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Recently, Tierney (2014) mapped the changes in literacy research over recent 

decades and highlighted how this period has been marked by recognition that literacy is 

more than a set of skills one learns. Literacy, thusly re-conceptualized, is understood as a 

way of “being” in both personal and social circumstances.  Moving away from a focus on 

completing academic tasks, Tierney positions literacy as sets of complex processes for 

“accessing and addressing local and global issues that matter- poverty, shelter, nutrition, 

health, and general well-being, including hope, possibility, imagination, respect and self 

and group determination” (p. 42). In this manuscript, we engage the notion of “being” 

literate when we enact particular literate identities. As such, we understand literacy as a 

set of tools for social action; as efforts directed toward fashioning a role; as articulating 

appropriate and productive language for enacted role(s); as recognizing audience 

responses for successful and unsuccessful deployment of selected identity platforms; and 

as the perception of activities as situated within designated event structures. In so doing, 

we are asking for a new look at what have been called “adolescent literacies.” 

Drawing on sociocultural learning theory, researchers have proposed that different 

social contexts require different literacies, such that a literate identity enacted in a given 

context may not map with fidelity onto other social contexts (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; 

Barton & Ivanic, 1991; Lewis, Enciso & Moje, 2007; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Street, 

1995).  However, much of the work from adolescent literacy researchers has built on the 

obverse perspective; that is, seeking ways that youth literacies can be bridged with 

school-based literacy practices. But the motivation (and consequences) for this bridging 

are often the co-opting of what are productive literacy practices in situ, in order to graft 

them onto the social circumstances of classrooms.  

Therefore, we selected service-learning  (S-L) as a particular framing, as a 

provisional learning context, which can be used to both enhance and delineate notions of 

Literate Identities. And likewise, we consider literate identities as both outcomes and 

building processes of S-L that may provide it with direct relationships to literacy 

theorizing. It is also important to realize the social circumstance of something called 



“service-learning” will vary across its enactments (bee-keeping, or greening landfill 

management). We suggest S-L may provide an “as if” or a  “good enough” specificity for 

this argument. Our aim is to demonstrate how identity (in this case, particular adolescent 

and literacy ones) and service-learning can each be leveraged to define, delimit, as well 

as elaborate each other.   

A starting point for identities within service-learning is found in sociocultural 

perspectives of learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Moll, 1990; Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 

1978; Wertsch, 1991). Through this lens, learning is a socially situated endeavor, in 

which knowledge is a cultural product constructed through and constructive of 

interactions in unique cultural contexts within/across school and community spheres 

(Cone & Harris, 1996; Shadduck-Hernandez, 2006; Taylor, 2014).  A first task in this 

manuscript will be to establish what S-L is and is not.   Second, we describe what we 

mean by literacy identities. Much has been written in this regard, particularly for 

adolescents, though nothing precludes an expansion to early and adult literacies. Building 

on the intersections of these two constructs, we conclude with a braiding of service-

learning and literate identities and redefine what roles within service-learning might 

entail. 

Within a service learning project, students position themselves in new ways. And 

from Langenhoven and Harrè’s (1999) model, negotiating these multiple positional 

stances creates roles for the students. Further, these roles are recognized as valuable ones 

in the completion of the task(s) of the project. For example, in a project on diverting 

green waste for composting, students’ research can be used to position themselves as 

waste reduction experts. From Gee’s (2004) account of “shape shifting portfolio people,” 

where individuals manage selves by building up skills and experiences, “waste reduction 

expert,” as enacted in a service-learning project, becomes part of the students’ identity 

kits. Service-learning entails not just providing community service, but learning valued 

skills, competencies, and ways of being that students learn as needed and can add to their 

literacy identity kits.  Different projects may require unique literacy practices, different 

embedded roles, and even components within a project may require that practices are 

adapted and shifted.  In a waste-composting example, students may need to learn the 

disciplinary languages and literacies of environmental conservationists, waste resource 



managers, and news media in order to engage in community outreach about diverting 

green waste for composting.   However, if the students in such a project aim to create a 

green waste reduction program at their school or in their communities, additional 

literacies related to business planning and marketing would help them present their plan 

to school and community leadership boards.  In either scenario, the rhetorical goal must 

be using that particular language in ways that are validated by the particular audience of 

local experts. Consequently, the choice of participating experts is important. 

Oftentimes, in projects intending to use S-L, teachers will substitute for the 

external expert. We see this as a potential role conflict for the teacher. In moving from 

the role of project facilitator, or curator to that of ersatz evaluator, teachers could 

diminish the creative and liberatory potential of a S-L initiative. Consider the fact that 

students regularly pursue opportunities to publish their writing outside of schools with 

different authentic judges of their capability (i.e., blogs, fanfiction). If students’ media 

press releases or school policy proposals are evaluated solely by the teacher, the 

authenticity of the literacy event may be lost, and the project subsequently relegated to 

another school assignment. Students mimic “more expert” others in sets of practices - 

identity kits (Gee, 2004) - in order to be seen as literate members of a community. 

However, in a service-learning project, students can position themselves as the experts 

and redefine the concepts in terms of student needs. In positioning selves, students 

fabricate new identities within the needs of the project. Writing presciently on identity 

within specific culture groups and subgroups, Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain 

(1998) offer: 

Significant to our concept is the situatedness of identity in collectively formed 

activities. The ‘identities’ that concern us are ones that trace our participation, 

especially our agency, in socially produced, culturally constructed activities - 

what we call figured worlds…(p. 40) 

The rich fluidity of figured worlds, in contrast to scripted classroom lessons, we argue, is 

what is needed to create opportunities for students’ uptake and use of identities. Holland, 

et al. also refer to figured worlds as “as if” contexts: “Figured worlds rest upon people’s 

abilities to form and be formed in collectively realized ‘as if’ realms” (p. 49) and 

subsequently “A person engaged in a social life, a person involved in an activity or 



practice, is presumed to have a perspective. One looks at the world in terms of what one 

is trying to do.” (p. 49) And finally, 

These socially-generated, culturally figured worlds, many linguists believe, are 

necessary for understanding the meaning of words [and we would add other 

semiotic systems]...By ‘figured world,’ then, we mean a socially and culturally 

constructed realm of interpretation in which particular characters and actors are 

recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are 

valued over others. (p. 52, addition ours) 

This is where Holland, et al’s (1998) “figured worlds” meet S-L, and may afford 

opportunities for students to construct unique and new identities, or roles.  Service-

learning projects are fundamentally designed to be mutually beneficial to all 

involved.  Community members, students, and teachers collaborate in a synergistic 

relationship where beliefs, values and agendas (in essence, identities) are merged in order 

to accomplish common goals.  As all members involved in a project interact, their 

individual identities within the project (role affordances) morph in relation to one another 

to construct a shared sense of identity, which forms the common bonds (or agency) that 

represent membership in the community. 
 

	


