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Analysis of Different Views and Conceptualizations of the Literacy
Practices of Pupils, Families, and Teachers in Costa Rican Primary
Education
Fernando Guzmán-Simón , Celia Moreno-Morilla , and Eduardo García-Jiménez

University of Seville, Seville, Spain

ABSTRACT
This article is based on a socio-cultural discourse model of literacy, whereby
literacy events are regarded as being situated within social practices, creat-
ing various formal, informal, and non-formal literacy events that are part of
multiliteracies. The aim of the research was to analyze primary pupils’
literacy practices (8–12 years) from the perspectives of 1,354 primary pupils,
1,020 family members, and 96 teachers in Costa Rica, using an ex-post facto
design and a survey method. The findings indicate that the three groups of
participants (pupils, family members, and teachers) have different views on
and conceptualizations of literacy practices in school and in the community.
The results show that young learners develop their literacy practices accord-
ing to their different communicative needs inside and outside school. A
multimodal literacy is promoted outside school to meet students’ daily
communicative needs. However, the school promotes a monomodal lit-
eracy, which allows pupils to respond essentially to school needs.
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Young learners’ literacy in primary education (from age 8 – 12 years) serves a useful purpose. Children
use reading and writing for a variety of reasons in everyday life, such as to find out the screening times at
cinemas, to share a personal experience with friends using an app, or to find out the best procedure for
returning a bought item. The ways in which literacy is used can vary according to context as pupils, their
families, and teachers develop their writing and reading skills in different domains and situations of
everyday life (Barton, 1991). This perspective with respect to literacy is based on the theoretical
assumptions of social semiotics and the ethnography of communication (Gee, 1999; Halliday, 1978;
Hymes, 1996; Maybin, 1994) as well as studies of literacy conducted by Barton (1994), Barton and
Hamilton (1998), Baynham (1995), Gee (1990), and Street (1995).

Various reports on primary education (from 8 – 12 years) in Costa Rica (CONARE, 2013;
Ministerio de Educación Pública [MEP], 2012) have shown limited improvement in literacy educa-
tion over the last decade. When data are compared with European and Asian countries in interna-
tional assessments (OECD, 2014, 2016), gaps in the field of literacy, in general, and reading
comprehension, in particular, have been identified (Montero, Rojas, & Zamora, 2014).

As a result of social changes introduced in Costa Rica in the last decade, it is necessary to
incorporate information and communications technology (ICT) in schools as part of curriculum
development and the transformation of teaching methodology (Molina & Cruz, 2013). However, ICT
use by teachers in the classroom is usually very limited, owing to the poor quality of technological
resources and Internet connectivity. These same reports highlight the lack of teachers’ methodolo-
gical knowledge for incorporating ICT in the curriculum of the primary school classroom.
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All these elements highlight the need to better understand the various literacy events in which
pupils of primary education engage and the domains in which they take place. The Programme
for International Student Assessment tests (OECD triennial study of 15-year-old students on
reading, mathematics, and scientific knowledge) (OECD, 2016) and the diagnostic tests adminis-
tered in the second cycle in Costa Rica from age 9 to 12 years (MEP, 2013) reiterate the need to
enhance understanding of literacy processes in the current context.

Theoretical framework

Barton (1994) has described literacy as situated social practices. More recently, Hamilton (2010)
has highlighted how the view of literacy has changed from a “discrete set of skills” to a “situated
social practice” (p. 9). The concept literacy practice was defined by Barton and Hamilton (2000)
as a “way of conceptualising the link between the activities of reading and writing and the social
structures in which they are embedded and which they help shape” (p. 6). The concept of
literacy practice describes the literacy awareness of a specific population, as well as the contexts
or situations in which people make use of literacy. However, these practices cannot be observed
directly, so we must first analyze the literacy events of daily life (Street, 2000). The concept of
literacy events was developed first by Heath (1983) and Street (1984, 1988), and reworked by
Street (2000). Literacy events are defined by Barton and Hamilton (2000) as “activities where
literacy has a role. Usually, there is a written text, or texts, central to the activity and there may
be talk around the text. Events are observable episodes that arise from practices and are shaped
by them” (p. 8). These literacy events are present in several daily and routine activities carried
out by young learners in primary education, where different styles of formal, informal, and
nonformal learning, oral and written, take place. Within the literacy events, literacy practices are
established that relate to certain contexts, cultural frameworks, or communities (Street, 1997).
Street (1994) highlights “the social uses and meanings of reading and writing” (p. 116) in literacy
practices. Therefore, the analysis of literacy practices needs to takes into account the literacy
events and the social meaning of those events.

