Contexts, Codes, and Cultures:
An Interview with NCTE
President Ernest Morrell
“Literacy” is the terminological equivalent of the mercury.
It is continuously defined and redefined,
changing form, volume, and function as
its context shifts. In
our efforts to grasp
the meanings of literacy in ways that
make sense for us
and our students, we sought the expertise of NCTE
president-elect Ernest Morrell.
A teacher, poet, activist, and writer in many
genres, Morrell is professor of English Education
and director of the Institute for Urban and Minority Education at Teachers College, Columbia University. His work brings together the theoretical
and the practical, linking the experiences of students and teachers to larger contexts of oppression
and empowerment through language, popular culture, and scholarship.
English Journal: How would you define critical

literacy?
Ernest Morrell: Traditionally literacy has been

defined solely by the skills one is acquiring or
demonstrating. So decoding the words on a page
would be literacy. Or perhaps we might define
traditional literacy as being able to spell a word
correctly. Now we know from scholars who study
the history of literacy and uses of literacy that solely
being able to decode or being able to transcribe
doesn’t necessarily lead to empowerment; that you
can have a set of skills that still doesn’t liberate you
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from the conditions of oppression. So when we
think about critical literacy we think about how are
those skills used? Under what context are they acquired?
So I am reading a text like a magazine, but I’m also
able to bring to that reading other perspectives to
maybe read against the text or understand how it
was created, what audience it was intended to
uplift, what audience it may have intentionally or
unintentionally subordinated. How can we
facilitate a reading of the world that is informed by
an understanding of how language can be used to
manipulate or maintain power or prevent those
without power from attaining it?
At the same time, there’s also a productive element of critical literacy; how do I speak back to circumstances that I don’t like or conditions that I feel are
intolerable? What kind of skills do I need, and how do
I use those skills? One example I often use with
teens begins with a critical reading of Seventeen
Magazine. A critical reading would entail understanding that advertisements support the revenue
stream for magazines. It’s largely subscription
based but advertisers pay to sell their products. So
who might these advertisers be? What angle
might they want to reinforce? In Seventeen Magazine
it’s beauty products, right? I’m reading that text
literally but I’m also reading it critically. So we
argue that critical literacy does not replace traditional literacy; it subsumes the traditional literacy.
You need all of those other reading and writing
skills, but you need another set of sensibilities and
understanding that relationship particularly is
essential to ultimately writing against that text,
creating your own multimodal artifacts that redefine what it means to be a young woman.
EJ: Now when you use the term writing against the
text you’re talking about the skills needed for
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students to understand and negotiate existing
power relations. So it’s almost a step-by-step way
of looking at it; posing a bunch of questions to the
source, the perspectives, the rationale behind the
source.
EM: Exactly. So it’s a set of skills. It’s also, I think,

a disposition toward language and toward text and
seeing yourself as someone who is able to critically
read the word and the world. The active reading of
a magazine is part of that new relationship to text.
I think that’s the first step. The ultimate goal is to
have a generation of producers of counter-texts that
are more humane and uplifting.
EJ: One of the things we struggle with in both
teacher education and as English educators is
assessing dispositions. So even what you talked
about in terms of what it takes to be a critical
consumer and producer of language, how might
you assess those dispositions to use those skills?
EM: I think if we were really attempting to do

what that word assess connotes, the answers would
be embedded in the process. I want to understand
whether or not my athletes in sports know how to
perform a certain skill. I watch them do it and
I may intervene and say, “Oh no, do it this way,”
right? It’s an authentic situation where people are
actually doing something.
One of the questions we should ask is, “What
do we want our students to be able to do?” And
what is the connection between how we want to
understand their ability and what it is we ask them
to do in class? So with respect to the dispositions
of critical literacy, how would we assess that formatively? How would we assess it in context?
Assessment starts in two places, I think. One
is: What can we measure? What is measurable? And
the other one would be What are kids doing and how
can we know more about how they’re doing what they’re
doing? If we build up from this second place, we’re
going to get something messier, it’s a little bit different. If we reduce assessment to what we can
measure quantitatively across populations, we’re
going to get something different. And maybe at
the end of the day we have multiple measures,
which I would be more comfortable with. Right
now it’s just the reduced psychometric version of
this is how we can assess.
The current process does little good for educators. You get the scores, you know, after you’re
done with the kids. And it doesn’t tell you a whole
lot. What a teacher needs to know at the end of

