
ecognition is a political act. We cannot talk about it without talking about power. 
Like other systems of power, who is recognized in literacy education is defined 
by who is seen, and who is seen are students who are well fed, compliant, come 
from homes saturated in print, have loving parents, and possess confidence and 
previous good experiences in school.

By flattening literacy to this idealized (for some) identity, literacy teaching 
imagines a very narrow version of us—a version that is incomplete and favors 
privileged identities over vulnerable ones. The farther away students are from this 
identity, the less likely literacy classrooms will work for them. 

When students do not come packaged the “right” way, too often our systems 
decide we cannot teach them. Instead of adapting to them, our systems label them, 
suggesting that something is wrong with vulnerable students. They label them as 
lazy, unfocused, misguided. In a sense, they blame their families, their genders, 
their socioeconomic circumstances, or anything else about vulnerable youth that 
deviates from the ideal. Our systems fail to see them, and thus our systems fail 
them. 

There is clear evidence that this inability to see some students drives 
educational outcome disparities. The problem is not necessarily the unseen but 
our assumptions about what we see. Seeing is not neutral.

Examining assumptions
The assumptions we make about vulnerable learners is that there is something 
wrong with them. When we assume something is wrong with a student, we seek 
to change the student rather than change the system around her, him, or them. 
The logic here is that our students should learn the way we teach rather than us 
teach the way our students learn. Assumption becomes a framework for teaching, 
interpreting others, understanding our surroundings, and making sense of social 
existence.

From birth, we have been “conditioned into accepting and not questioning 
these ideas,” as Robin DiAngelo writes in White Fragility (Beacon Press). However, 
scholar Henry Giroux reminds us:

“Literacy cannot be viewed as merely an epistemological or procedural issue 
but must be defined primarily in political and ethical terms. It is political in 
that how we read the world is always implicated in relations of power. Literacy 
is ethical in that people ‘read’ the world differently depending, for instance, on 
circumstances of class, gender, race, and politics…. If a politics of difference is 
to be fashioned in emancipatory rather than oppressive practices, literacy must 
be rewritten in terms that articulate difference with the principles of equality, 
justice, and freedom rather than with those interests supportive of hierarchies, 
oppression, and exploitation.” 

Hierarchies, oppression, and exploitation are inhumane systems that restrict 
individuals’ access to their full potential. The acts of these systems include 
ignorance, exclusion, threats, ridicule, slander, and violence (both symbolic and 
real). In literacy education, these systems have borne unbelievable consequences: 
silencings and fears, hatreds of self and others, feelings of inferiority and 
superiority, entitlement and disentitlement. 

r
Teaching literacy to vulnerable learners

MORE THAN WORDS
By David E. Kirkland

David E. Kirkland 
(davidekirkland@gmail

.com), a member of ILA’s 

Literacy Research Panel, is 

the executive director of the 

NYU Metropolitan Center for 

Research on Equity and the 

Transformation of Schools, 

and an associate professor of 

English and urban education 

at New York University.

LITERACY 
LEADERSHIP

10 literacyworldwide.org   |   September/October 2019   |   LITERACY TODAY



Dismantling the systems 
When I give talks on this, I sometimes 
use two images. The first is of a single 
fish lying dead in the sand. The second 
shows thousands of dead fish in the 
sand. After showing the first image, I 
ask: “What do you see?” The audience 
typically says, “a dead fish,” concluding 
that something is wrong with the fish. 
After showing the second image, the 
audience responds quite differently, 
concluding that something is wrong 
with the water.

The challenges we face in literacy 
education are not about fish—they are 
about water. Curing the water must 
be about more than what happens in 
our classrooms. It must be about what 
happens in our heads and hearts. This 
means recognizing that poisoned water 
can not sustain all fish, and that this is 
not the fish’s fault. This recognition is 
the first step to achieving equity.

To achieve equity in literacy 
education, we have to respond to 
noncognitive social-emotional aspects 
of literacy learning, as greater than 80% 
of learning literacy deals with things 
beyond mental ability or intellectual 
capacity. Researchers have created 
powerful models capable of predicting 
success and failure using Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs to measure the 
extent to which a student’s basic needs 
are met. When these needs are met, 
researchers can accurately predict 
student success, but when one is unmet, 
researchers can accurately predict 
student failure. This should not be 
surprising because all caring and loving 
teachers know that it is hard to teach in 
competition with a growling stomach, 
a broken heart, sadness, anxiety, or 
depression. We also know that it is hard 
to teach when a system seems rigged 
against particular students.

For this reason, I have extended my 
literacy vocabulary to include words 
and concepts such as food and nutrition, 
trauma and healing, safety and security, 
cultural responsiveness, protective 
factors, mindfulness, and hope. I have 
also come to learn that effective literacy 
education for vulnerable learners 
cannot be about broken students. It 
must be about supporting students who 
are vulnerable to broken systems.

Preserving the future
For vulnerable people, literacy is about 
preservation. So teaching literacy to 
vulnerable learners must be about 
teaching us to preserve—preserve our 
languages and cultures, to tell history 
on our terms, to preserve ourselves by 
preserving the congregation of ideas 
that make the world better.

Then, literacy is not just about 
words or languages or classrooms. 
It is tied to our everyday social, 
emotional, and cultural lives. It is about 
humans, connected more to our drives 
and strivings than to our tools and 
technologies. Dominant approaches to 
teaching literacy, however, recognize 
only some of us as human. They fail 
those of us they do not. 

David E. Kirkland will present 
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ILA 2019
The digital edition of Literacy 
Today includes an additional 
Literacy Leadership article 
by Aimee Morewood about 
valuing online learning 
experiences as a way to grow 
professionally. Print readers: 
Log in at literacyworldwide
.org/literacytoday to read the 
digital issue.
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