The approach chosen for our research is based on the ideological rather than the autonomous
model of literacy (Street, 1994). The autonomous model is based on a set of “technical and neutral
skills” that do not differ depending on the context and culture in which they occur and “has
dominated curriculum and pedagogy” (Street, 1994, p. 120). In contrast, the ideological model refutes
the neutrality of the autonomous model and emphasizes the sociocultural context of literacy. A
systematic investigation of such writing and reading practices could help us identify those literacy
practices in which the pupils of primary education, their families, and teachers engage, as well as the
relationships established among the various domains such as home, school, and community, among
others. In the various social contexts in which the young learners, families, and teachers participate,
members share a number of conventions in terms of the objects of communication, discourse
structure, writing style, and so on (Harris, 1989). Currently, the writing and reading practices of
pupils, within and out of school, are not known, nor how these relate to the language and literacy
activities in Costa Rican primary schools.

Our analysis of literacy practices takes into account the particular context in Costa Rica, the use of
technology, and the ways in which literacy activities were conducted (for a wider discussion, see
Maybin, 2006) by primary school pupils in different communities and social domains. These
elements constitute an ecological approach, as defined by Barton’s literacy concept (1994). Martos
García (2010) described four social ecosystems where literacy events are grouped. These events
(situated and social activities) interact with several literacy practices and the environment according
to the following classification:
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(1) Personal literacy: individual activities that involve reading and/or writing in different places
and domains of non-formal and informal learning (e.g., individual literacy events or groups
outside the scope of school).

(2) Culture of instruction: social activities in which reading and/or writing are present in
different places and domains of formal learning (e.g., reading and writing tasks and activities
required at school).

(3) Library culture: activities in which reading and/or writing are present in different locations,
such as the use of public or private libraries.

(4) Cultural consumption: activities in which reading and/or writing are present in different
places and domains related to the purchase/sale of literate products (e.g., literacy events
related to the publishing market).

Due to literacy practices in our society, children’s literacy occurs not only within school, but also in
other places such as in their community and at home (Neuman & Celano, 2001). The various
domains present relationships of codependency with each other, where the ecological character of
literacy focuses on how young learners, families, and teachers interact with the literacy sources of a
community with which they identify.

Thus, the ecological approach allows us to observe how the literacy practices of pupils are
built on the interaction of different domains and spaces, which means taking a holistic approach
to oral and literate communication by focusing on the context (Pahl & Rowsell, 2012). The social
events frame the local and global literacy practices, where physical locations (such as bookstores
or libraries) and virtual ones (such as Twitter, Facebook, or WhatsApp) determine the type of
literacy practice in which young learners need to be competent. Thus, Brandt and Clinton (2002)
preferred to determine the literacy events as “localizing moves” and “globalizing connects,”
where “local human agents can be involved in globalizing work, whether in such overt acts as,
say, data processing or in the more subtle representation of global interests in local literacy
actions” (p. 351).

Digital technology has transformed the nature of local interactions (Lillis, 2013). This transfor-
mation is observable in schools (Maybin, 2006) where formal literacy (developed in an academic
environment, directed by a leader/teacher and assumed as a model) is mixed with everyday
experiences of informal (as the self-acquired literacy, defined by its holistic and self-directed
approach) and nonformal literacy (acquired from a leader/teacher serving as a model, in non-
academic or conventional environments) (Folkestad, 2006). Indeed, the ecological approach to
literacy has incorporated the concept of multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009) in multimodal
contexts (Kress, 2010), which emphasizes a system of hybrid literacy that combines print and digital
elements (Kalantzis & Cope, 2000). The focus of research into multiliteracies has been on the
changes in literacy practices experienced by participants, in the context of communicative practices
(New London Group, 1996). In it, multimodal and nonlinguistic forms of communication interact
with other linguistic forms (Jewitt, 2008). The latest developments have been several literate practices
in multimodal or monomodal, according to the media used for communication (Flewitt, 2006;
Walsh, 2010).

The adoption of hybrid literacy by the various actors to engage in multimodal discourse enhances
metadiscoursal knowledge of the various modes of a communication system and various socio-
cultural contexts (Kress, 2003). This situation takes place, for instance, when buying items at a
website on the Internet or sending WhatsApp messages. The widespread access to digital technology
from an early age has greatly changed the social practices of reading and writing in primary
education (Barton & Lee, 2012).

