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Abstract

This article chronicles a research study in two middle schools in Canada where teachers and learners were
engaged to create and integrate digital texts representative of social justice issues into the school
curriculum. The article illustrates through samples of digital texts the tacit skills of students that are not
readily seen in schools. Centred within a multiliteracies pedagogy (New London Group, 1996; Cope &
Kalantzis, 2000), young adolescents were exposed to global issues through critical readings of children’s
social justice picture books and young adult novels (Freire & Macedo, 1987, Christenson, 2000) . The
adolescents’ critical reading and writing of digital and print texts raised understanding of the nexus
between socio-political and economic injustice, hence showing them as critical agents of change within
their school communities.

Introduction

In the past decade, the landscape of communication has altered radically, changing notions of literacy
and the orientation of literacy education. As a result, today’s literate citizens need to develop higher
order thinking or problem solving skills (Lewis & Smith, 1993), are highly engaged in classroom
learning, fully understand critical literacy wherein students use “the language of critique” (Lau, 2013, p.
2) to analyze sociopolitical perspectives on school learning, and display their connectedness to the world
(Hague & Payton, 2011). In responding to the needs of this new landscape, multiliteracies, where the use
of multimodality is used to honor the cultural and linguistic diversity in schools (New London Group,
1996) may offer a pedagogical understanding wherein literate engagements have: a fluid nature, offer

multiplicity in design, and contain a social character which embraces a sociocultural view, asserting
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diversity in meanings, purposes, audiences and contexts (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). In the technological
landscape of the 21st century, the printed text is no longer the most significant cultural tool to be
deployed in shaping our social attitudes and beliefs (Walsh, 2009). In determining these ideologies,
multimodal texts may assist and command community outreach, thereby generating a new group of users
who may be more globally conscious of the plight of others, while lacking the critical awareness of the
use of such cultural tools (Alvermann, 2011). Using a Critical Literacy approach, which is the “analysis
and critique of the power relationships among texts, language, social groups and social practices”
(Hughes, 2007, para. 2), is akin to the creative use of multimodal texts. In this social justice research
project, we challenged adolescents to shape a number of texts building on their critical interpretation and
understandings of how their reading and writing of digital and multimodal texts could lead their school

community to social action, empowerment and change.

Critical literacy and multiliteracies stem from critical pedagogy— a theoretical framework which
examines the implications of education with the politics of culture (Apple, 1993; 2011). These two
approaches work to transform literacy beyond “the mechanical learning of reading and writing skills”
(Macedo, 2005, p. 12) to a political phenomenon which “must be analyzed within the context of a theory
of power relations and an understanding of social and cultural reproduction and production” (Macedo,
2005, p. 13). Critical literacy mandates students to assume that “power relations within language
construct inequalities and systematically marginalize particular groups in society” (Jones & Enriquez,
2011, p. 149). Multiliteracies pedagogy builds upon the limitations in critical literacy by first situating
students’ learning using culturally responsive teaching and then providing overt instructions and
scaffolding for students in their zone of proximal development. Further to this, there is a subsection of
multiliteracies pedadogy that is termed critical framing that recruits students to critically examine texts
within their social, cultural and political relevance (Taylor, Bernhard, Garg & Cummins, 2008; Yelland,
Cope & Kalantzis, 2008). Another connection between the two approaches is the use of multimodality.

Jewitt (2009) explained that multimodality is instrumental in developing students’ critical literacy skills
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since it helps students to better analyze how the different modes enhance or limit the understanding of the
intended meanings in texts. Further to this, Wolfe and Flewitt (2010) noted that new media greatly impact
on the “children’s development as ‘literate’ beings and on their learning more generally” (p.388).
Consequently, both critical literacy and multiliteracies pedagogy position students to create alternative
reading positions for analyzing and questioning of texts. In some instances, both frameworks allow
students to apply the knowledge they gained to construct new texts that are relevant to their own lives or

to correct the errors in existing designs (Kalantzis and Cope, 2008).

