the conversation fluidly
moves from one topic to the other, sharing opinions
about Shrek movies, Hector and Ms. Stevens become
two conversants performing in a nonschool setting in
which evaluation is not the expected response. The
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materiality of the computer lab also contributes to creat-
ing a space for this performance. It takes time to open a
window for printing and to click on the appropriate
icons, and this, along with the fact that talking about
popular culture is a repeated performance for Hector
and Ms. Stevens across the year, suggests that spaces for
performing differently are made possible through mate-
rial and human interactions.

Ms. Stevens prepares to print Bianca’s text and then
helps Hector create a clean page so he can start drawing.
Ms. Stevens types his name in a text box and asks him to
start with his picture, thus following the 1-2-3s of writers’
workshop and signaling how the generative potential of
multimodality is compromised by the fixity of schooled
literacy. Hector uses the Kid Pix tools to draw a bunny
and then selects the stamp letters to produce a B, which
he succeeds in placing in the middle of the bunny’s chest
while singing, “B is for bunny,” and announcing, “I puta B
for bunny” Here, he works individually to create his digi-
tal drawing of the bunny, an iconic sign that indexes the
locally produced expectation for this assignment, as well
as images of superheroes (e.g., The Hulk) in the popular
culture he knows and loves (Kontovourki & Siegel, 2009),
as his conversation about the Shrek movies demonstrates.
Hector demonstrates his mastery of schooled literacy dis-
course as he moves fluently to use Kid Pix tools in design-
ing his bunny on the screen. The running commentary he
produces as he draws further marks him as a successful
literacy learner who uses the practice, valued in the work-
shop curriculum, of thinking aloud to make private
thoughts public and thus gain control of the literacy pro-
cess, yet another sign of discursive power, which priori-
tizes the constitution of children as successful literacy
learners. From a semiotic perspective, Hector’s naming of
the drawing as “my bunny” demonstrates another trans-
formation of the meaning of bunny in this episode.
Having failed to produce the expected shared text with
his partner, Hector’s “my” signifies his reconstitution as a
successful literate subject and the value placed on indi-
vidual text production that meets the criteria of the
assignment. Readers familiar with U.S. popular culture,
especially Bugs Bunny cartoons, will recognize Hector’s
bunny as a cartoon bunny. In contrast to the bunny
Bianca produces, which has four legs and a body that is
oriented horizontally on the screen, Hector’s bunny is
drawn to indicate that the bunny is standing, topped by
pointed ears.

As Hector changes the scroll bar to get the stamp let-
ters he was using earlier, he says, “My bunny is off there,”
and he moves the stamp over the bunny, trying to stamp
the letter B on its chest, all the while singing, “B is for
bunny? Despite the fact that Ms. Stevens created a text
box on his new page and typed his name in it, Hector
chooses the stamp pad to label his bunny with the letter B.
As he succeeds in stamping the B on the bunny’s chest, he



says, “There, my friend. Oh, yeah. I put a B for bunny. I'll
call him Bunny the Spon-,” which we infer is a referent to
SpongeBob SquarePants, Hector’s favorite cartoon. Here,
the stamped B on the bunny’s chest becomes a new sign.
Whereas “B for bunny” is a phonemic awareness chant
(which earlier served to mock schooled literacy and his
partner), the semiotic choice of the stamped capital letter
on a figure’s chest typically marks a superhero in popular
culture media. We argue that the stamped B and the
drawing of the bunny produce an icon of the superhero
bunny that is different from either the stamped letter or
the drawn figure by itself. What is critical to reading this
as a superhero bunny is the placement of the B on the
bunny’s chest, as well as the drawing of a cartoon rather
than a realistic bunny. The act of naming his figure
“Bunny the Spon-” and calling “my bunny” a friend (“my
friend”) are interpretants that produce a new bunny who
is not any superhero bunny but a friend with a name.