To investigate the literacy practices of primary pupils, we have focused on the following
objectives:
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(1) Describe the literacy events and practices of primary school pupils in Costa Rica using the
different dimensions (personal literacy, culture of instruction, library culture, and cultural
consumption).

(2) Identify differences in young learners’ literacy practices from the perspectives of family
members, teachers, and the pupils themselves.

(3) Compare the literacy practices of pupils in different domains (home, school, and commu-
nity) of Costa Rica with the data provided by young learners, families, and teachers.

Methodological framework

To describe pupils’ literacy events, we asked pupils, students, and teachers to complete a survey. This
description has relied on self-administered questionnaires (Clerehan, Guillermin, Epstein, &
Buchbinder, 2016; Lavrakas, 2008) completed by the participating young learners, some of their
family members, and their teachers. We have also studied the relation between the opinions of these
three groups regarding the literacy events. An ex-post-facto analysis completed this quantitative
research approach to verify the existence of differences in these events in terms of the different actors
(Creswell, 2009; Gil-Flores, Torres-Gordillo, & Perera Rodríguez, 2012).

All the participants (teachers, pupils, and families) in the current research were informed about
the nature of the study and the conditions of their participation. This participation was voluntary
and followed the informed-consent rules, which restrict the use of information for research purposes
only, and its confidentiality. This article has followed the internal regulation in Social Sciences by the
Ethical Committee of Experimentation of the University of Seville.

Sample

We studied the reading and writing practices of primary education pupils (age 8 – 12 years).
Specifically, young learners participated from seven schools in different provinces of Costa Rica
(Alajuela, Heredia, San José, and Cartago). To ensure the diversity of the sample, these centers were
chosen based on the following criteria: representation of public and private schools, proportionality
of boys and girls at each school (50% each), representation of different ages (8 – 12 years),
proportionality in the number of children in each educational level, and proportionality of location
(urban, semi-rural, and rural).

In the sample of schools, all the pupils participated, completing 1,354 self-report questionnaires in
total. Similarly, family members of these pupils filled in 1,020 self-reports. Finally, 96 teachers of the
pupils filled in self-reports of their own literacy events and those they taught.

Research instruments

The information was collected through completion of questionnaires in three versions, each of which
was completed in printed or online form, depending on the availability of the Internet.1 The
questions on the three versions of the questionnaire were the same, except the items referring to
the instructional literacy for parents and the items about personal literacy for teachers.

The self-report method of data collection was based on an ecological approach to literacy
(Douglas, 1970) and the approach of literacy studies (Barton, 1994; Barton & Hamilton, 1998;
Baynham, 1995; Gee, 1990; Maybin, 1994; Street, 1995). Based on this approach, questionnaires
were constructed using four different classifications of literacy events: personal literacy (e.g.,
Where do you usually read? Which means/format do you usually use for writing? When you
type on a digital media, where do you usually do it?), cultural consumption (e.g., Where do you
usually buy books? Which events/activities related to reading or writing have you attended?),
library culture (e.g., What do you usually use libraries for?), and culture of instruction (e.g.,
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What kind of text do you read more frequently at school? How are the readings recommended
by the teacher used in class? After reading the texts recommended, what kind of written
activities do you do?) (Martos García, 2010).

There was a standard procedure for administering the questionnaires. The printed version of the
questionnaire was completed in an ordinary classroom and the online version in a computer room.
For both versions, a researcher introduced the questionnaire, giving examples of how they might
respond as well as giving the children and teachers the opportunity to ask questions. The families’
questionnaire was sent in printed version to their homes with instructions.

The self-report questionnaire in its various versions was prepared by Guzmán-Simón & García-
Jiménez (2014) for a Spanish sample. The validity and reliability of this instrument were derived
from a Non-Metric Multidimensional Scaling (PROXSCAL) (see Figure 1) (Guzmán-Simón &
García-Jiménez, 2014). However, the items on the questionnaire were expressed in the local
vernacular, incorporating terms and expressions characteristic of the Spanish language spoken in
Costa Rica. In this article, we have analyzed only the 29 items common to all three versions. Each of
the items was assessed using a Likert-type scale from 0 (never) to 5 (always).

