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Abstract 
Previous studies of literacy interventions for adolescents have raised concerns about how they 

position students. This qualitative research study was a collaboration with students and their 

teacher at a public high school in a large eastern city in the United States to co-design an 

alternative, re-mediated approach to literacy instruction that sought to explicitly position youth 

as agentive participants in their own and their peers’ literacy learning. Positioning theory guided 

the present analysis, which involved coding field notes, analytic memos, interview and 

discussion transcripts, curricular materials, and student work to answer two research questions: 

In the context of a student-teacher-researcher collaboration to co-design an alternative approach 

to literacy intervention at a public high school, how were twelfth-grade mentors interactively 

positioned by others (including the tenth-grade mentees, teacher, and researchers), and how did 

they reflexively position themselves vis-à-vis others within and beyond the literacy classroom? 

What were the literacy practices that enabled or constrained such positioning, and how did these 

practices change over time? Findings indicate that mentors were interactively positioned by the 

teacher and researchers as co-teachers and co-designers through the discourse of the classroom, 

but that sometimes the literacy practices in which mentors and mentees engaged undermined this 

positioning. Mentors’ reflexive positioning as co-teachers was most prevalent during literacy 

practices that did not involve the mentees. By theorizing literacy practices as positioning 

practices, these findings contribute to knowledge about how to change the social organization of 

intervention classrooms to support sustainable and equitable learning ecologies that effectively 

position youth as agents of their own learning and development. (258 words) 
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Project Overview and Rationale 
In public education in the United States, a common way of supporting adolescents who 

experience difficulty with academic reading is through literacy intervention classes. Typically, 

these classes are compulsory, year-long courses intended to improve students’ reading so they 

can better access the academic curriculum. In previous studies, researchers have used positioning 

theory to understand the impact of particular intervention contexts on students’ identities as 

readers (e.g., Frankel, 2016, in press; Skerrett, 2012). While some research has documented how 

students’ reading identities were positively reshaped as a result of how they were positioned in 

their classrooms (Greenleaf, Schoenbach, Cziko, & Mueller, 2001; Skerrett, 2012), other studies 

found that placing students into intervention classes designed to improve their reading had 

negative consequences for their identities as readers, whether a student came to the class with a 

belief that he/she was a reader (Frankel, 2016) or not (Frankel, in press). This study builds from 

the prior research to examine students’ reading identity development as it occurs through 

positioning practices in the context of an alternative, “re-mediated” (Cole & Griffin, 1983) 

intervention context. 

 

Conceptual Framework and Research Questions 
This study is framed by theories of identity (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) 

and positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990). Davies and Harré (1990) define positioning as “the 

discursive process whereby selves are located in conversations as observably and subjectively 

coherent participants in jointly produced story lines” (p. 48). Positioning may be interactive (i.e., 

a person positions another through discourse) or reflexive (i.e., a person positions him or herself). 

As a discursive practice, reflexive positioning involves interactive positioning, and vice versa; 

moreover, any act of positioning may present opportunities for participants to negotiate new 

positions (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999) and exercise agency (Holland et al., 1998). Here, I 

address two research questions: In the context of a student-teacher-researcher collaboration to 

co-design an alternative approach to literacy intervention at a public high school, how were 
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twelfth-grade mentors interactively positioned by others (including the tenth-grade mentees, 

teacher, and researcher), and how did they reflexively position themselves vis-à-vis others within 

and beyond the literacy classroom? What were the literacy practices that enabled or constrained 

such positioning, and how did these practices change over time? 

 

Methodology 
This qualitative study was the first phase of a social design experiment (Gutiérrez, 2016; 

Gutiérrez & Jurow, 2016). Social design experiments aim to create and study change in 

partnership with design participants and by seeking to understand literacy and learning across 

multiple social, cultural, and historical contexts (Gutiérrez & Jurow, 2016). 

