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Attuning to the Digital: Inquiring into Our Teacher Educator Literacies
Practices

TARA LYNN SCHEFFEL
Wilfred Laurier University

LORI MCKEE
University of Saskatchewan

BETHANY CORREIA
Wilfred Laurier University

Abstract
This article reports on a collaborative S-STEP where the authors, in response to the LLRC
2024 Preconference Call, attuned to digital media within their instructional practices in
elementary English Language Arts (ELA) methods courses. This inquiry engaged with
posthumanist theories of agential realism and concepts of entanglement and intra-actions.
Findings for this paper come from an agential cut focused on a set of reading-focused
literacy centers. The findings show the digital-in-practice, where digital media were always
in relation to other human and non-human elements. Through its consideration of these
intra-actions, this S-STEP illuminates elements of teaching and research practices and
identifies implications for each.
Keywords: literacies; pedagogies; teacher education; digital media; self-study of teacher
education practices

The aim of self-study research is to provoke,
challenge and illuminate rather than confirm and settle.
(Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001, p. 20).

This article presents findings from a self-study of teacher educator practices (S-
STEP). As the opening quote highlights, this study was created to illuminate (Bullough &
Pinnegar, 2001) the elements that produced pedagogies (Barad, 2007). Our goal was to
improve teaching practice (LaBoskey, 2004) to better support preservice teachers (PSTs)
within an evolving and challenging context that narrowed instructional methods (McKee
& Scheffel, 2024). This contentious context was recognized in a 2024 special issue in
Language & Literacy (Downey et al., 2024) that considered increased debates resurfacing
around instructional reading methods in Canada and calls for mandated and scripted
programs that focus on isolated reading skills. The call for the Language and Literacy
Researchers of Canada (LLRC) 2024 preconference, with its focus on reimagining
language and literacies education in a digital age, prompted us to recognize that this
instructional context had overshadowed other elements that were a part of producing our
pedagogies. In this article, we return to the data and attune to digital media. We understand
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digital media as “the means of communicating a message” (Walsh, 2011, p. 105) through
electronic resources (e.g., videos, games, teaching materials) and use this term to
encompass the terms “digital” and “digital technologies™. In this article, we consider the
ways digital media were a part of a set of reading-focused literacy centers, and the
implications of this for teacher educator literacies pedagogies and research.

As we seek to illuminate the elements that were part of producing our pedagogies
(Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001), we aim to both improve our practice and to share examples
of our pedagogies with other teacher educators. LaBoskey (2004) describes this shared
concern as a “nexus between public and private, theory and practice, research and
pedagogy, self and other” (p. 818). We recognize that this nexus includes human and non-
human elements such as teachers, students, curricula, context, and materials (Barad, 2007).

Theoretical Perspectives

This study is focused through agential realism (Barad, 2007), a posthuman theory
that holds a relational ethico-onto-epistemology! that resists binaries (Kuby et al., 2019),
and “decenters the human as the focus of analysis and the origin of all knowing” (Kuby,
2017, p. 878). Peach (2024) explains that “Barad’s (2007) agential realist theory counters
the idea that agency belongs to, or resides within, individual humans. Instead, agency is
conceived as materializing through relations between human, nonhuman, material, and
discursive aspects of the world” (pp. 1-2). Barad (2007) explains this materializing of
elements as mutually constituted through intra-actions. In literacy education, studies
attending to posthumanist understandings of intra-action do not focus on “‘what was
learned... [but] Instead [they focus on], ‘how do human and nonhuman intra-actions
produce the world?’” (Kuby et al., 2019, p. 10).

This article focuses on the human and non-human intra-actions that produce teacher
education literacies pedagogies. Though the term self-study may suggest centering a
human (Loughran, 2005), posthumanist researchers engaging in self-study explain the
approaches as compatible, as self-studies do not focus on the self, but the self in relation to
practice (Edwards et al., 2025; Strom et al., 2018a). Viewing the self in relation to practice
means that the human is always viewed as in relation to other human and non-human
elements that produce practice. By attuning to digital media in this article, we do not seek
to center this particular non-human element but to instead make visible other human and
non-human elements that produced our teacher education literacies pedagogies.

Literature Review
Informed by this relational approach, our literature review begins with a
consideration of digital media within elementary literacies instruction. Though we locate
our pedagogies in teacher education, they are entangled with pedagogies in elementary
education as we provide opportunities for preservice teachers (PSTs) to experience and
interrogate activities and pedagogies that could be enacted in an elementary classroom

! Barad (2007) introduced the term ethico-onto-epistem-ology to denote the inseparability of
ethics, ontology and epistemology when engaging in knowledge production through research. For
more information, see Geerts (2016) and Kuby et al. (2019).
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(McKee & Scheffel, 2024). We then turn to literature specifically focused on digital media
in teacher education.