At the conclusion of this brief, two-minute episode,
Hector thus moves across multiple semiotic systems and
discourses: the verbal chant of B for bunny (an oral cita-
tion of schooled literacy discourse), the verbal naming of
the bunny (which draws on popular culture discourse),
the visual icon of Bunny the Spon- as a superhero (which
draws from popular culture and is marked by the visual
design and the placement of the stamped B on the bun-
ny’s chest), and the visual signs of an assignment in the
computer lab (1-2-3s of writers’ worksop: writing their
name, drawing a picture, and adding words, which in the
computer lab may not require writing words). We see this
as a moment of agency; Hector is making new signs and is
doing that by drawing together signs from different dis-
courses and moving fluently and fluidly across discourses.
In doing so, he destabilizes schooled literacy by perform-
ing differently, while concurrently adhering to the fixity
of schooled literacy, that is, the expectation of producing
a product within the given time constraints. The scene
and event conclude with him announcing that he is done
and having the student teacher print his screen (see
Figure 8), thus confirming that he stays within the
schooled literacy discourse while also expanding the
possibilities for being recognized as a successful literate
subject at this moment in time. Whether this act expands
the meaning of literacy in this classroom remains
uncertain, but in this moment, the fixity of schooled lit-
eracy is destabilized.

Discussion

Our purpose in this article was to complicate research on
the generative potential of young learners’ multimodal
sign-making in school by tracing the ways this process is
saturated with power. To do so, we proposed a theoreti-
cal mash-up, performative semiotics, that goes beyond

FIGURE 8
Printouts of the Final Drawings of the Bunny by
(a) Bianca and (b) Hector

(@)

b and h B

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

acknowledging the politics of schooling to showing how
these politics are entwined with children’s sign-making
and their recognition as literacy learners. The politics of
schooled literacy often refers to the fixed and bounded
character of classrooms; in contrast, children’s multi-
modal sign-making is thought to be a site of possibility
for the production and transformation of meanings.
Although this might be seen as a tension, we find it more
productive to think of the everydayness of classrooms as
a matrix of fixity and instability that points to the com-
plexity of children’s sign-making in school and helps
explain how this is both generative and bounded by the
discourse of schooled literacy. We argue, therefore, that
performative semiotics contributes to theorizing chil-
dren’s multimodal sign-making and provides analytic
resources for doing so. In what follows, we explain how
the mash-up works to theorize schooled literacy as a per-
formative act of transmediation, and comment on the
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contribution the mash-up makes to research on multi-
modal sign-making and literacy in school.

Schooled Literacy as a Performative
Act of Transmediation

Informed by performative semiotics, our reading of the
interaction between Hector and Bianca around and with
the bunny makes evident the multiple semiotic resources
they drew on to accomplish schooled literacy multimod-
ally: Their voices, movement, gaze, and bodies, as well as
hardware, software, and printed copies of their work, facili-
tated multimodal sign-making along with their recogni-
tion as literate subjects. Hector’s and Bianca’s multimodal
performances were also indicative of the semiotic transfor-
mations of a bunny through a continual process of trans-
mediation, that is, a chain of (re)signification. As the two
kindergartners combined sign systems to create new signs,
the bunny underwent multiple transformations from its
initial insertion into the minilesson as an example of some-
thing that stood out to them during their trip to the Botanic
Gardens. When a childs response was sanctioned as an
acceptable topic for independent writing, an effect of dis-
cursive power, the interpretant for the sign bunny shifted
from a small, wild animal observed running free in a gar-
den, to a school topic, and finally, to successful literacy stu-
dents. Hector and Bianca vied for control over making the
sign and constituting themselves as literate subjects in the
discourse of schooled literacy, even while he mocked this
discourse, and his partner, when he used her name as a
phonemic awareness chant, changing her name to suit his
game. The interpretant of popular culture further elabo-
rated the meaning of bunny when Hector was given his
own space (a full, clean screen) and time (10 minutes) to
redraw his bunny. The result was an image of a bunny with
the letter B stamped on its chest, a new sign that laminated
the school topic and the superhero icon and was sealed by
Hector’s announcement that “B is for bunny”