Relevant Literature

Socio-cultural theorists (Street, 2003; Marsh, 2011 & Mclean, 2011) demand a critical
perspective to the nature of literacy in light of the changing demographics of many schools as a result of
globalization and the change in the educational climate due to standardization. Therefore, Pirbhai-Illich
(2010), Vasudevan, Schultz and Bateman (2010) and Cumming- Potvin (2009) saw critical literacy
facilitated through multiliteracies pedagogy as salient for increasing students’ awareness of social justice
locally, regionally, and internationally. Added to this, Burnett (2010) noted that “while some textual
practices involving new technologies replicate those associated with print texts, or old literacies, others
are associated with ... new literacies, patterned by distributed relationships, multiple identities,
multimodality and global participation (p. 248)” and motivate students to become global citizens. The
onus is therefore on educators to use multiliteracies pedagogy and critical literacy to enhance students’

global citizenship and enactments of social justice (Greenhow, Robella & Hughes, 2009).

We focused on fostering understandings of social justice through the utilization of Critical
Literacy as an analysis and critique of the power relationships among texts, language, social groups and
social practices. It shows us ways of looking at texts of all kinds (print, visual, spoken, multimedia and
performance texts) in order to examine and challenge the attitudes, values and beliefs that lie beneath the
surface. It empowers teachers and students to participate in a democratic society (a just society regardless

of race, culture, class, gender or sexual orientation) and move literacy beyond text to actual social action.
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Freire and Macedo (1987) viewed critical literacy as a vehicle for students and their teachers to learn to
read the world. The previously mentioned authors pointed out that “Reading the world always precedes
reading the word, and reading the word implies continually reading the world” (p. 25). Lewison, Flint,
and Van Sluys (2002) identified four dimensions of critical literacy which include: (1) disrupting a
common situation or understanding (seeking to understand the text or situation in more or less detail to
gain perspective); (2) interrogating multiple viewpoints (standing in the shoes of others or thinking about
texts from perspectives of different characters or from perspectives not represented in the texts; (3)
focusing on sociopolitical issues (thinking about power in relationships between and among people and
exploring how power relationships shape perceptions, responses, and actions); and (4) taking action and
promoting social justice (reflecting and acting to change an inappropriate, unequal power relationship

between people).

Linda Christensen (2000) used the term “rising up” because “reading and writing should be
emancipatory acts” (p. vii). She argued that when students are taught to read “the word and world, their
minds become unshackled” (Christensen, 2000, p. vii). Christensen reminded us that educators must teach
students how to read not only “novels and science texts, but cartoons, politicians, schools, workplaces,
welfare offices, and Jenny Craig ads” (2000, p. vii). Students who are able to read injustices are engaged
in what Christensen called rising up reading, which is “reading that challenges, that organizes for a better
world” (p. vii). Digital texts require readers to read more critically. Stevens and Bean (2007) asserted that
the “sheer volume and varying formats” of available texts “demand sharper uses of critical lenses” (p. 17).
The plethora of new and emerging digital texts, and the affordances that come with them, need to be taken
into account in the literacy classroom. Affordances provided through digital texts are often used to assert
agency, action and change, in total offering a different experience from that commonly offered by a

printed text.

The concept of multiliteracies, as conceived by The New London Group (1996) highlighted the

relevance of new forms of literacy associated with emerging multimedia, multimodal technologies. In
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addition, a multiliteracies framework takes into consideration “the wide variety of culturally specific
forms of literacy evident in complex pluralistic societies” (Cummins, Brown & Sayers, 2007, p. 46).
Traditional forms of literacy that focus solely on reading and writing in the dominant language, typically
fail to recognize the impact of digital media in adolescents’ lives, or take into account students’

multilingual and multicultural backgrounds and experiences.

The argument for a pedagogy that takes into account, not only traditional print and oral literacies,
but also visual and multimodal representations, has been well established in the literature (Alvermann,
2004; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kress, 2003; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001; New London Group, 1996).
Although there has been increased interest in the use of multimodality in education, the potential of
digital media in education is only beginning to be explored. Added to this, there is much work to be done
if we are to understand how emerging technologies are changing the literacy and learning practices of

today’s adolescents (Alvermann & Hutchins, 2012).