Digital Media in Elementary Literacies Pedagogies

As teacher educators, we acknowledge the importance of mirroring digital media
options used in elementary school to our teacher education classrooms. Technologies are
increasingly used in classrooms alongside traditional materials to support expansive,
multimodal literacies (i.e., meaning-making) (e.g., Burnett & Merchant, 2018; Kern, 2015;
Liu et al., 2024; McKee & Heydon, 2020; Papadopoulou et al., 2025). Burnett and
Merchant (2018) recognize that these contemporary literacies appreciate “the generative
and emergent quality of the types of meaning making associated with digital tools” (p. 3).
The uses of digital technologies have the potential to expand meaning-making
opportunities in classrooms and provide opportunities for children to communicate through
different modes and media (Burnett & Merchant, 2018).

The literature is filled with examples of teachers’ thoughtful incorporation of digital
technologies in pedagogies supporting quality literacy learning; many of these studies
adopt a humanist framework that focuses on the teacher’s responsibility in designing and
enacting these pedagogies (Bergstrand Othman, 2025; Liu et al., 2024; McKenney &
Voogt, 2009; Silverman et al., 2025; Wood et al., 2017). The pandemic was a catalyst for
the inclusion of technologies in literacies instruction due to emergency school closures and
prompted educators to think in different ways about technologies (Chamberlain et al.,
2020; Ricketts-Duncan et al., 2021). For example, Chamberlain et al. (2020) highlighted
examples of inviting literacies with young learners across modalities and how this
contributed to greater uses of multimodal formats while also supporting community-
building. Though studies in the literature are diverse in technologies used, the literature is
clear: pedagogies that include digital media in literacy instruction require thoughtful
selection and use (Baxa & Christ, 2018; Bergstrand Othman, 2025; Mishra & Koehler,
2006; Pindiprolu & Forbush, 2021; Roberts-Tyler et al., 2023).

Digital Media in Teacher Education Pedagogies

Within teacher education, there are calls for increased attention to pedagogies that
incorporate technologies in teacher education in response to a changing world (de Waard,
2024; Voogt & McKenney, 2017). Similar to school contexts, recent studies have arisen
from emergency remote teaching during the pandemic and focus on preparing teachers to
teach online (de Waard, 2024; Estaiteyeh et al., 2024) and/or to gain expertise with
navigating Generative Artificial Intelligence (MacDowell et al., 2024). This literature also
leans toward humanist orientations that focus primarily on the human as they have agency
over the technologies.

Though not a focus of our work, we noted examples of the ways teacher educators
can model effective instructional use of technology (Agyei & Voogt, 2011; Drent &
Meelissen, 2008; Tondeur et al., 2012; Voogt & McKenney, 2017) by introducing
pedagogical frameworks (Baxa & Christ, 2018; Mishra & Koehler, 2006) to guide the
selection and integration of digital texts/tools by PSTs within literacy instruction. These
frameworks may be further supported through teacher educators’ modelling of ways to
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select and integrate technological tools, but our focus was on digital media. Brevik et al.
(2019) suggest more than frameworks are needed and advocate for PST agency and
decision-making, drawing on Lund et al.’s (2014) call to move beyond digitalization to
“design and enact learning environments and activities conducive to their students’
learning” (p. 2).

We noticed a significant gap in our review of the literature of studies focused on
teacher education literacies methods courses and their uses of digital media. One relevant
example is that work of Voogt and McKenney (2017) in the Netherlands. Voogt &
McKenney (2017) found that, though teacher educators recognized technologies could
support the strands of decoding (e.g., phoneme-grapheme connections), comprehension
(e.g., understanding the text), and functionality (e.g., relationships between spoken and
written language), they did not prioritize technology uses in their teacher education
classrooms. Voogt and McKenney (2017) conclude that in teacher education classrooms,
it is “essential that prospective teachers use technology — and thus learn about technology
for early literacy — based on a basic understanding of what early literacy is and how it
should be taught” (p. 78). Voogt and McKenney (2017) view understandings of literacy
and technology as connected, a view we explore through this work.

In the context of higher education more broadly, Kern (2015) offers some guidance
about ways to conceptualize language, literacy, and technology. Kern (2015) “frames
language, technologies, and texts as relational interfaces through which the world comes
to us and we go into the world” (p. 251). To navigate the interfaces between language,
technologies, and texts, Kern (2015) identifies five guiding principles within higher
education: 1) meanings are situated and relational, 2) communication relies on convention
(norms) and invention (adapting), 3) the medium influences language uses, 4) texts are
always multimodal, and 5) texts are mediated by the social and the individual. Though
Kern (2015) focuses on the role of the human, we extend these principles to appreciate the
human and non-human relational connections (Barad, 2007), which present implications
for using digital technologies in teacher education classrooms focused on English
Language Arts (ELA). In doing so, this study adds to the literature related to literacies
teacher education methods courses focused on digital media through a posthumanist
perspective within a body of literature that prioritizes human agency.