This process of semiotic transformations renders
young children’s sign-making as continually in motion
and yet bounded in schooled literacy. A performative
semiotics lens allowed us to trace how this sign-making
was accomplished by foregrounding how discursive
power operated in the matrix of instability and fixity of
schooled literacy. Although it appeared that discursive
power was largely regulatory, it was also productive in
that Hector was able to perform differently even within
the confines of schooled literacy, which constituted
agency. Here, we are not claiming that agency was a prod-
uct of Hector’s individual capacity or a condition that was
certain to exist because of the two childrens histories
as successful literacy learners. Rather, it emerged at a par-
ticular place and time, as particular material and imma-
terial conditions (Butler, 2010)—a coming-togetherness
of bodies, things, and texts (Burnett, 2016)—produced
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certain possibilities for the children’s sign-making and
performance. This dissolves the binary between power
and agency that is often assumed in humanist theoriza-
tions of the subject, and proposes that both may coexist,
as Hector performed within and against schooled literacy.
In other words, his sign-making made sense within the
discourse of schooled literacy, but it also allowed him to
perform literacy differently (e.g., by creating a superhero
bunny) and thus resignify schooled literacy.

This view of agency also pays attention to how
Hector’s and Bianca’s contestations of each other’s multi-
modal choices complicated the two children’s constitu-
tion as particular types of literate subjects. In considering
Hector’s interest in popular culture and his desire to draw
a bunny as a superhero rather than following Bianca’s lead
to draw a more naturalistic sign of a bunny that might ful-
fill the expectations for this assignment, we noted that the
possibility for him to achieve this was at risk throughout
the event. However, the conditions for him to perform
differently, be recognized as successful, and possibly
resignify schooled literacy by creating his iconic bunny
were produced at the intersection of his performative acts
as a successful literacy learner, his repeated performances
in the classroom as a pop culture lover, the availability of a
computer not in use, and the expectation to produce an
individual text to print before the end of the teaching
period. The regulatory power of schooled literacy was still
visible, as the teacher said he only had 10 minutes, so he
was not allowed to erase. Such regulation, facilitated by
and reinforcing a constellation of signs that make up
doing literacy in school, foregrounds the uncertainty of
children’s recognition as literate subjects and allows us to
see the instability of otherwise sedimented identities like
that of the successful literacy learner, which Hector and
Bianca repetitively challenged and performed. We con-
sider this particularly important because successful liter-
acy learners are rarely marked as at risk.

Moreover, a performative view of childrens sign-
making, which necessitates that their in-the-moment per-
formances are understood as the product of repetitive acts
and chains of (re)signification, requires that we consider
the interpretants that Hector and Bianca used in this event.
Such interpretants, especially those of time, product, ver-
bocentrism, and evaluation, index how childrens sign-
making and becoming as multimodal literacy learners
were framed and, indeed, fixed by regularities of the school
literacy discourse that subjected them to the control of par-
ticular pedagogic practices. Put differently, as the two chil-
dren regularized (Dyson, 2008) not only their discourse
but also their multimodal performances with and on the
digital text, they cited schooled literacy and thus made vis-
ible how social control was achieved through the regula-
tion of time, the normalization of text and text production,
and the naturalization of pedagogical practices that trans-
ferred from the print-based classroom to the computer lab.