The field of young adult literature has been flourishing over the past few years, despite a
slumping economy and troubles in the publishing industry (International Reading Association, 2012).This
growing collection of books offers adolescents vehicles through which they can explore important
societal issues and themes of social justice (Glazier & Seo, 2005; Glenn, 2008;Wolk, 2009). For example,
there have been a number of recent books published on the topic of the impact of war on children,
including Deborah Ellis’s Breadwinner Trilogy released as a single volume in September 2009, and N.H.
Senzai’s Shooting Kabul (2010), which deals with children in war-torn Afghanistan. There is also a
growing body of literature that supports using literature to help adolescents investigate violence and war
and to inspire students to promote peace (Brozo, Walter, & Placker, 2002; Miller, 2005; Wright &
Kowalczyk, 2000). In an age when many adolescents’ sole experiences with war are gleaned from
interaction on their gaming consoles (e.g., Mortal Kombat, Call of Duty: World at War, Modern Warfare,
Project Flashpoint, and Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced War Fighter to name only a few popular

games), we need to promote more critical understandings of both past and current wars and the
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devastating psychologies of war (Noddings, 2006). Between the covers of much young adult literature
exists stories that can create awareness, stir emotions and provoke change. Wolk (2009) suggested,
“Teaching for social responsibility with good books does far more than encourage civic participation; it
redefines the purpose of school and empowers all of us—students, teachers, administrators, parents—to

be better people and live more fulfilling lives” (p. 672).

Building Critical Readers and Writers

During the past year, we worked at two separate Canadian middle schools, observing how two
teachers and their students integrated digital texts into their school curriculum. They used various genres
of children and adolescent literature to raise awareness and consciousness in their school and local
communities. Our research study focused on adolescents’ critical reading and writing of digital and print
texts, texts that deal with global issues and promote an understanding of social justice. Although creating
awareness of problems in the world around us is an important first step, it is not enough. Students need to
discover that “change occurs only when individuals act to create it” (O’Neil, 2010, p. 48). We feel that the
performative potential of digital media facilitates the exploration and creation of digital texts, lending
authentic and personal voices to the local and global issues such as world peace, social unrest, future
employment opportunities and poverty that adolescents are most concerned about. These texts can, in
turn, be shared with others as a way of engendering social change. Emancipatory actions can encourage
students to write, read and re-write the world and the word, linking literacy to human agency and the

power to “effect social transformation” (Janks, 2010, p. 161).

The impetus to embark on this project came from conversations with the teachers we encountered
in our general research, who often wondered whether the presence of technology in their students’ lives
had contributed to a generation of kids who were quite materialistic and avid consumers. As one teacher
shared, “What concerns me is that their technical savviness is centered on them, and their global
awareness of others who live in war is tied up with videogame playing.” This also acknowledges the

larger issue of how the global economy has changed the landscape of youth culture and the education
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system in which we teach (Kim & Boyle, 2012). As we have repeatedly examined Canadian school
responses to the use of internet, we have come to see how the teaching profession has become one of
fierce competition for student attention. Teachers must battle the all-pervasive media and consumer
culture for their students’ awareness, and at the same time keep a tight control on knowledge access

(Page, 2012).

Teaching adolescents to become aware of the world in which they make meaning requires the
development of skills in which their voice and actions have both meaning and consequence at the same
time (Enciso, 2011). Understanding what this awareness means is an essential component of being a part
of a community. Learning what it means to be a “justice-oriented citizen,” (Lewison, Leland & Harste,
2008, p.4), which moves beyond the notion of a “personally responsible citizen” (Ibid, 2008, p. 4),
requires the development of a literacy community which focuses on open communication, the exchange
of viewpoints, the sharing of opinions, as well as the ability to listen attentively to others and demonstrate
empathy. Understanding how positive choices contribute to a social consciousness, and how negative
choices lead to misunderstandings and conflict, we can help adolescents to embrace our global society.
Noddings (1991) wrote extensively about the necessity of schools to teach caring. She argued that
“caring” (p. 110) should be at the very heart of our curricula, including caring for ideas, friends, family,
the earth and its ecosystems, human-made objects, and “strangers and distant others” (Noddings, 1991, p.
110). As Wolk (2009) pointed out, social responsibility must go far beyond basic citizenship; it must
shape “human beings with intellectual curiosity, a caring heart, and a belief in the common good. It
should be one of the essential purposes for school” (p. 665). It was with these shared common beliefs

among the teachers and researchers we began this research study.