Data analysis

The analysis of the responses to all the items obtained from the self-report questionnaires took into
account the dimensions of the literacy events. Thus, a descriptive analysis was conducted based on
the calculation of the arithmetic averages and Standard Deviations of the responses. Similarly,
comparisons were made to determine the differences in the self-report questionnaires of pupils,
families, and teachers for which an analysis of variance was used. After applying the Levene test, it
was determined that there was homogeneity of variances. Tamhane’s T2 test is suitable for a post-
hoc analysis and was used to compare the means between groups (Upton & Cook, 2014).

To study the relationships between the different dimensions of the self-report questionnaires,
factor analyses were conducted for each of the three versions of self-report questionnaires. The
extraction method used was principal components and the rotated factor solution was obtained
using the varimax method (Jolliffe, 2013). A second-order factor analysis was performed based on
the rotated factors obtained in the first analysis.

Figure 1. Situated literacy events dimensions. Adapted from Martos García (2010).
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Findings

The results of this research first address the description of literacy events and practices in their
various dimensions (personal literacy, culture of instruction, library culture, and cultural consump-
tion), according to the first objective of our inquiry. Table 1 shows the averages corresponding to the
items of each of the dimensions of the self-report questionnaires in the versions for young learners,
families, and teachers. In these, we see that teachers are the ones who get the highest scores in the
dimensions of cultural consumption and culture of instruction. Pupils, in turn, are the ones who get
the highest scores in the dimensions of cultural literacy and library culture; we note that there are no
items related to teachers in the latter.

The results are salient to the extent that they show the different perspectives of pupils,
families, and teachers regarding the same literacy events and practices (Table 1). According to
pupils, their personal literacy is developed especially at home, making use of printed reading and
writing, such as reading and writing on the screen (mobile phones, computers, and tablets). On
the other hand, literacy in school is mainly developed through the reading of fiction, textbooks,
and photocopied extracts or handouts. The activity that teachers most frequently perform with
their students is the analysis of readings, and the most demanded school tasks are abstracts and
conceptual maps, to the detriment of the debates, reflections of the students, and personal
comments on reading and writing. Pupils highly value reading and writing in social networks
among their school tasks. Conversely, events related to cultural consumption (attendance at book
fairs, storytelling, etc.) and use of a library have a low score.

Table 1. The mean value of items shared among pupils, families, and teachers from all centers.

Dimension/Items Pupils Families Teachers Sig. in favor of

Personal literacy At home 3.46 2.42 4.34 Teachers
At school 2.79 3.15 3.06 Families
At the library 1.16 2.33 1.65 Teachers
On paper 4.26 2.50 4.38 Teachers
On the computer 3.69 2.75 4.43 Teachers
On the mobile phone 3.93 2.49 3.09 Students
On a tablet 3.05 2.52 1.05 Students
Social networks 3.20 2.16 2.92 Families
Blogs 1.74 2.32 1.19

Total 3.03 2.51 2.90

Cultural consumption In a bookshop 1.77 3.59 4.48 Teachers
On internet 1.60 0.38 1.23 Students
Book fair 2.02 1.37 1.70 Students
Storytelling 1.86 0.88 1.48 Students
Writing workshop 1.89 0.34 1.11

Total 1.83 1.31 2.00

Library culture As a reading room 2.52 1.22 — Students
Doing group projects 2.38 1.53 Students
For book borrowing 1.88 1.65 Students
For Internet access 1.81 0.72

Total 2.15 1.28 —

Culture of instruction Textbooks 3.18 — 4.47 Teachers
Magazine articles 1.51 2.99 Teachers
Reading books 3.30 3.92 Teachers
Class notes 3.07 4.30 Teachers
Photocopies 3.23 4.28 Teachers
Hold a debate 0.98 2.66 Teachers
The students reflect 2.68 3.82 Teachers
The teacher analyzes readings 3.35 4.16 Teachers
Summaries 3.48 4.08 Teachers
Outlines or concept maps 3.35 4.00 Teachers
Personal comments 2.70 3.51 Teachers

Total 2.80 — 3.83
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The opinion that families have about the personal literacy of their children points to the school as
the main place where literacy develops. Reading and writing on the computer (followed by the tablet
and handwriting) are the means most often mentioned by families, to the above reading and writing
on social networks or mobile phones. The overall cultural consumption is focused on bookstores,
while the rest of the items yield very low scores.

Teachers’ perspectives on their personal literacy shows that their literacy is developed at home
and is based on the use of computers and handwriting (surpassing the use of the tablet or mobile
phone). Teachers focus on a culture of instruction through textbooks, photocopies, and class notes.
The tasks they demand of their students are summaries and conceptual maps. Teachers’ cultural
consumption is focused on bookstores and contrasts with the low score of other modes of cultural
consumption (internet, book fairs, etc.).

