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In this lively book, Janet Evans and her colleagues offer us, their readers, an imagina-
tive reinterpretation of the longstanding mantra of childhood education: Start where
‘the child’ is. Their collective efforts are informed by a fresh perspective on the usual
places to locate that child. Those usual places are in neatly contained geographic
locales and along well-marked literacy paths, as ‘the child’ accrues an ever-increasing
basketload of knowledge and skills. (Pity the child from a poor ‘locale’ who strays
from the path, perhaps diverted by the big bad wolf of contemporary media.)

And yet, as the authors herein know, everyday worlds in geographic locales
are populated by people who have migrated from somewhere else, and their
circulating texts are pulsating with rhythms, images and words that have crossed
borders too in their global media reach (Appadurai 1996). Consider, for example,
this vignette based on an ongoing project:

A British author writes a series of books about a boy wizard, which becomes the basis
for movie productions, the most recent of which is, in fact, playing just this weekend in
mid-Michigan; a group of American school children, of diverse ethnic cultures and simi-
lar economic constraints, are anticipating a cinema excursion to view this film, courtesy
of their after-school care program. Six-year-old Tionna is going, and envisions herself
riding the bus and sharing her popcorn with Makeda (but not Jeanette, which irritates
the latter child). Lyron is not going; instead, his father will rent the first Harry Potter
movie (which will be cheaper than giving Lyron money for popcorn and soda pop).
Ezekial is not going either, because ‘my grandma says Harry Potter is about witchcraft.’

Capitalist ventures like Harry Potter become global, transmedia phenomena. Still,
how and what those media mean is found in the actions of people, including children
like Tionna and her peers, embedded in particular social, economic, political, even
religious circumstances (Massey 1998; Dyson 2003). This is no time for simplistic
visions of a homogenous melting-pot world . . . or, indeed, of literacy itself.

But this is what we have in the USA and in other nations around the world.
In the States, there is increased emphasis on ‘the basics’ – the sounds and
conventions of written standard English – and schools are accountable for
children’s steady progress on standardised tests. But in a world of interconnected
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people and media, children gain experience with increasingly multimodal texts,
as written language combines with other symbolic material – images, voices,
movement (Kress 2003). Moreover, literacy is not a set of skills but a symbolic
resource that mediates participation in varied kinds of practices for representing
and communicating meaning (Heath 1983; Street 1993).

It would be a (post-)modernist conceit to link the multimodality of children’s
writing solely to new technologies. Given time, materials and space, young
composers quite readily interweave whatever symbolic tools are at their disposal
– drawing, singing, gesturing, talking and, yes, writing (Dyson 1988). But, even
now, those modalities are usually interpreted and instructionally channelled
quite literally into the ‘writing process’ (whatever the composer’s multimodal
intentions). Drawing, for example, is dubbed ‘planning for writing’, even though it
might not have been so intended by a child.

As educators, we are in urgent need of a newly conceived language and literacy
curriculum, in which we start where children are, in a media-filled world that is
increasingly diverse and interconnected. We may begin by using children’s
experiences with varied media resources as bridges to a more traditional literacy
curriculum. But we cannot stop there. As Evans and her colleagues collectively
demonstrate, we need curricula in which children and teachers use their cultural
and symbolic resources to deconstruct and design texts of varied modalities, that
is, curricula in which they make decisions about the symbolic tools and substance
that might suit an ever-widening, evolving network of communicative practices.
We also need careful research on the nature of such decisions and how they
are situated in diverse childhood histories and channelled by varied official and
unofficial contextual conditions. And, to inform all of the above, we need rich
visions of classroom possibilities, and that is just what Janet Evans and her
colleagues offer in abundance.

Inside the chapters to come, readers will meet, among others: four-year-olds
making decisions about the production of animated films; young schoolchildren
exploiting the representational possibilities of electronic mail, computer games and
adventure genres, both screen-based and print-based; immigrant children studying,
playing with and producing a popular media genre and, in the process, making the
local cuisine a global matter; and teachers and children analysing kid products like
Beanie Babies and Pokemon cards and, thereby, considering their own potential for
exploitation and power as consumers. In short, readers will find diverse authors
coming together with their symbolic and social resources and experiences; jointly,
they provide substantive fuel for our critical, imaginative and enjoyable reconstruc-
tion of language and literacy work (and play) for and with our children. Enjoy!

Anne Haas Dyson
Michigan State University

September 2004
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1

Children’s voices
Children talking, drawing and writing
about their out-of-school interests

Some children between the ages of three and 11 years were asked what their
favourite out-of-school interests were and what they liked to do and play with at
home. Their responses, which almost without exception identified popular culture
as being of prime importance, fell into five categories: film and video, TV
programmes, computer games, toys and other activities (see Figure 3 in the Intro-
duction). Not surprisingly the younger three- and four-year-old children preferred
playing with toys more than the older groups of children. Every toy was a film or
TV programme tie-in and was linked to many of the associated, commercially
available collectables, e.g. figures, badges, comics, dressing-up clothes etc. The
older children chose films and videos more than any other category, with TV
programmes following a close second. Once again their popular culture interests
were evident in each and every one of their choices.

Three- and four-year-old children’s choices

Morgan 4 years 4 months

I play with my Barbie toy with my cousin
Josh. Barbie has pink clothes and shiny,
gold beautiful hair. Red lips like a rose.
Colourful with a pink dress, a crown and
a coach. The coach takes her around so
she doesn’t have to walk. There’s a horse,
a girl horse. I push her along and she
pulls the carriage.



Caitlin 4 years 3 months

I play on my computer – Barbie game –
press numbers and count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 . . .
13. You use the handle to carry it [the toy
computer].

Gareth 3 years 10 months

With my turtle. He’s got a mask and
green legs. He kills monsters. He’s got a
sword to batter the monsters, not the
good ones.

Tom 4 years 1 month

Batman, he has a belt and bats. I make
my Batman toy fly. He has a remote con-
trol and when you press the button it can
fly out. He throws bats at the Joker . . .
he’s funny but he’s a baddy and I punch
him.
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Six- and seven-year-old children’s choices

Abigail 7 years 2 months

I put Winnie the Pooh because it’s
funny.

Abigail 7 years 1 month

Scooby Doo. I watch it on TV. I chose
Scooby Doo and the Witch’s Ghost. I
choose Scooby Doo because it is my
favourite programme because there is
always someone in the costume.

Oliver 6 years 6 months

X Box game – State of Emergency.
Michael is in trouble by the police. He
has found a weapon. People are holding
TV. Lots of things even sacks. Michael
has killed two people.
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Toby 7 years 4 months

I have chosen Jurassic Park 3 because it
is really scary. And the Spinasaurous
killed T Rex.

10- and 11-year-old children’s choices

Georgia 11 years 0 months

I have chosen Winnie the Pooh because
all the characters are really cute and it’s
great how they all stick together and go
on lots of little adventures. There are
lots of collectables which are really fun
to collect. I have a pencil case, socks, lots
of teddies and even the books and
videos. I think that he looks so sweet
and adorable.

Thomas 11 years 3 months

The Simpsons are a family of five
people, (Homer, Marge, Bart, Lisa and
Maggie). The programme is brilliant. It
is the funniest cartoon I have ever seen.
The jokes are hilarious and I could
watch them over and over again. I think
Homer is just like my dad.
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