Locating Our Work

This inquiry is nested within a longstanding collaborative teaching practice. We
have shared our pedagogical practices in a variety of different contexts over the last 25
years: first, as we worked together as elementary school teachers of grades 1 (Lori) and 2
(Tara-Lynn) and then, as teacher educators teaching English Language Arts (ELA)
methods (McKee & Scheffel, 2024) working in different universities and provinces.
Though we have travelled similar paths, our practices are not identical, given the
differences in the structures of the teacher education programs in which we work, and the
provincial curriculum, policies and priorities that inform our teacher education pedagogies.
These elements intra-act to produce our pedagogies (Barad, 2007). Given the significance
of these elements in producing pedagogies (e.g., Strom, 2015), we locate our work below,
providing descriptions of some of these human and non-human elements.

Language and Literacy Volume 28, Issue 2, 2026 Page 50



Tara-Lynn works at Wilfrid Laurier University in Ontario, Canada and teaches ELA
methods courses to elementary PSTs within a two-year consecutive education program.
PSTs take two required ELA courses — one each Fall term of their program for a total of
72 in-person instructional hours. Class sizes have increased during the time of this study
from low 30s to high 40s due to a return to a cohort model, higher acceptance rates, and
administrative response to a teacher shortage in the province.

Lori works at the University of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon, Canada and also
teaches ELA methods courses to elementary PSTs. The Bachelor of Education program is
a four-year undergraduate program, where PSTs generally take methods courses in the Fall
and Winter terms of their third year. There are two required ELA courses that total 78
instructional hours. Class sizes are usually around 40 students.

Though our contexts for teacher education vary, we both recognize literacies as
multiple, situated, and changing in contemporary times. Further, we share beliefs that
teacher education should support PSTs to think critically and make decisions based on
understandings of theories (Hibbert & Iannacci, 2005; McKee & Scheffel, 2024). In recent
years, we have felt our pedagogies to be under scrutiny due to the narrowing of instructional
methods through the promotion of scripted programs (Aukerman & Chambers Schuldt,
2021) that has been supported in popular media, and human rights reports (Cummins, 2023;
Downey et al., 2024; Gabriel, 2021; Wyse & Bradbury, 2022). We have been exploring
the movements in our pedagogies in response.

Our practices also overlap in a variety of ways. Our course designs follow a similar
trajectory and introduce PSTs to the dimensions of ELA (reading, writing, speaking,
listening, representing, viewing) with a focus on reading in the first methods course (e.g.,
the reading process and instructional strategies for reading). We use the same textbook,
Constructing Meanings (Heydon et al., 2022), and have informally shared ideas and
resources that we use with our students over many years, with the invitation to use or adapt
as needed. As a result, our practices and the learning activities within are entangled through
years of shared practice before we began a formal research study. Given our longstanding
collaboration, each author was a part of producing the pedagogies enacted in each author’s
location along with other human and non-human elements (e.g., teachers, students,
curricula, context, and materials).

A Collaborative Self-Study of Teacher Education Practice (S-STEP)

As introduced above, this article draws on data from a collaborative self-study of
teacher education practice (S-STEP) (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001) and is focused through
posthuman perspectives (Barad, 2007). Like Strom et al. (2018b), “we view our self-study
as work done together to better understand how we, our relationships, our practices, and
our world are co-constituted" (p. 36). The methods for this study were guided by
LaBoskey’s (2004) principles for self-studies, specifically that they should: be initiated by
teacher educators; aimed at improving practice; draw on multiple collaborative and
qualitative methods; and seek to advance the field by showing examples from practice. As
a collaborative S-STEP, we consider practice in relation to selves and contexts (Edwards
et al., 2025; Strom et al., 2018a) as well as in relation to each other. Our data collection
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methods were both individual and collaborative (see McKee & Scheffel, 2024). For this
paper, we held weekly research conversations over four weeks in two-hour blocks via
Zoom to discuss pedagogical artifacts from our teaching. These conversations became the
foundation for identifying an agential cut to extend our research conversations in relation
to digital media. We outline the focus of this agential cut next, followed by our data sources
and data analysis processes.

An Agential Cut

An agential cut “brings together people, materials, time and space in different
ways” (Kuby et al., 2019, p. 3). Bozalek and Fullager (2022) explain that “agential cuts
necessarily exclude some elements and include others” (p. 30) while also recognizing that
“what exists outside the cut is still entangled with what is being focused on” (p. 30). For
this article, data surrounding a set of reading-focused learning centers represents the
agential cut, or boundary around the data (Barad, 2007). The learning centers were
designed in relation to Chapter 8 of the textbook used in both of our classes with a focus
on strategies to support reading across language systems (syntactic, semantic, pragmatic,
and graphophonic) and comprehension (Heydon et al., 2022). A focus on the learning
centres emerged through our data for a number of reasons. First, the centers were threaded
throughout our initial set of research conversations as “material arrangements” (Barad,
2007, p. 139) that had commonalities across our individual contexts. Second, the pandemic
was a catalyst for adapting these centers to include digitized resources. Finally, we noted
that the centers included an array of different activities and resources for consideration.

Data sources drew from our 2022-2024 course syllabi/teaching materials (e.g.,
PowerPoints and activities), individual fieldnotes in relation to digital media, and video-
recordings/transcripts of nine research conversations. Data were viewed as artifacts of
shared instructional practice due to collaborative practice, and areas of similarity and
difference were noted.