The comparative analysis of the dimension personal literacy allows us to infer that families
perceive that their children read mainly at school, whereas pupils and their teachers think they do
so more often at home. Also, families differ from teachers and young learners in their assessment of
the use of digital media in general and writing on the computer in particular. Similarly, the
consideration of reading and writing in social networks differs when the perception of the pupils
and teachers is compared with that of the families. In the opinion of the latter, the literacy process of
their children occurs mainly at school, which becomes the dominant literacy agent.

The use of an analytic procedure such as factor analysis helped us reduce the complexity observed
in the responses of the three participant groups to the 29 items. Thus, we have identified differences
in young learners’ literacy practices from the perspectives of family members, teachers, and the
pupils themselves, according to the second aim of our research. Because there are significant
differences between the three groups in almost all of the items, we have carried out a reduction
from three factor analysis, one for each of the three groups of participants involved. The solutions
obtained have identified principal components associated with each of the three groups involved in
the investigation. These components are only related to the dimensions of personal literacy and
culture of instruction; for the remaining dimensions, main components were not found that
explained the variability observed in the self-report questionnaires of pupils, families, and teachers.
As a consequence, the dimensions of cultural consumption and library culture were not considered
in subsequent analysis (see Table 2).

The first dimension shown in Table 2, personal literacy, helps explain the responses of pupils and
families from the manner of literacy (monomodal and multimodal) and the responses of teachers from
the ways of learning literacy (formal vs nonformal and informal). The main component, monomodal
literacy practices, explains the items that are related to reading in print that are performed in different
domains (family, neighborhood, school, community of friends, etc.). However, the second major
component, multimodal literacy practices, explains the items of multimodal writing that took place in
global domains (writing on the computer, mobile phone, social networks, blogs, etc.).

The analysis of the principal components performed from the responses of teachers reduces the
variability of the items into two components (see Table 2), which refer to the ways of learning

Table 2. Main components associated with each of the writing and reading participants and dimensions, with the percentage (in
parentheses) of variance explained after rotation.

Actors
Dimensions Pupils Families Teachers

Personal literacy Monomodal literacy practices
(27.47)

Monomodal literacy practices
(27.54)

Formal literacy practices (29.80)

Multimodal literacy practices
(26.13)

Multimodal literacy practices
(25.59)

Informal and non-formal literacy
practices (22.09)

Culture of
instruction

Unidirectional literacy practices
(22.68)
Multidirectional

Unidirectional literacy practices (28.13)

literacy practices (36.16) Multidirectional literacy practices (30.31)
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(formal/informal and nonformal literacy). Thus, though teachers know that there are literacy
practices in different media (print, tablet, blogs, etc.), these practices serve different purposes: in
the first component, formal literacy practices, the student literacy events are related to professional
work of teachers in the school domain; the second component, nonformal/informal literacy prac-
tices, is linked to the activity of teachers outside the school domain (personal, social, etc.). In both
components, literacy practices incorporate multimodal codes.

The second dimension contained in Table 2, culture of instruction, refers only to pupils and
teachers. Here, too, two main components were obtained. In the first component, called “unidirec-
tional literacy practices,” tasks assigned by teachers are based on the use of reading books, textbooks,
or photocopies and the creation of summaries. The second component, called “multidirectional
literacy practices,” refers to the tasks assigned by teachers and involves literacy practices in which
young learners learn through discussion, reflection, analysis of readings, and the development of
outlines or conceptual maps.

In this same dimension, the analysis of the principal components drawn from the responses of
teachers also identifies two components that explain in an analogous way the variability observed in the
items. However, multidirectional literacy practices refer to tasks involving debate, reflection on and
analysis of texts, as well as the use of textbooks and photocopies, which, in the case of pupils, were
among the unidirectional practices. Consequently, while loading on to the unidirectional/multidirec-
tional axis, teachers and pupils introduce differentiating nuances in describing the culture of instruction.