Research Design
In this classroom-based digital literacy project, we explored what happened when adolescents
were asked to engage with digital and print texts that focus on the impact of war on children, through the

four dimensions of critical literacy: disruption of the commonplace, examination of multiple viewpoints,
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focus on social/political issues, and action steps for social justice (Lewison, Flint & Van Sluys, 2002).
The project also asked children to connect with different social justice organizations such as War Child
Canada to understand more directly how their own actions and digital media practices could help such
causes. The analysis provided in this paper is a part of the larger project which sought to understand how
the interactive technologies characteristic of children’s digital texts (such as digital posters, stop motion
animation, comic life, photostory) engage students in forms which are closer to their own literacy

engagements outside of school — such as those seen on social networking sites.

At two separate urban classroom sites, one in central Canada and the other in an Atlantic
province, 48 students read and critiqued a variety of digital texts in literacy centres, texts which focused
on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and children living in war-torn countries. In small
groups of five to six students, they engaged in literature circle or book club activities as they read young
adult literature related to the theme of children and war. In the final project, each group created their own
digital and multimodal texts to be shared with a wider community as a way of taking action. For example,
the students from one class produced a digital text which they shared at a school-wide assembly and
raised five hundred dollars to purchase chickens and a bread oven for one third world community. They
also shared their work in a variety of venues, including on the project website and, at a classroom Ning —

a social networking site set up for the project.

A case study approach was used to research the two settings described above. A case study
method is suitable for collecting in-depth stories of teaching and learning through and with digital media.
As Bruce (2009) pointed out, case studies “provide the best articulation of adolescents’ media literacy
processes, especially as much of the emergent forms of their use has not been studied” (p. 302). To that
end, Yin (2003) noted that “the distinctive need for case studies arise out of the desire to understand
complex social phenomena” (p. 2). There are two different types of case study designs: single-case design
and multiple case-study design. The single-case studies design uses one individual or a group comprising

of similar interests or characteristics. On the other hand, a multiple case study design uses a “replication
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strategy” (Zach, 2006, p. 9) or the process of conducting numerous experiments on related topics. This
research uses a single-case study design as each group of adolescents at the two different sites constituted
a case. As well, individual students, and their digital texts, were considered as individual cases within

each setting.

The research questions which we focus on for this paper are: (1) what is the relationship between
digital media and adolescents’ understanding of global issues (specifically rights of the child and the
impact of war on children), while immersed in using digital media, and (2) how can we use digital texts to
critically engage learners to become socially and globally conscious of the plight of others in our world.
When students gain understanding of other communities using contemporary media texts, it affords them
the opportunity for agency and change in their own lives, within school the community and beyond

(Hague & Williamson, 2010).

Data Collection and Analysis

Case studies can be either quantitative or qualitative and in most cases mixed methodologies are
used with a triangulation of data collection methods (Zach, 2006). Our analysis was primarily qualitative,
in keeping with the established practice of in-depth studies of classroom-based learning and case studies
in general (Stake, 2000). Throughout the process, researchers and research assistants acted as participant-
observers in the classes and collected data using observation notes, audio-taping of all whole-class
sessions, and videotaping of selected classroom proceedings and at the community events. Due to the
nature of case studies to understand social phenomenon in depth, a small sample size was used in the
study to discuss the use of digital texts in the project. Eight students were interviewed at key points of the
unit to gain more in-depth perspective of noteworthy classroom events identified through observation.
Follow-up interviews and focus group interviews were conducted with this group of students. In order to
improve the validity and reliable of the study, the case study data consisted of: (a) detailed field notes; (b)
students’ writing; (c) transcribed interviews with students and teachers; (d) the digital texts created by

students; and (e) video recordings of selected learning/authoring activities.
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Findings and Analysis