 

Research Context 

The site for this study is Lincoln High School, a public high school in a large eastern city 

in the United States that serves approximately 500 students (≈ 40% African American and 50% 

Latina/o), half who are from low-income families. The school currently qualifies as a “Level 4” 

or “turnaround” school, which means that it is subject to increased district and state support and 

oversight. As part of the state mandate to accelerate student achievement, the LHS community 

has tried a number of approaches to literacy intervention, including traditional reading 

intervention classes. Teachers at LHS have encountered difficulties with each of these previous 

approaches; the “Literacy Mentorship” class arose in response to these difficulties in an attempt 

to leverage the social nature of reading and writing in a classroom comprised of a heterogeneous 

group of students (i.e., twelfth-grade mentors and tenth-grade mentees). 

 

Data Sources 

Classroom Data: Field Notes, Memos, Curricular Materials, Student Work, and 

Audio-Recordings. Members of the research team participated in the class as participant 

observers and co-designers, visiting the classroom twice each week and collecting artifacts, 

taking field notes, and writing reflective memos. We audio-recorded and transcribed two types of 

classroom interactions from our biweekly visits: (a) small group book discussions between 
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mentors and mentees that occurred daily for approximately 10 minutes during each class, and (b) 

mentor debriefs that occurred for 20-30 minutes for 2-3 days every 6 weeks. 

Mentor Interviews. Members of the research team audio-recorded and transcribed 3, 30-

minute interviews with 9 of mentors at three time points: November, March, and June. 

Teacher Consultations. Members of the research team audio-recorded and transcribed 

monthly consultations with the teacher in which we reviewed classroom literacy practices, 

reflected on progress to date, and discussed next steps. 

 

Data Analysis 
The purpose of data analysis was to (a) document interactive and reflexive positioning 

and (b) understand the literacy practices that enabled or constrained such positioning over time. 

We uploaded all field notes, memos, interview and classroom transcripts, curricular materials, 

and electronic copies of student work to the qualitative data analysis program NVivo. We read 

through the data by type (e.g., field notes first, interview transcripts second, classroom transcripts 

third) and purposively coded for instances of interactive and reflexive positioning involving the 

twelfth-grade mentors across data sources. We further coded for participants in each instance of 

positioning (e.g., self, peer-mentor, peer-mentee, teacher, researcher), as well as the literacy 

practices in which the positioning occurred (e.g., reflective journal writing, book discussions, 

meta-logs). Throughout data analysis, we took precautions in order to attend to the internal 

validity of our analysis. We triangulated and crosschecked codes and emerging findings across 

data sources and met regularly for analytic checks. Instances of disagreement among coders, who 

were all members of the researcher team, were resolved through discussion.  

 

Findings 
Findings indicated that the mentors were interactively positioned by the teacher and 

researchers as co-teachers and co-designers through the discourse of the classroom, particularly 

when the mentees were not present. For example, early in the school year before the mentees 

joined the classroom, mentors indicated through classroom interactions and during interviews 

that they felt ownership over the classroom space and believed that their voices mattered to the 

teacher and their peers. However, as the school year progressed and the mentors began engaging 



Frankel, (Re)Positioning Readers   5 

in classroom activities with the mentees, sometimes the literacy practices in which they engaged 

with the younger students served to undermine their earlier experiences by positioning them in 

less explicitly agentive ways. In the absence of explicit discussions about their roles as co-

teachers and co-designers in the classroom over time, some of the mentors reflexively 

(re)positioned themselves as peers and students, rather than mentors and co-teachers, vis-à-vis 

the mentees and the teacher. 

 

Significance 
This work has the potential to facilitate the development of new ways of learning within 

traditional public high school contexts characterized by strict accountability measures and 

structural constraints. From a theoretical perspective, one implication of the work is that literacy 

practices can and should be understood as positioning practices, and viewed in light of how they 

might contribute to an individual’s reading development as well as his or her identity 

development (Frankel, in press). From a practice perspective, a second implication of this work 

is that engaging students as partners and collaborators requires explicit attention to both the 

discourse of the classroom and the literacy practices in which all classroom participants – 

inclusive of students, teachers, and researchers – engage. By theorizing literacy practices as 

positioning practices, these findings contribute to knowledge about how to change the social 

organization of intervention classrooms to support sustainable and equitable learning ecologies 

that effectively position youth as agents of their own learning and development. (1,200 words) 
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