The third objective of our analysis was the comparison of the literacy practices of pupils in Costa
Rica in different domains, such as home and school, from the point of view of young learners, families,
and teachers. A joint analysis of the self-report questionnaires completed by the three groups, made
through a factor analysis of second-order analysis, draws out connections among the components
described above (see Table 3). In this analysis, we see how, in the first principal component, responses to
items related to the multimodal literacy practices of pupils and families are explained. Families gave a
high score for their children’s use of computers for reading and writing (0.703) in terms of personal
literacy outside school. This viewpoint is analogous to that of the children, whereas the perspective of
teachers differed. According to the teachers, children read (at home, at the school, and in libraries) and
perform handwriting as part of their monomodal literacy practices linked to the school (0.688). These
practices are also unidirectional, given that the children read textbooks or take notes during the classes
even when this reading and writing serves neither a situated nor social function (0.797).

On the contrary, in the second principal component, the items related to pupils’ unidirectional
literacy practices, the monomodal practices of pupils, families, and teachers’ multidirectional prac-
tices are all explained. On the one hand, children and their families link monomodal literacy
practices to school reading and handwriting (0.843 and 0.773, respectively). Children consider
their reading and writing tasks as unidirectional literacy practices (0.752), where literacy as a social
and situated function is not promoted. On the other hand, teachers’ opinions about the literacy
activities performed in the classroom are completely different. They believe that multidirectional
literacy practices in the classroom are frequent (0.297).

A graphic representation of these rotated components may show a clearer perspective of the
relationship among the dimensions of literacy practices and agents (see Figure 2).

As shown in Figure 2, the elements that best discriminate on the vertical axis correspond to the
scores of pupils and their families in the monomodal literacy practices (V_monomodal_literacy_S,
V_monomodal_literacy_F) component, and pupils in the component unidirectional literacy prac-
tices (IC_unidireccional_literacy_S). In the horizontal axis, the most discriminative elements lie in
scores associated with the formal literacy practices (V_formal_literacy_T) component referred to
teachers and multimodal literacy practices (V_multimodal_literacy_F) for the families component.
Similarly, it is observed that, though the vertical axis consists mainly of literacy practices of pupils,
the horizontal axis represents the best literacy practices of teachers. In the case of families, the
presence of the dimension personal literacy (V_multiliteracy_F) would indicate that they consider
the use of digital media for writing in the “home” domain to be an eminently social event.
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Discussion

The results obtained lead us in our discussion to a series of principles characterizing literacy events
in primary school pupils (from 8 – 12 years), highlighting differences between the viewpoints of
those young learners, their family members, and teachers. In this section, we will justify each
principle in terms of the literacy practices that are performed in distinct domains.

Table 3. Dimensions of literacy practices according to the three agents.

Components

Pupils 1 2

Personal literacy Monomodal literacy practices Pupils read at home 0.049 0.843
. . . read at school
. . . read at the library
. . . write on paper

Multimodal literacy practices Pupils type on the computer 0.456 0.037
. . . type on the mobile phone
. . . type on a tablet
. . . post on social networks
. . . type on blogs

Culture of instruction Unidirectional literacy practices Pupils read textbooks 0.120 0.752
. . . read books
. . . read class notes
. . . read photocopies
. . . do summaries

Multidirectional literacy practices Pupils read magazine articles 0.171 0.074
. . . do reflections
. . . hold debates
. . . do personal comments
Teachers analyze readings
. . . offer outlines or conceptual maps

Families 1 2

Personal literacy Multimodal literacy practices My son/daughter types on the computer 0.703 −.138
. . . types on the mobile phone
. . . types on a tablet
. . . posts on social networks
. . . posts on blogs

Monomodal literacy practices My son/daughter reads at home −.096 0.773
. . . reads at school
. . . reads at the library
. . . writes on paper

Teachers 1 2

Personal literacy Formal literacy practices Pupils read at home 0.688 −.001
. . . read at school
. . . read at the library
. . . write on paper

Non-formal/informal literacy practices Pupils type on the computer −.148 −0.222
. . . type on the mobile pone
. . . type on a tablet
. . . post on social networks
. . . type on blogs

Culture of Instruction Multidirectional practices Pupils read photocopies 0.148 0.297
. . . do reflections
. . . hold debates
. . . make personal comments
Teachers analyze readings

Unidirectional practices Pupils read textbooks 0.797 0.121
. . . read magazine articles
. . . read class notes
. . . do summaries
. . . make personal comments
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The first objective of our research was to describe the literacy practices of young learners. We
found that literacy practices were understood differently depending on who was describing them.
Family members reported that, in the home domain, pupils develop literacy-related events related to
monomodal codes when performing homework, as well as multimodal codes linked to the use of
digital technology (computers, tablets, mobile phones, etc.) in response to nonschool demands (e.g.,
friends). On the other hand, teachers believe that individual reading and writing activities are
explained to a greater extent by the formal literacy practices component. This means that, from
the perspective of teachers, young learners develop their literacy practices related to school in the
home domain.

