
























Literacy Instruction as Disciplinary Practice in a First-Grade English Immersion Class: A Foucauldian Analysis 

significant that within and outside of the reading 
group the children frequently evaluated their peers' 
literate acts and ranked themselves vis-a-vis their 
peers as readers and writers, substantiating in their 
own actions the grids of specification in which they 
were beginning to be placed (Manyak, 2002). While 
the children's actions should not be 
ascribed solely to the effects of Ms. Ramirez's read
ing group, it seems indisputable that the children's 
participation in the group contributed to their im
pulse to compare and rank themselves on the basis 
of literate performances. 

The individualizing practices of the reading 
group also served to bind the children to their cogni
tive-academic performances and thus to begin the 
process of ranking, normalization, and exclusion on 
the basis of those performances. For instance, chil
dren like Ana and Daniel, whose linguistic and bod
ily habitus conflicted with the kind of literate dispo
sition called for by the practices of reading group, 
were singled out as problematic readers and thus at
tended Ms. Ramirez's group for an increasing period 
of time as the year went on. Thus, the practice of 
reading group, like the social practices that Toohey 
(1998) described in a first-grade Canadian class
room, placed the children within a stratified commu
nity and resulted in "the exclusion of some students 
from certain activities, practices, identities, and af
filiations" (p. 80). 

Literacy Instruction and Bodily Training 
In addition to constmcting the students as indi

viduals, the literacy practices of Ms. Ramirez's read
ing group also involved concentrated bodily training. 
In developing the notion of habitus, Bourdieu ( 1990) 
underscored the significance and durability of 
"childhood learning that treats the body as a living 
memory pad, an automaton that leads the mind un
consciously along with it, and as a repository for the 
most precious values ... " (p. 68). Bourdieu's insight 
into the intense du'rability of embodied forms of 
learning heightens the significance of those reading 
group procedures that targeted the children's bodies, 
sequenced their movements in time, and demanded 
careful articulation between their gestures and vo
calizations. While designed to facilitate the effective 
acquisition of important code-based reading skills, in 
practice these procedures had several other effects. 
First, the breaking down and sequencing of actions 

and the prescription of movements increased Ms. 
Ramirez's ability to observe, assess, and c01rect 
the children's behaviors in each moment of time. 
Second, the procedures of reading group tasks im
posed a particular habitus on the students. The 
habitus represents the deeply embodied repertoire 
of knowledge, dispositions, inclinations, and val
ues that shapes individuals' orientation toward and 
participation in social practices (Bourdieu, 1990). 
Carrington (2001) suggests that the imposition of a 
habitus constituting the "idealized ... institutional 
version of the literate" (p. 281) stands as the pri
mary goal of school literacy instruction and she 
contends that this imposition weighs heavily on 
children from non-White, non middle class back
grounds: 

The physical structuring of literacy instmc
tion, as one part of the physical totality of 
school participation, acts to deculturate in that 
it attempts to subsume and if necessary, over
ride existing embodied habitus predisposi
tions. The experience of this deculturation for 
students becomes more overt and insistent the 
further they are perceived to be from the ide
alized literate norm .... Indeed, the symbolic 
violence of cultural imposition may be ac
companied by increased physical and social 
pressure to conform. (CaITington, 2001, pp. 
275-276)

In Ms. Ramirez's group proper habitus in
cluded a "ready" bodily disposition, a pliability to 
conform to prescribed body movements, and the 
articulatory gestures necessary for standard pro
nunciation of English phonemes. For many of chil
dren in the reading group, the acquisition of this 
habitus often took precedence over and deflected 
the their attention from the actual print tasks. Be
having tactically, these students attempted to avoid 
correction by demonstrating appropriate bodily 
dispositions and gestures. A second set of children 
resisted the reconstruction of their habitus, contest
ing Ms. Ramirez's strict control of their body posi
tions, gestures, timing, and pronunciation. Conse
quently, despite their ability to pe1form print
related tasks in other contexts, resistant children 
like Juan and Daniel acquired problematic identi
ties within the group and were singled out for more 
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intensive training. In summary, the disciplinary tech
niques of Ms. Ramirez's reading group served to 
train students' bodies toward a putatively ideal ver
sion of the literate subject and to identify and begin 
to categorize those children who, for whatever rea
son, resisted this training. In this way the group 
demonstrated the dynamic which Foucault (1977) 
found at the heart of the disciplines: "The chief func
tion of disciplinary power is to 'train', rather than to 
select and to levy; or, no doubt, to train in order to 
levy and select all the more" (p. 170). 