Data Analysis

Analysis was iterative and in relation to collaborative methods. Individually, we
read the data to locate examples of digital media. These examples became the focus for
each subsequent research conversation. In our first research conversation, we shared our
examples and identified that we had each overlooked the ways that digital modes were a
part of the center activities. Through the research conversations, we identified the ways
that digital and analog media were implicated in the examples identified. This analysis was
not to set a binary between digital and analog (Barad, 2007), but to make visible the ways
these different modalities were present. This distinction was sometimes blurry as there
were analog resources that had been digitized (e.g., paper worksheets that had been scanned
to the Learning Management System (LMS)). Identifying the resources as digital and
analog helped us to see a continuum of resources from digital to analog. We then
considered other elements that intra-acted with the materials in producing these pedagogies
(e.g., class size, literacy content knowledge, duration of class).

Agential realism was key to our re-reading and analysis. For example, in the
research conversations, we mapped the human and non-human elements that were a part
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of producing our pedagogies while recognizing that there were elements that were invisible
even through close analysis (Barad, 2007). We attended to intra-actions of these elements,
decentering the teacher’s role to focus on the self in practice (i.e., attending to the human
and non-human elements in relation to practice) (Edwards et al., 2025; Strom et al., 2018a).
During analysis, our relationship as critical friends (Hordvik et al., 2021) enabled us to be
vulnerable within the examination of our practices and to expose our questions and
uncertainties while supporting the trustworthiness of the study (e.g., Casey & MacPhalil,
2018). Examples of these connections, questions, and vulnerabilities are integrated into the
findings we share next.

Findings: Evolving and Entangled Pedagogies

The ways we structure the findings emphasize the relationality of this work. The
data show our practices were deeply entangled such that we could not always discern when
an author was talking about data from their practice or the co-author's practice. We signal
the connectedness of this shared practice by attributing quotations to “research
conversations” rather than an individual author. We denote these quotes through italics and
where multiple quotes are shown on the same idea, we show the juxtaposition of shared
ideas by introducing a quote from the left and another from the right of the page.

Locating the Digital-in-Practice

In our research conversations, we always talked about the digital in relation to other
elements of practice (e.g., class size, classroom configuration, curricular expectations). As
we discussed these intra-relationships, the term digital-in-practice emerged. We mapped
the digital-in-practice but realized there were far too many elements entangled within. To
show the findings, we created a resource that could also be adapted and used by teacher
educators:

We're kind of creating a resource at the same time [as showing findings]
for everyone [teacher educators].

With these goals in mind, we present findings in the form of a chart that provides
insight into the relational elements of our practices. We invite readers to read the columns
of Table 1 in relation to each other rather than as bounded, discrete entities. The first
column identifies the instructional strategies within the learning centers. The next two
columns focus on the modalities of the resources within the centers (i.e., analog/digital).
For example, in the Elkonin Boxes ° center, analog materials included a task card,
manipulatives such as counters or buttons, and templates for hands-on use. These materials
were included alongside digital resources (e.g., a template by Duke (2020a) with movable
digital counters, and optional videos and readings about phoneme segmentation). The
fourth column describes what PSTS did with the resources as they took the role of
learner/educator to experience the materials and reflect on what might support or constrain
learning. In the final column, we share our intentions in relation to the modalities within
each center that contributed to the actions taken by PSTs in relation to human and non-

2 We refer to centers by name and to materials within them generally. Digital resources are
explained further in Table 1 and referenced in “Resources cited in Table 1” found at the end of
this document.
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human elements. Given our shared practice, we only identify the author in activities that
were unique to one author. Where resources are freely available online, we have
hyperlinked these resources. Citations for all resources are provided in a separate reference
list at the end of the article.

Through the relational reading of the chart, we hope teacher educators will understand
some of the elements of our practice and envision the ways this practice could be a part of
teacher education classrooms in their contexts (e.g., redesign coursework, analyze
materials differently, reconsider digital/analog distinctions). We next explore how digital
resources featured in relation to the analog resources across the centers in Table 1.
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Table 1