In addition, pupils develop different literacy practices according to the domain in which
they occur. At school age, the set of domains that best explains the literacy events of pupils are
the dimensions of personal literacy and culture of instruction. For young learners, the literacy
events are related to the demands that take place in the domains of the home, friends,
neighborhood, or school. According to such demands, the student develops nonformal and
informal practices through the use of different digital media (computer, mobile phone, tablet,
etc.), and through participating in social networks (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) as well as writing
blogs. Such nonformal and informal practices tend to predominate in domains that are mainly
located in individual reading and writing activities (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Ivanič et al.,
2009). In the school domain, pupils receive demands to which they respond with formal
practices (reading textbooks, conducting activities of literary creation, etc.) (Ames, 2005; Cox
& Robinson-Pant, 2005; Larson, 2005). These institutional practices are related to the social
activities of reading and writing related to the formal learning. The use of the mobile phone in
different domains is an excellent example of how young learners integrate nonformal and
informal practices originating from individual reading and writing practices into the school
domain. The dual perspectives of the pupils and families with regard to digital media is of
interest; so, whereas families consider computer use as a literacy practice, they do not consider

Figure 2. Coordinate axis graph obtained from the second order factor analysis. Note. Pupils’ monomodal literacy practices
(V_monomodal_literacy_S); families’ monomodal literacy practices (V_monomodal_literacy_F); Pupils’ unidirectional literacy
practices (IC_unidireccional_literacy_S); Teachers’ unidirectional literacy practices (IC_unidireccional_literacy_T); Teachers’ formal
literacy practices (V_formal_literacy_T); Teachers’ non-formal literacy (V_non_formal_literacy_T); Pupils’ multimodal literacy
practices (V_multidirectional_literacy_S); Teachers’ multimodal literacy practices (V_multidirectional_literacy_T); Families’ personal
literacy (V_multiliteracy_F); Pupils’ personal literacy (V_multiliteracy_F).
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mobile phone use in the same way. In contrast, according to pupils, the mobile phone is a
writing tool in addition to a computer (Tierney, Bond, & Bresler, 2006).

The second objective was to analyze the differences in young learners’ literacy practices from the
perspectives of family members, teachers, and the pupils themselves. We found that the home
domain exerts a stronger influence in multiliteracies than does the school domain (Ivanič et al.,
2009). On the one hand, the school domain has a monomodal literacy centered on school materials
and carried out in print or written by hand. In the home domain, when pupils use a computer, they
normally do so to complete a school assignment. On the other hand, multimodal literacy (Bezemer &
Kress, 2008; Lancaster, 2003; Pahl, 2003) is developed in individual reading and writing activities in
the domains of the home, friends, neighborhoods, and the like, through the use of a mobile, tablets,
and so on.

Family members show that it is in the home domain where multimodal literacy practices tend
to take place, which results in frequent use of various digital technologies (computers, tablets,
mobile phone, etc.). Consequently, multiliteracies are developed mainly in individual reading
and writing activities, where the domains of home, communities of friends, and so on, promote
multimodal literacy practices. At the opposite end are the monomodal literacy practices devel-
oped at the school domain under the social activities of reading and writing related to formal
learning (Barton & Lee, 2012; Gee, 2004; Knobel & Lankshear, 2007; Maybin, 2006; Merchant,
Gillen, Marsh, & Davies, 2013; Street & Street, 1991).

Consequently, there is little awareness of literacy events and practices in dimensions other
than the social activities of reading and writing in school. There is little social awareness of
literacy events located in nonschool domains (Bearne, 2003). For teachers, the various tech-
nologies (especially mobile phones and tablets) and social media (social networks, blogs, etc.)
are not relevant in the classroom, making learning promoted at school unrelated to student
multiliteracies (Carrington, 2005; Healy, 2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). This circumstance
lessens the authenticity of the writing and reading practices offered by teachers, weakens
student motivation toward the literacy tasks, and widens the gap between school and social
practices (Pahl & Rowsell, 2012).

The third objective was to compare the literacy practices of Costa Rican pupils in different
domains. We found that the development of multiliteracies takes place in several domains and
focuses on personal reading and writing activities. The computer meets the needs arising from
homework and social networks. However, the computer competes with the mobile phone and tablet
in social networks in several domains. Communication through social networks involves a more
complex use of a multimodal environment, where pupils require multiliteracies (visual, audiovisual,
verbal, etc.) to be proficient in communication through the Internet.