The expansion of schooled literacy through pop cul-
ture discourses and texts in the event analyzed in this
article suggests that discursive power was concurrently
destabilized in children’s meaning making. In a classroom
where most children identified as African American or
Latinx, there were few, if any, signs that children’s linguis-
tic, racial, and ethnic backgrounds were readily visible or
capitalized on as children’s performed literacy learning.
Although this might have been a methodological limita-
tion, our prolonged presence in the classroom provided
enough evidence to argue that this absence constitutes
another way to read the workings of power at the same
time that the instability of schooled literacy was made
possible in the confines of this kindergarten classroom:
The identification of the classroom in the English-only
track; the sanctioning of topics in a curriculum that has
been critiqued as privileging white, middle-class mean-
ings and practices (e.g., Dernikos, 2020); the academiza-
tion of early literacy education that privileges text-centered,
print-based meaning making (Dyson, 2019; Wohlwend,
2010); and yet again, the sanctioning of pop culture as
part of the local history of this particular classroom made
such exclusions and inclusions possible.

Limitations of the Study

In our analysis of two kindergartners’ sign-making as
both generative and transformative, we were able to trace
how it was regulated and how it destabilized schooled
literacy. Had we focused on their linguistic, racial, and
ethnic backgrounds directly, we might have identified
different ways in which regulation and destabilization
were accomplished, and this is a limitation of the study,
especially when seen through our current moment of
racial reckoning and superdiversity. Focusing on chil-
dren’s sign-making in a computer lab at a time when tech-
nologies were first introduced in schools (early 2000s)
limited our analysis to what children could accomplish,
multimodally and performatively, with a static material
object. Different possibilities might have emerged had the
technologies studied been as mobile, immersive, and
interactive as those available today. However, we argue
that even though the study was conducted in 2004, it
remains relevant considering that official policies con-
tinue to focus on print literacy, and the integration of
technologies in school classrooms is still uneven within
and across international contexts (Dyson, 2008, 2019;
Mills & Stornaiuolo, 2018).

Contribution of the Mash-Up

The performative semiotics we propose offers a way to
approach the problem of reconciling the claims for gen-
erativity at a time when the regulation of schooled literacy
is the dominant discourse about education. The mash-up
stresses the importance of acknowledging that in no

classroom is there generativity in the absence of the poli-
tics of schooled literacy. This does not deny the possibility
of resignifying schooled literacy in bounded places such
as the school classroom; rather, this possibility exists as
part of chains of signification that allow things (and prac-
tices and learners) to make sense in particular contexts.
Bringing together Peircean semiotics and poststructural
performativity thus calls attention to the simultaneity
of “being-made-subject-to power and being-made-a-
subject” (Youdell, 2010, p. 316) through processes of rec-
ognition and to the material ways in which these becom-
ings make sense in relation to the constellation of signs
that make up schooled literacy.

In this sense, performative semiotics sits close to ana-
lytical schemes that allow the concurrent consideration of
children’s transformations and negotiation of power (e.g.,
Wohlwend’s, 2012, 2015, use of mediated discourse analy-
sis) and contributes to recent attempts to retheorize chil-
dren’s literacies and meaning making, more broadly, by
attending to both possibility and constriction. Like schol-
ars who have argued that theorizations of literacy need to
directly consider histories and institutions as part of
entanglements of humans, networks, and objects (Burnett
et al., 2020; Hackett, MacLure, & Pahl, 2020), we propose
that performative semiotics offers tools for examining
power as part of children’s sign-making within, against,
and beyond schooled literacy. These analytic tools call
attention to the idea that performative semiotics is not a
matter of multiple readings of classroom events, but
rather suggests the importance of mashing up, that is,
entwining, theories to complicate multimodal meaning
making in school. Unschooling multimodality may be an
impossible fiction, but our reading of Hector and Bianca’s
contested sign-making demonstrates that performing
schooled literacy and multimodality differently is already
in motion. We think it worthwhile to explore how
researchers and teachers might leverage this instability
and turn it toward productive power for equity.

NOTE

We thank the teacher and students for welcoming us into their
classroom.

! Throughout, we use the term schooled literacy to refer to literacy in
school as a discourse. Occasionally, we use school literacy as a descrip-
tive term that allows locating literacy in school. At points, we use dis-
cursive power to emphasize how relations of power produce, circulate
within, and are established through the discourse of schooled literacy.
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