Textual Engagements on a Global Stage

Findings in case studies are normally reported as narrative which offers thick rich, descriptions of
the data (Stake, 2000). In keeping with that guideline our findings are rich in description supported by
narratives. New literacies not only provide students with the tools and resources to find and create
information, but can help position them as critical thinkers and users (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). In this
study we found that when students were given the digital tools, they embraced the materiality offered by
programs like Glogster and Bitstrips. They used these to show how digital texts can engage discourses of
social justice, in order to frame it as not just about recognizing issues, but also about inspiring their fellow
students to take action. In this particular instance, we see how the modal capacities of the digital posters
made the Glogster site the perfect space for students to employ the use of their cultural tools. For many
students the power of such texts and the presence of the audience on a global stage required them to think
carefully about the materiality of the cultural tools they used to take action. Of thirteen year old Sarah (all
student and teacher names are pseudonyms), her teacher Yolanda said, “She is a fine writer and can
respond in written form quite readily, but definitely preferred to create texts like brochures, informational
pages and posters as opposed to traditional written responses.” For Sarah and many of the students in our
study, “New Literacies invite powerful interconnections among many people, embracing multiple

perspectives which are represented through the semiotic diversification of text” (Burke, 2009, p. 40).

Through student interviews, we saw how the authoring of digital texts provided them an authorial
voice of concern to share on a global stage through the use of the digital poster templates on the Glogster
site, www.glogster.com. Essentially, Glogs are interactive digital posters composed of text, images, video
and audio clips (GlogsterEdu, 2013). Its diversity of use in designs and applications engages the learning
capacities of students with a variety of learning competencies. Drawing on the students’ voices of agency

in our social justice awareness project, they found ways to combine different images, texts and sounds to
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share their understanding of specific global issues. Students were well versed in the use and purpose of

the poster but had not created digital posters.

Students were asked to read from a series of related social justice picture books, and to look at a
number of websites such as www.freethechildren.com and www.oxfam.org.uk.com, reshaping their social
and cultural understandings of war. Combining traditional language arts writing with digital social
studies, students were asked to create posters based on the Articles in the UN Declaration on the Rights of
the Child. Tara, age 13, shared her thoughts about the creation of the Glog, explaining “I think what
makes it interesting is that there are so many ways that you can personalize it. You can add sound and
effects, multitude of pictures and many different words. Glogsters (sic) really hit you with all five

senses.”

Figure 1. Engaging the Five Senses through Multimodality

Help Children Who
Need it Most

By Giving Them

300 childran go to bed hungry every day

Give them what
they can't get
18 million children de every yoar from hunger on their own

It was within the offerings of these different modalities that we found students explored, manipulated and

engaged various cultural tools to bring awareness to others. Another student named Juna ( pseudonym)
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said, “I chose the wallpaper for my poster because it is like the colors on the book, it also reminds me of
the type of clothes that the characters wore in the book, it is happy and sunny, I think people would want
to read the book after seeing the poster.” Her response speaks to how she has entwined her desire to shape
the modal resources of Glogster to achieve her own cultural purposes, which involved sharing the social
justice theme of action “one can make a change for many,” as found in Katie Milway’s book One Hen:

How One Small Loan Made a Difference.

Figure 2. Juna’s Digital Poster

In her Glog, Juna has critically selected visual modes to engage the reader. In this classroom, the teacher
asked that students share their digital posters with other children on an electronic interactive whiteboard
in class. Students were asked to discuss the material used to represent their critical authorial choices.
Yolanda said that she wanted students to see the variety of forms and ways we “connect the ideas of
equality, celebration of difference, appreciation of one’s own situation, and care for fellow human
beings.” She also shared the digital literature discussion in the form of the Glogs raised the students’
awareness of the plight of others as presented through the websites and social justice novels and picture

books.
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Critical Producers and Viewers

The performative value of the digital texts viewed and produced through the digital literacy
centres helped students to develop critical perspectives and viewpoints of socio-political issues. At one
digital literacy centre, students viewed a number of videos and slide presentations responding to critical
questions about the content of the videos. After seeing children from war torn countries such as
Afghanistan on television, one student commented that the images were not as vivid or “real as looking at
their lives on the Internet”. When probed more about why they are not the same, he said the website
showed and offered more information which made it “more real for him.” Engaging with a plurality of
texts and designs offered though the websites shared at each of the digital literacy centres, the classroom
teachers found reading varying genres of text on a website aided students in developing critical and
multiple viewpoints (Williams, 2009). The information gained by students was represented in a number
of digital projects, such as digital poems, and music videos with original lyrics. The students also created
graphic novellas using programs like ComicLife and Bitstrips to engage in a design process whereby the
“designing transforms knowledge by producing new constructions and representations of reality” (Cope

& Kalantzis, 2000, p. 22).

