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Abstract 

This paper uses positioning theory to examine the ways in which teacher educators (now, what, 

specifically, are you examining?).  Teacher educators’ speech acts are analyzed as they discuss 

their engagement with pre-service teachers around literacy during a preliminary exploration of 

the topic.  Through the discussion between six teacher educators and two doctoral students over a 

60-minute semi-structured interview, the characteristics of literacy within education are 

addressed.  Open coding of the speech acts was then employed to discern central themes of 

engagement with educational text (text regarding the discipline of education).  Purpose, validity, 

and access were identified as major contributors to educational literacy.  A second evaluation of 

the discussion in light of these findings led to an examination of the ways that teacher educators 

position themselves as readers and teachers of reading.  Findings reveal that teacher educators 

position themselves as critical consumers of text that consider purpose and validity whenever 

they read.  The ways in which teacher educators prepare pre-service teachers to engage with text 

contradict the positions they establish as readers of educational text. This then creates questions 

about how teacher educators’ reflexive positioning of their students affects the ways in which 

pre-service teachers engage with text.  

 

 

Keywords: disciplinary literacy, education, professional identity 

 

 

 



Creating Barriers: The Effects of Teacher Educator’s Positions  2 

 

Introduction 

Disciplinary literacy postulates that each discipline approaches text in a way that reflects 

the thinking done within those disciplines (e.g. mathematicians value proof, historians are 

concerned with sources, etc.) (Moje, 2008; Shanahan, Shanahan, & Misischia, 2011).  A 

discipline is a community of practice whose members’ socio-cognitive characteristics are shared 

through discourse and institutionalized standards. Academic texts are a specialized form of 

discourse that require specialized response by their readers (Shanahan, Shanahan, & Misichia, 

2011).  Disciplinary literacy requires those who engage in literacy within a discipline to position 

themselves as practitioners of that discipline.  In order to identify the characteristics of a 

discipline, one must identify the position taken by those engaged within it.  In the first 

interpretation of the data used in this paper, I attempted to build a case for recognition of 

education as a discipline. In doing so I realized that a first crucial step is describing the position 

taken by those considered to be masters within education towards educational text (text 

regarding the discipline of education).  In this paper I connect disciplinary literacy and 

positioning theory to enrich the understanding of both based on a preliminary exploration of the 

topic. 

 

I will explore the following questions regarding the disciplinary literacy of education: 

1. What messages about educational text are communicated through the speech acts of 

teacher educators? 

2. What do these speech acts reveal about the position teacher-educators take towards 

educational text? 

3. What do these speech acts reveal about the position teacher-educators take towards 

preservice teachers? 

 

Method 

The speech acts recorded in a focus group provide the primary data for this study.  

Related scholarly articles and personal reflection will also be included.  Single case study design 

(Stake, 1995) was employed and content analysis of a 60-minute semi-structured interview 

between six pre-service teacher faculty and two doctoral students incorporated.  An open coding 

analysis was used to understand the ways in which pre-service teacher educators engage with 
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text (via their speech acts about their practices) and how they teach their students to engage with 

educational text (via their speech acts about their practices) (Strauss & Corbin, 2007).  These 

codes were then refined through use of paraphrased transcripts of the interview.  This process 

was done by the two doctoral students present during the focus group reviewing the video and 

transcripts over three sessions.  A fourth review by a single doctoral student was done to 

consider the results of the previous reviews through the lens of positioning theory.  

 

Results/Discussion 

 Open-coding of speech acts during the semi-structured interview led to the creation of 

three categories of disciplinary qualities found in education: purpose, validity, and access.  

Purpose and validity regarding engagement with a text were explicitly discussed, while access 

was a tacit undercurrent during the focus group.  Through the explanation of their own stances 

towards text and their stances towards providing instruction in how to engage with text, the 

participants described the duties they choose to enact as readers and the duties they choose to 

perform as teacher educators.  As readers, the teacher educators defined their duties by the 

purpose they had in reading the text.  Two major purposes emerged from the discussion: reading 

to find results and reading to understand a methodology.  This purpose then affected the ways in 

which validity, another major theme of the discussion, was determined.  This explicit, purpose 

driven, engagement with only certain parts of a text sheds light on the positions taken by the 

teacher educators under different circumstances.   

Teacher educators, however, do not include this stance explicitly in their instruction of 

pre-service teachers and, thus, tacitly position pre-service teachers as being separate from the 

discipline of education.  The question of a text’s validity is also not explicitly taught to pre-

service teachers. Neither is there an implicit expectation that pre-service teachers will question 

the validity. This view of the pre-service teacher effects the access that teacher educators provide 

them.  The speech acts of the teacher educators revealed that they position most pre-service 

teachers as reluctant and/or incompetent readers.  This then influences the ways in which teacher 

educators position themselves within their pre-service teacher classrooms.  Though their role 

includes preparing pre-service teachers to join in the professional community, the position that 

teacher educators take towards literacy instruction does not fully include assumption of that duty.   
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Conclusions 

 Disciplinary literacy refers to how knowledge is created and communicated within a field 

(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012).  A position is the confluence of rights and duties a particular 

group or situation affords and positioning is the act of claiming a particular position (Harré, 

2011). The two concepts, disciplinary literacy and positioning, meet in the voluntary choosing of 

an individual to execute the disciplinary expectations as part of their position while engaging 

with text. There exists a disconnect between the disciplinary expectations that teacher educators 

have for themselves while reading and the expectations that they extend towards their pre-service 

teacher students that affects the professional identity then taken up as part of the pre-service 

teachers’ emerging concept of their own position within the field.  This study, though limited by 

a single semi-structured interview with only eight participants, sheds light on the ways in which 

positioning theory and disciplinary literacy connect. 

This article adds to the understanding of the extent to which positions, deliberate and tacit 

(McVee, 2011), are communicated within a formal community, such as that of a university.  For 

example, what duties regarding instruction in literacy are taken up by teacher-educators?  The 

paper also addresses the ways in which teacher-educators’ positions are reflexively influenced by 

their perception of the position of pre-service teachers.   Questions that arise from this paper 

include: How do pre-service teachers position themselves as readers of educational text?  How 

are the positions of pre-service teachers affected by the positions of teacher educators?  Do the 

positions of teacher educators in a classroom mirror the positions described by their speech acts 

during this preliminary exploration of the topic. 
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