Relational Elements Entangled Within Reading-Focused Learning Centers

Instructional Analog Resources Digital Resources Description Intentions
Strategy
Elkonin e Task Card e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs move counters/buttons To feel the action of sliding different
Boxes e Counters or buttons e Digital Elkonin Box (Nell Duke) while orally segmenting manipulatives on to the paper and the
e Elkonin Box Templates for e Video on how to use digital template phonemes using printed or ways this can support/constrain
blending and phoneme (see 4:40) digital templates. learning about segmentation; To
isolation (Heggerty and TpT e Article on Sound Boxes (Six Shifts) provide digital template for
free resources) comparison.
Making e Task card e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs cut letters from a letter To provide choice from multiple
Words e Example scripts to try out o Digital Making Words (Nell Duke) strip or use a digital mat. One examples using different materials
e White boards and dry erase e Video on how to use digital template PST takes the role of educator and modalities; To help PSTs
markers to try with scripts (see 10:06) and calls guiding steps while experience the logistics and time
e Paper letter cards for one e Virtual Blending Board (UFLI) other PSTs take the role of required to do this activity (e.g., fine
example script e Virtual Word Work Mats (UFLI) learners and build words in motor skills for cutting and the time
e Word Chain lists (Six Shifts) e Example lesson plans —e.g., Word response to the prompts given. it takes to cut letters).
Wizards: Students Making Words
(ReadWriteThink)
Masking or e Task card for masking e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs use big books and sticky ~ To group strategies due to similarity
Cloze e Big books and sticky notes o Slides/Video of Guess the Covered notes (masking) and a fill-in- and time needed to explore strategies
Procedure e Task card for cloze procedure Word strategy (a variation for masking)  the blank prompt (cloze in comparison to other centers (Tara-
to demonstrate what the educator is procedure) (Tara-Lynn); PSTs ~ Lynn); To demonstrate to whole
doing: Example 1 and Example 2 are introduced to a digital class as an introduction to the
overview of Guess the Covered learning about other strategies in the
e MAZE variation of cloze procedure for Word (Lori). centers (Lori)
younger learners
Morpheme e Handout of PowerPoint slides e Digital version of the Slides (UFLI) PSTs review the meanings of To demonstrate common root words
Trees showing examples of prefix, suffix, and root words. and suffixes and their meanings and

morpheme trees

They choose from digital or
analog formats to explore

how they might support reading
(Lori).
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https://docs.google.com/drawings/d/1Chhp1aUQJTHGe67YLdRyfp7OR9XZSJaq_sDgfC4LGF8/edit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFsKu7rf8_I
https://thesixshifts.com/2024/02/elkonin-sound-boxes/
https://docs.google.com/drawings/d/1ibMNXl7Q1d7ZY-OOsXW1ZjVL91xCW4NV8C3cMVETgjE/edit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFsKu7rf8_I
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/foundations/apps/
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/foundations/apps/
https://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/word-wizards-students-making?tab=4
https://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/word-wizards-students-making?tab=4
https://www.slideserve.com/anson/guess-the-covered-word
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_JNH0jV4cc
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1xzp2B8zcNw_iW14w-BsugaOEnSRwP4ELvsZkvxEuJ0c/edit?usp=sharing

Instructional

Analog Resources

Digital Resources

Description

Intentions

Strategy
examples of morpheme trees
(Lori).
Onset & e Task card e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs play onset & rime games  To demonstrate multiple materials
Rime ® Magnetic letters and cookie ® QR code to Meet the Word Families that invite blending that include across modalities to teach onset and
sheets (Reading Rockets) moving magnetic letters to rime (Tara-Lynn).
e Onset and Rime activitiesto @ QR code to “If You Can Read ar” song ~ make word families. They view
try (e.g., riddle game, word e More ideas (Cunningham, 2017) student artifacts and consider
hunt) the use of a song to teach the
e Photos of classroom artifacts word family ‘at’ (Tara-Lynn).
Roll and e Task card e Digital version of game cards (UFLI) PSTs choose from digital or To identify the concept of decoding
Read e Game cards e Digital dice analog game cards and practice ~ within the game. To interact with
e Dice word reading by rolling a digital dice for accessibility and
digital die and colouring in practicality (Lori).
words as read. (Lori).
Word e Task card e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs try various examples of To mirror a common teaching
Ladders e Printed examples of free word word ladders and work together practice of locating free resources
ladders found through internet to solve clues. through internet searches without
search and downloaded vetting them; To include a word
e Pens/pencils ladder with an error to prompt
critical reflection.
Word Games e Task card e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs play Boggle as part of To offer enough materials for larger
e Analog games to support e Wordmaster Puzzles (Flippity) word-building options (Tara- groups to interact with the word-
word-building (e.g., Boggle, e Article: What Wordle Reminds Us Lynn); PSTs work togetherto  building strategy (Tara-Lynn); To
Bananagrams, Scrabble, etc.) About Effective Phonics and Spelling solve a digital word puzzle use the digital interface to tailor
Instruction (Nell Duke) similar to Wordle. (Lori). word games (Lori).
Word Parts e Task card e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs view posters/article of To introduce syllable types with
(Syllables) e Article with examples syllable types and engage with ~ helpful examples and offer additional

syllable activities.

resources to explore beyond center.
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https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/activities/articles/meet-word-families
https://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/btl10.ela.early.ifyoucanreadat/if-you-can-read-at/
https://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/btl10.ela.early.ifyoucanreadat/if-you-can-read-at/
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Foundations-Roll-and-Read-First.pdf
https://www.calculator.net/dice-roller.html
https://www.flippity.net/v2/WordMaster.htm
https://www.ascd.org/blogs/what-wordle-reminds-us-about-effective-phonics-and-spelling-instruction
https://www.ascd.org/blogs/what-wordle-reminds-us-about-effective-phonics-and-spelling-instruction
https://www.ascd.org/blogs/what-wordle-reminds-us-about-effective-phonics-and-spelling-instruction
https://www.weareteachers.com/syllable-types/