Another participant named Chris (pseudonym) used the cartoon imagery and voice balloons
available on Bitstrips as his authorial voice after reading the book Shooting Kabul and Deborah Ellis’s
series on the story of Parvana, a young girl who loses her father during the rule of the Taliban in
Afghanistan. He said his project was showing “the differences of the lives of people in places like
Afghanistan and the lives of people in places like Canada, where we live.” For Chris, looking at differing
viewpoints provided him a chance to represent through image, dialogue, and gestural movements of the
characters the differences between life in Canada and Afghanistan. In this slide on education (see Figure
3), he contrasted the child’s working life compared to the lives of Canadian children in school pictured as

apathetic and bored with the lesson being taught. The dialogue balloons and thought bubbles expressed
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share multiple viewpoints with the factual information discussing the sociopolitical issues which affect

the lives of children in both countries.

Figure 3. Creation of a digital text using Bitstrips to create a comparative essay.

Education
EDUCATION

GO T SOME WATER FROM TWl STREAM FOR DikR
—y

N ETSTERS COm

In poorer countries, children work for their family and are
not encovraged, or not even allowed, to attend school,
therefore, will not get an education. Inwell developed
countries children have the opportunity to go to schooland
get an education which will then lead to a career.

Critical Reflection and Taking Action

Students also had a chance to respond through classroom blogs on the issues of social justice as
discussed in the books. In this blog post the classroom teacher asked students to discuss how the
characters took social action to right a wrong in their novels. Bifocal, by Deborah Ellis and Eric Walters,
is a novel which focuses on contrasting two characters’ viewpoints about an incident of social
discrimination against Arabs, triggered when a school responds to a local bomb with a lock down.
Teachers who used this book felt that students responded to the characters’ viewpoints, but more
importantly really thought about the socio-political issues in the book. Alice shared:“Social injustice and
racism is a difficult obstacle to overcome, but I believe Haroon has the right mindset to conquer this

hardship. I feel by the end of the book he will have forced his way through society's bias, maybe even
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becoming friends with Jay eventually.” Alice’s response shows how she has engaged in the book through
the perceptions of another, but also demonstrated an astute political awareness of how stereotypical
viewpoints shape the beliefs of society and the actions of many. Christenson (2000) reminded us that
reading and teaching opportunities for children to read injustices, leads to a rising up reading for the

child, where awareness guides critical understanding of the reality of the world in which we live.

In this study, we purposely engaged learners in a digital capacity in order to find a familiar place
for their writing. We felt that the study drew upon the tacit skills that are not readily seen in schools, and
used these to bring awareness and action on behalf of the schools. In the post-project survey, many
students shared that they got more than they bargained for in terms of awareness and knowledge,
compared to when they were just doing “book talks with some digital stuff,” as one student commented.
The materiality and affordance engagement offered within the creation of digital texts realized a potential
for students to assert agency, action and change. In the post-survey students shared responses which assert
agency: “Yes it has inspired me to raise awareness for the victims of the war, because people need to
know about this and what is going on and happening to the children who have to fight in the war.” Action
became a real possibility, as seen through this comment: “I would like to take action whether it is
donating money or raising awareness myself.” The students also became aware of their own thinking, and
began to question their own actions: “I am now going to donate to charities helping war-torn countries.”
Although students gained greater knowledge of the plight of other children, they had opportunities to
engage this critical awareness and active agency through the reading and creating of digital texts. As
Samantha Nutt, founder of War Child Canada asserts, “Education is the greatest gift any of us can
receive. It is the dividing line between dependence and interdependence, between ignorance and

tolerance, between hope and despair.”

Implications for Practice and Future Research
We felt that this study brought new understanding for education and global awareness, with the

affordances and agency given to students through the creation and performance of digital texts. The
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project engaged and made students aware of social justice issues that exist outside of Canada. As the
study progressed, so too did students’ understanding of the nexus between the socio-political and
economic injustice. Additionally, students became more adept in using digital texts as they explored the
capacities of the digital tools and the depths to which different modes could communicate powerful
meanings. Social media such as glogs are also good motivational tools for students learning as they
dismantle “power relationships, providing access that encouraged all students to participate, allowing
students to draw from their diverse discourses and informal codes and valuing the creativity and
innovation of their design” (Reid, 2010, p. 63). Consequently, at the end of the project, students

metamorphosed into critical agents of change.