Therefore, poor training at school regarding multiliteracies makes it impossible to attain an
optimal development of digital, informational, and audiovisual skills in other domains. The
development of multiliteracies in pupils is carried out in a global domain outside of school
(home, friends, bookstore, library, etc.). This means that the multiliteracies required to under-
stand and construct a multimodal text is limited to personal reading and writing activities, such
as using social networks (Larson, 2006). The school does not sufficiently develop the strategic
components (use of various digital media, digital and nondigital texts, multimodal composition
of texts, etc.) of competence in linguistic communication (Walsh, 2010). However, such multi-
literacies are not transferred from the domains of the home, friends, neighborhood, and so on,
to the school domain. For these competencies to be part of learning, homework needs to
incorporate multimodal literacy practices, using various modes in written communication
(Davies, Halford, & Gibbins, 2012; Warchauer, 2007). In this regard, a new literacy requires
different or additional training for teachers (Cervetti, Damico, & Pearson, 2006; Luke, 2000).
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Limitations and directions for future research

The results obtained in this work have allowed us to obtain an overview of the literacy events and
practices of pupils. However, there are some issues that future research should address. For instance,
in our research, the main caregiver completed the questionnaire. In a few cases, this was a grand-
parent rather than a parent. In future research, it would be useful to record the number of responses
per household as well as the proportion of parents or other relatives who complete the questionnaire.
Indeed, future research into the influence of other family members, such as siblings, would
contribute to a fuller understanding of the development of multiliteracies in different domains.

A further limitation is that we have not been able to study the literacy practices of participants in
depth. For this reason, we would wish to complement our quantitative study with a qualitative one,
which would allow us to gain greater insight into how literacy practices are influenced by school,
home, and other contexts.

Future research should address the problem of literacy through a more qualitative approach. This
type of methodology could help to overcome the limitations identified in this study and to complement
the analysis performed here (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). A qualitative approach, supported by
the use of naturalistic observation and in-depth interviews, would provide an opportunity to focus on
oral literacy practices and literacy events that have not been analyzed in the current study.

The research report here could be the first phase of a mixed methods design, with the
second phase employing a more qualitative method. Such a qualitative approach should
provide a deeper understanding of the practices and literacy events of young learners, family
members, and teachers, and how these interact. The mixed method (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998) would obtain a double vision and a deeper perspective on
the practices and literacy events of a purposive sample of pupils, parents, and teachers
(Compton-Lilly & Halverson, 2014; Hull & Schultz, 2002; Lytra, 2007; Rogers & Elias, 2012).

Conclusion

The research was founded on the perspective of literacy as a social practice (Barton, 1991; Barton &
Hamilton, 2000; Street, 1984) linked to written activities. Thus, the study of written communication
has a situated character, from a historical and social perspective (Barton, 1994). In this study, we
have presented some relevant findings regarding literacy development and its relation to the home
and family contexts, as well as their interaction with formal school learning. Pupils’ different literacy
practices are inter-related in various domains. Young learners develop their literacy practices
according to the different communication needs they have in the school domain (completing a
written task, reading a text, etc.) or in the domains of the home, the neighborhood, friends, and so
on (making an appointment, answering an e-mail, finding a video on the Internet) (Ivanič & Moss,
1991). This is because in families a multimodal literacy is promoted to meet daily communication
needs. These literacy practices in the domains of the home, friends, and so on are situated in
individual reading and writing activities.

However, the school does not incorporate multimodal literacy (Camitta, 1993), and teachers
promote a monomodal literacy that allows pupils to respond essentially to school needs. Thus,
literacy practices developed in the school domain are located in individual reading and writing
activities and the social activities of reading and writing related to the formal learning.

Monomodal and multimodal literacy practices show not only the character of literacy, but
also the inter-relationship between different domains of young learners, which confirms the
value of an ecological approach to the study of literacy (Syverson, 2008). Knowledge of the
multiliteracies of primary school pupils should become the starting point of literacy at school.
Learning for life would be enhanced and the need to promote practical learning in a social
context would be underscored (Unsworth, 2001).
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Note

1. The version for students can be found at https://es.surveymonkey.com/r/ZCTNDGQ, the family version can be
found at https://es.surveymonkey.com/r/9WSL63J, and the version for teachers at https://es.surveymonkey.
com/r/9W9YGTV.
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