Instructional

Analog Resources Digital Resources Description Intentions
Strategy
e Overview of syllable types e Video explaining the different syllable
(open, closed, silent e, vowel types
team, r-controlled, diphthong)
e Syllable activities (e.g.,
syllable sort, syllable search)
Word Sorts e Task card e Digital copies of analog materials PSTs work together to sort To offer a variety of examples to
o Different types of sorts to try @ Video of learners explaining and words according to a sorting demonstrate use of strategy across
(e.g., picture sorts, letter sorts, demonstrating different word sorts rule; they choose from different concepts and grades.
digraph sorts, r-controlled e Concept Sorts (Reading Rockets) examples and physically sort
vowel sorts, as well as a word cards.
beginning/middle/ end

narrative story sort)

Table Notes. Instructional strategies are listed alphabetically, and references for the table are provided at the end of the article. In Tara-Lynn’s class, digital
resources were added to a Padlet (n.d.) and served as additional exploration in a subsequent week for a strategy examination. Task Cards were available digitally
and in printed form. Each task card provided background information about the instructional strategy as well as instructions to guide the exploration of the
resources (e.g., procedures for using resource) and guiding questions to support critical appraisal.

Language and Literacy Volume 28, Issue 2, 2026 Page 57


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RB7ItJ8uGEU
https://youtu.be/UAoHriJ6_1Y
https://www.readingrockets.org/classroom/classroom-strategies/concept-sort

Digital in Relation to Analog

Digital media were featured in the centers alongside analog resources in different ways.
All centers provided digitized versions of analog resources that were scanned and available to
PSTs on the learning management system. Some centers provided digital tools that were an
alternative to analog materials (e.g., Elkonin Boxes, Making Words, Word Games). Others featured
digital texts and media to provide additional information or demonstration (e.g., Elkonin Boxes,
Making Words, Masking/Cloze Procedure, Morpheme Trees, Onset and Rime, Word Games, Word
Parts, and Word Sorts). Still others provided a digital tool as a replacement for an analog resource
(e.g., digital dice for Roll and Read). Digital technologies were also a part of the discussion in the
centers (e.g., as PSTs critically evaluated Word Ladders that were found through online searches).
Our research conversations highlighted a reason for these differences:

...it’s about considering what is the best mode is...for the purpose...

As we considered the digital media in relation to analog, we identified other elements in practice
that were in relation to our intentions to which we turn next.

Digital in Relation to Intentions
Locating the digital-in-practice revealed pedagogical intentions that were overt, as well as
those that were tacit:

With any pedagogy, there's all of these different layers or elements that come together.
Some of them we know about, we feel they're intentional and for others it is maybe tacit...

...it’s about the intentional selection of the tool.

We recognize that the term “intention” may seem humancentric, and in our research
conversations, our language sometimes fell into centering the human. However, we do not attribute
intentions to sole ownership or complete agency of the human. Rather, we view intentions as
produced through intra-actions of, for example, the instructor, curricular and program outcomes,
beliefs about literacies, class size, and past experiences teaching in elementary and teacher
education classrooms. We invite readers to recognize our use of the word intentions as produced
through intra-actions, rather than something that a human owns.

In this section, we share three examples that were central to our research conversations.
Each example considers element(s) that were a part of producing pedagogical intentions in relation
to the digital. We begin with an example from the data that showed that the pandemic was a catalyst
for educators (including us) to use digital media in different ways to teach reading strategies. We
then share an example related to critical appraisal to consider the ways popular commercial
programs and prefab resources led us to incorporate digital media within the centers as we
responded to the instructional context in relation to teaching phonics and PSTs questions. Our third
example looks more closely at the elements that produced pedagogical intentions within our unique
classroom contexts.
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A Global Pandemic

Through our research conversations, we recalled that during the pandemic, early literacy
researcher Nell Duke (2020b) demonstrated by video how to digitally use strategies like Elkonin
Boxes to build phonemic awareness with young learners. In the same video, Duke provided a
digital option for Making Words. We considered how the past pandemic was part of our current
practices:

What Nell Duke did in the pandemic showed us what was possible.
We have been teaching these strategies for our entire literacy teacher education career.

...it was really the pandemic pieces that ... led us to think about
teaching specific strategies in [a digital] format.

In Fall of 2021, we first integrated these digital resources (Duke 2020a; 2020b) into our learning
centers and we have included them in our practice since then as a complement to the analog
resources, but not as a replacement.

However, the digital was not always at the forefront of our pedagogical intentions. In our research
conversations, we also identified the importance of the physical movement of manipulatives and
the classroom management elements that were part of including analog resources:

When I was teaching in [Grade One], some of the physical aspects
of moving the button were actually the barriers [to using the method]...

I want them to experience that....What’s a good button [to use]?

We noticed that both the Elkonin Boxes and Making Words centers forefronted the analog with
time to feel and work with manipulatives to try out these strategies. The pandemic prompted the
inclusion of the digital in relation to these strategies and allowed for the different contexts that
PSTs might find themselves teaching, such as online schooling.