In support of a multiliteracies approach, it is vital that educators better understand how
adolescents, (who have grown up in a digital age), use and interact with digital media in the context of
their writing (Honan, 2008). Once teachers are able to work more multiliteracies projects into their
syllabi, we advocate that they develop a community of practice (Cumming-Potvin, 2009) where they can
share their knowledge and expertise to “encourage critical and socially just literacy learning” (Ibid, 2009,
p- 82) in classrooms. This would help develop a theoretical basis for teaching practices that can draw and
build upon the digital literacies that students already possess, albeit in a nascent form, and which remain

largely untapped in classroom contexts.

There also needs to be more professional development to engage educators in ways to assess
multimodal texts. Jewitt (2003) highlighted that new understanding is needed to evaluate texts as
“multimodal representations change the entities that are to be examined” (2003, p. 98). Some of these
assessment procedures may include: distributive assessment in which teachers and students collaborate on
what needs to accessed; peer to peer assessment, that will allow students a chance to help each other with
digital literacy and slideshadowing that gives students the chance assess their work during its different
stages of development with scaffolding from teachers (McClay & Mackey, 2009) .This model provides

opportunities for multimodal texts to be better understood, hence appraised more accurately. It can also be
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used as a solution for what Bearne (2009) classified as “tensions and difficulties in setting up assessment
procedures at a national level for multimodality” (p.15), which ultimately affects the how teachers carry

out their assessment.

As in the case with Sarah who is competent using the traditional form of literacy but prefers to
create digital texts, other students, especially those who struggle to manipulate print base literacies, stand
to gain immensely through greater use of digital texts in schools (Gunter & Kenny, 2008). In this
discussion of our study we feel this type of engagement with digital texts shows how adolescents need to
be prepared with the skills necessary to be active and engaged learners, learners who can act as critical
citizens in ways that show how they are socially and morally responsible. Building on their sense of what
community and responsibility means involves placing them in a world where they can act with confidence
and commitment, with an understanding of the positive difference they can make in their communities
(Brennan, Barnett & Baugh, 2007). By developing a global sense of others’ conflicts and suffering, we
offer our future generations a chance to care for others, by seeing their own responsibility and imagining a
role for themselves in the solution. Through learning critical thinking and problem solving, adolescents
come to understand their own efforts to provide solutions in a way in which community may be created —
a way that advocates and promotes agency for change (Wilson, Dasho, Martin, Wallerstein, Wang &
Minkler, 2007). This awareness of others, and how their actions are directly related to others, is how we

want adolescents to understand their world.

Conclusion
Multiliteracies pedagogy prompts a transformation of teaching and learning from a neutral
position to one that involves critical pedagogy that moves students to adapt a social justice identity
(Crafton, Silvers & Brennan, 2009). Further, its relative, critical literacy, enables students to scrutinize
texts for power imbalances that are entrenched in the socio-political fabrics of many societies. By
exposing adolescents to global issues through digital texts, the study provided opportunities for them to

retrieve information through the ever-present multimodality found within digital texts which motivated
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them to be agents of change. As demonstrated in the findings, the participants critically analyzed the
information they retrieved from the different digital texts. Their glogs also proved that they critiqued the
texts they were shown, as they selected contents that they perceived to be the authentic experiences of the

personas in the text they were examining.

Therefore, digital texts are an excellent resource for engaging learners in issues of social justice
(Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2011). In the not so distant future, no community with be spared of the effects of
these global issues. Consequently, school learning should not be limited to explicating these phenomena
but also help students to find solutions for global problems. Finally, using digital texts might be difficult
to evaluate, yet teachers must endeavor to reach beyond traditional accountability to understand that
teaching and learning must also be an act of agency in itself. Ultimately the use of digital texts in their
social justice teaching practice provides students with agency and a voice, hence empowering them to be

social justice advocates.
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