While issues related to children's bodies and 
bodily training have received relatively little atten
tion in scholarly and practical literature on literacy 
instruction, I have highlighted here the significant 
consequences resulting from the embodied nature of 
students' participation in classroom literacy activi
ties. Based on the preceding discussion, I suggest 
that it is critical for teachers to recognize that chil
dren enter school with a habitus - a repertoire of em
bodied knowledge, dispositions, and values gener
ated by early socialization in families and communi
ties - that should be incorporated into rather than re
placed by school literacy instruction. In order to ac
complish this, literacy educators must carefully ana
lyze the kinds of bodily prescriptions that inhere to 
various literacy activities and perhaps relax or dis
pense with those prescriptions that do not appear ab
solutely necessary to developing students' compe
tence with print. More generally, teachers may bene
fit from access to constructs that would enable them 
to analyze their own literacy instruction for the ways 
that this instruction positions students and delimits 
legitimate learning resources. Such analysis might 
enable teachers to make adjustments in the social or
ganization and relations of their instructional prac
tices in order to maximize students' development as 
readers and writers. 

The Context of Ms. Ramirez's Reading Group 
This paper has provided a fine-grained analysis 

of a set of the unremarkable processes that together 
constituted a disciplinary literacy practice in a first
grade class of Latina/a children. While I have of
fered a critical reading of Ms. Ramirez's reading in
struction, it is important to recognize that she did not 
construct the activities and social routines of the 
reading group in a vacuum. Her reading group was 
located at and shaped by the intersection of powerful 
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discourses, educational reforms, and institutional 
practices. Here, I discuss the effects of the contem
porary discourse on early reading instruction and 
achievement and the English-only mandate of 
Proposition 227 on the practice of the reading 
group. 

Ms. Ramirez's summer training and her coor
sponding instruction during reading group must be 
situated within a prominent public discourse on 
early reading instruction and achievement. I use 
discourse here in the Foucauldian sense to mean 
"A systematic grouping of ideas, opinions, con
cepts, ways of thinking and behaving which are 
formed within a particular context" that shape 
"what we perceive to be significant and how we 
interpret objects and events and set them within 
systems of meaning ... " (Mills, 1999, p. 17). Varia
bly fueled by allegations of a contemporary liter
acy crisis in the U.S.; concerns over teaching stan
dards, student achievement, and accountability; a 
recognition of the increasingly sophisticated forms 
and functions of literacy required for life and work 
in the 21" century; and, as Luke and Luke (2001) 
have argued, the desire fold children safely into 
traditional print literate subjectivities and thus in
oculate them against the perceived dangers of New 
Times; this discourse has produced strident rheto
ric centering on the need for efficient methods of 
teaching children to read. Unsurprisingly, the dis
cursive push for efficient methods of teaching 
reading has resulted in a resurgence of instruc
tional programs and practices that involve the care
ful breaking down, sequencing, and prescription of 
content, activity, body movements, and vocaliza
tions in time and space. Foucault (1977) made 
clear that such disciplinary techniques spread 
quickly across social institutions such as schools 
precisely because of their efficiency in ordering 
various forms of behavior and in producing useful 
individuals. However, he argued that the efficiency 
of disciplinary practices also served to increase the 
docility of individuals subjected to those practices. 

The linking of efficiency and docility appears 
particularly salient in my analysis of Ms. Rami
rez's reading group. While the literacy practices of 
the reading group were designed to enhance the 
efficiency of young readers' efforts to "break the 
code," they also demanded and rewarded the chil
dren's compliance with a host of procedures aimed 
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suited from the intersection of theories of learning 
and literacy that occlude the influence of sociocul
tural context on cognitive/academic pe1formance, 
political endorsement of reading programs designed 
to produce results in high stakes testing, and broad 
social responses to increasingly diverse school 
populations and the destablization of traditional 
child subjectivities. While the interaction of such 
forces inevitably produces complex consequences 
that must be examined in specific contexts, the find
ings that I have presented in this paper suggest that 
the commingling of these factors has resulted in a 
renewed commitment to disciplinary forms of liter
acy instruction that appear particularly perilous for 
linguistically diverse students. 
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