Popular Programs and Critical Appraisal

While we do not promote specific commercial programs or resources in our courses, our
goal for critical discernment led us to offer a range of examples for critical reflection. We saw
possibilities for PSTS:

...to engage with some resources that they might see [in elementary classrooms]...
...to see some of the limitations of the prefab resources...

In our research conversations, we noted that PSTs’ questions about commercial programs
stemmed from practicum and from Human Rights inquiries related to reading rights in our
provinces (Ontario Human Rights Commission [OHRC], 2022; Saskatchewan Human Rights
Commission [SHRC], 2023) and the Science of Reading movement more generally.

Commercial programs like Heggerty (2022) and UFLI Foundations [UFLI] (n.d.a, 2022,
2020), implemented in school divisions where the PSTs have practicum, featured in discussions
with PSTs specifically related to teaching phonics. These discussions led us to incorporate free
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resources in Table 1 from both programs into the learning centers. We used UFLI’s virtual
blending board for Making Words and resources for Morpheme Trees that focused on segmenting
complex words. For Elkonin Boxes, we used both Heggerty’s templates as well as non-published
and hand-drawn templates. In our research conversations, we noted that using different materials
in different modalities broadens the discussions, helping PSTs to attribute a strategy beyond a
single program and attend to the theoretical foundation:

.. It's not a Heggerty strategy... Heggerty is using the Elkonin Box strategy.
...some [PSTs] [realized that] on their own, but a lot of times I was having to prompt...

Our choice of resources was also influenced at times by our recognition that teachers often
locate literacy activities through internet searches for free resources without vetting the quality or
trying them out. The data demonstrated how we mirrored this practice. For example, in the Word
Ladders center, we include word ladders that are available for free online, one of which has an
error in it. As PSTs attempt to solve the ladder, they experience the struggle of the word ladder not
working. We have observed this leading to discussions about internet searches for resources, not
accepting free resources at face value, while also considering the potential of word ladders for
building knowledge of words. PSTs also begin to consider the benefit of making their own
resources responsive to their students and contexts.

Our intentions included the goal for critical appraisal to extend beyond the learning centers
by encouraging PSTs to critically evaluate pre-made templates (their value and source) with their
learners in mind.

Our Classroom Contexts - Environment
Our knowledge of teacher education and elementary classrooms was a part of the literacy
centers:

We're making these decisions and sometimes they are pedagogical, but sometimes
they're just pragmatic ...

...that is a lesson also for what's happening in [elementary] schools, right?

While there was much overlap due to our shared practice, there were also differences in
relation to which instructional strategies we featured or combined in the centers for this class.

As such, our choice of digital was also in relation to our individual classroom contexts. For
example, within Lori’s context, the majority of PSTs in the class hoped to teach middle school
(grades 6 to 9). This goal contributed to Lori’s decision to model some of the strategies as whole
class (i.e., Masking/Cloze, Onset & Rime, Word Parts) rather than learning centers as these
strategies were more focused on early literacy classrooms. It also led to the addition of the
Morpheme Trees; a learning center geared to older learners. Lori chose the UFLI resource due to
the program influence mentioned above and also for its availability as a free digital resource. At
other times, Lori’s decision to include the digital was influenced by practicality such as using
digital dice for the Roll and Read center when not having enough physical dice for the learners in
the classroom.
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In comparison, within Tara-Lynn’s context, PSTs are interested in teaching primary/junior
grades (K-6). During the time of study, the majority of Tara-Lynn’s students were assigned to
primary practicum placements. Tara-Lynn’s choice of centers aligned more directly with the early
reading strategies in Chapter 8 and combined some of the related strategies that Lori featured as
centers. For example, word ladders were included within the Word Building center for their similar
focus on building words. Various word games became an extension of Word Building in a
supporting Padlet (n.d.) resource used in a subsequent class to examine the strategies further. In
addition, there was a significant increase in Tara-Lynn’s class sizes from 25-30 to 45-50 PSTs.
While this increase meant additional analog materials were needed to facilitate larger groups (i.e.,
more examples of word sorts to try out in pairs), it also put a larger emphasis on the digital options
to allow PSTs within the same center to work through materials in a different order (e.g., links to
digital versions of analog materials and extended readings). Another influence that contributed to
decisions about materials was that Tara-Lynn led a team of instructors teaching the same course,
and through collaborative planning, invited discussions of and additional contributions to the
centers.

These examples show the practices shifting in relation to the classroom context. This
context included class size as well as the grade levels the PSTs wanted to teach. We recognized
that these elements were not just ones we experienced in a university teacher education setting but
similar to those experienced by teachers in elementary schools that PSTs might also see during
practicum.

Implications for the Digital-in-Practice
This S-STEP, oriented through posthumanism, focused on the self in relation to practice
(Edwards et al., 2025; Strom et al., 2018a) and opened up possibilities to consider “how we, our
relationships, our practices, and our world are co-constituted" (Strom et al., 2018b, p. 36). The
complexities within this co-constitution revealed the digital-in-practice involved many different
intra-actions across time, space, and context in relation to human and non-human elements (Barad,
2007). Identifying the digital-in-practice through analysis prompted a consideration of the digital
modality as always in relation to agencies that are a part of producing practice. This complex
entanglement was illuminated through S-STEP (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001) and the space it
provided to consider other elements that were in and around the digital. In this section, we look
across the findings in relation to the literature to better understand what we have learned about our

pedagogical intentions in relation to digital media through research.

Previously, the turbulent context of reading instruction had been a tangible force
influencing our practice (e.g., Downey et al, 2024) and we had not focused on the digital (Voogt
& McKenney, 2017). Attuning to the digital through S-STEP, analysis revealed that digital
resources were always in relation to the analog in the literacy centers. For example, Table 1 shows
that the incorporation of digital resources for Elkonin boxes occurred alongside the analog version
of this activity. We encouraged the PSTs to use the analog resource first and compare it to the
digital activity. In other examples, digital media were electronic versions of analog materials. In
this way, there was not a clear distinction between digital and analog as they were mutually
constituted (Barad, 2007). Though these activities were aligned with examples in the literature in
elementary classrooms of expanding text types to include digital and analog materials (Kern, 2015;
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McKee & Heydon, 2020; Papadopoulou et al., 2025), we also recognize they may fall short of
Burnett and Merchant’s (2018) vision of using technologies to support “generative and emergent”
meaning-making (p. 3). We further recognize our literacy centers missed opportunities to include
instruction on pedagogical frameworks to guide technology uses alongside material choices (Baxa
& Christ, 2018; Mishra & Koehler, 2006).

Analysis also revealed materials in the literacy centers were always in relation to other
elements in practice. As we attuned to the digital-in-practice in research conversations, we
discussed many intra-relationships between material choices and our beliefs about literacies,
including the importance of critical thinking (Hibbert & Iannacci, 2005). We considered these
elements as produced through our past experiences in teacher education and as elementary
teachers, as well as our classroom environments, curricular contexts and our understandings of
expansive literacies and pedagogies (e.g., Strom & Martin, 2022). At the same time, during this
research, we acutely felt the turbulent context mentioned above (Downey et al., 2024) and PSTs’
interests in resources adopted in elementary schools in response to this context (e.g., UFLI,
Heggerty) influenced our material choices. The global pandemic also influenced the material
choices in the literacy centers, forcing learning into digital spaces. We included digitized materials
from Nell Duke (2020a; 2020b) as she “showed us what was possible” (Research Conversations)
for online teaching/learning of reading strategies for elementary students during this time. Our
uses of digital materials differ from studies in the literature that point to increased attention to the
digital to increase experiences with teaching online in teacher education (de Waard, 2024;
Estaiteyeh et al., 2024). We envisioned digitized resources developed in the pandemic in
elementary schools as expanding options for PST’s future practice. S-STEP made visible more of
the human and non-human elements, and we acknowledge there may be additional elements that
continue to be imperceptible (Nxumalo & Murris, 2022).

In addition, the S-STEP methodology shaped the ways we structured the findings through
Table 1 with its goals to improve our practice and share practice with other educators (LaBoskey,
2004). As we engaged in analysis, we sought to “create a resource at the same time” (Research
Conversations), so we selected a table format (Table 1) and included key information about the
digital-in-practice (e.g., the material types and the ways the PSTs used the materials in relation to
our intentions). We hoped the table would provide sufficient relational information for a teacher
educator to envision how the centers could be adapted for their locations. S-STEP made visible
relationships between us and other teacher educators (LaBoskey, 2004) and in doing so, prompted
us to consider research to both improve our practice and support the practice of other teacher
educators through sharing examples of practice. The S-STEP research, with its focus on improving
teacher educator practice, also diffused the boundaries between the role of teacher educator and
researcher (Barad, 2007). The collaborations within the S-STEP and the analysis that recognized
the agency of humans and non-humans opened space to consider relationships between educators,
contexts, time, and materials in producing pedagogies (Strom & Martin, 2022).

Looking Forward

We conclude with a consideration of implications for teacher education. First, we promote
a relational view of pedagogies that recognizes: (1) the interface between language, literacies, and
technologies (Kern, 2015); (2) intra-actions between people, materials, and contexts within time
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and space (Barad, 2007); (3) and the complexities of contemporary ELA teaching. We suggest that
preservice teachers should have opportunities to learn about and use technology in relation to
understandings of literacies and pedagogies in their teacher education classrooms (Kern, 2015;
Voogt & McKenney, 2017).

Second, we promote collaborative S-STEP as a way of recognizing the self in relation to
practice (Strom et al., 2018b) and navigating the “nexus between public and private, theory and
practice, research and pedagogy, self and other” (LaBoskey, 2004, p. 818). S-STEP, focused
through posthumanist understandings, opened opportunities for us to see elements of the digital-
in-practice that had been overshadowed by the context. The agential cut of the literacy centers
represents a partial view of our literacies teacher education practices (Barad, 2007). Expanding
our view of the myriad elements that produced our ELA pedagogies involves broadening our focus
to include other elements of our practice. We invite other teacher educators to join us in S-STEP
and inquire into the digital-in-practice.
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