first day of the unit is, Are we on the right track?
And what the students needs to know is, Am I on
the right track? That’s why I use sports metaphors.
For example, if I want to know why I keep missing
free throws, why should the coach wait until the
end of the basketball season and tell me, “By the
way, your free throw percentage is 25%. You’re at
the 10th percentile. Work on the free throw.”
Well the season’s over, coach. What am
I going to do? So that’s what I think about: the
connection between the kinds of things we talk
about when we assess learning and literacy: What
would it look like to have a mastery phase? What
would it look like to have a beginning mastery
phase? What does that trajectory look like and
where should we expect people to find themselves
in it? And I think most importantly, how does that
get translated to the students so they understand
where they are and what they need to do to
improve? And the feedback should, whenever possible, be immediate, accessible, and constructive.
EJ: In that vein, can you comment on the idea of
proximity? Part of the movements toward
evaluation seem to be moving toward distance,
objectivity in assessment, rather than valuing the
relationships that are essential to learning. Is
proximity, close proximity an important
component of assessment?
EM: Yes. Proximity, context, I think they’re two

parts of the same coin that learning is
contextualized, and to decontextualize it
does privilege a certain kind of knowledge,
a certain way of knowing that is not everything
that being literate entails. Additionally, in an
authentic context you normally want success to
happen but in developing psychometric tests you
actually need failure to happen so that you can get
a standard deviation.
EJ: In your role as president-elect of NCTE, you
are positioned as a leader in the field of English
education. How do you perceive your role in terms
of working to make the lives of English teachers
and their students different, better?
EM: The people who are in classrooms every day
need have to have a greater voice in defining the
field. When I was a beginning English teacher and a
graduate student I wanted to build up my own
practice learning from the most successful, most
dynamic English educators I could find, so I sought
out an organization like NCTE, which had created
platforms like an English Journal. One of the first
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pieces that I ever published about my work was in
English Journal, and I saw that as a place for English
teachers to talk about what they do. And at NCTE
we need to continue to cultivate that, that there’s
still a need for professional organization. There’s still
a need for teachers to talk to teachers. I think we
also have some other issues now where it’s not just
about talking to ourselves, which we’ve been doing
for a hundred years, but teachers need to be speaking
to others—state boards of education, state
legislatures, the greater public, and policymakers—
about how some of the current trends run very
contrary to our core values about practice in the
classroom. I think NCTE can leverage its
membership toward both ends.
We also need to figure out a way of using our
journals, our social media, our conventions, and our
affiliates to facilitate collaborative teacher inquiry.
We can learn as much from our process as we can
from our outcomes. This is the theory behind the
Literacy in Learning Exchange, where hundreds of
teacher teams have already signed up. I’d like to see
this number reach the thousands during my tenure
as NCTE president. I’d like to see these teams working together in their buildings and sharing their
learning processes and their successful practices with
others across the country and I would like to see this
collective expertise leveraged in educational policy.
My question to national leaders is always:
What are the best teachers doing? In English
classrooms today across America students are
inspired, they’re engaged, they’re doing amazing
things, they feel good about themselves. What’s
happening in these classrooms? If you don’t
know, upon what values and ideas and information are you making policy? What we need to do
is to get inside of those classrooms. Part of what
we’ve done at NCTE involves shining the light
on those classrooms. They’re not perfect places
but they’re very good places; they’re places where
you would want your kids to be and they’re
places where kids want to be. We pretend as if
this is not happening in America; as if we have no
answers, as if we have to go outside for answers,
as if we have to figure out what’s going on in Finland, what’s going on in Singapore, not what’s
happening in New Paltz in this classroom where
this eleventh-grade teacher has these kids doing
amazing things in our own backyard. And we
have to shout that from the rooftop. I do see
NCTE as one of the places where that can happen, where English teachers can shout from the
rooftops. It is also an organization that can
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develop powerful learning communities for
teachers.
EJ: Because the field of English is so broad,
teachers are expected to engage with Shakespeare
and contemporary media. Can teachers use critical
literacy to make these connections, and to connect
theory to practice?
EM: Great English teachers break down that

dichotomy between popular culture and “high
culture” in their units, lessons, and activities every
day. As they do this, as they reinvent the discipline
to be relevant to a new century, they also evolve
new theories of practice. What we’re doing is what
Paulo Freire calls problem-posing. We ask difficult
questions like “How do I incorporate popular
culture and media while not losing my
Shakespeare?” As we ask these tough questions, we
engage and transform old theories of practice we
develop and reflect upon new practices, like
juxtaposing canonical and popular cultural texts in
our classrooms. This process develops both new
practices and new theories of practice. Where
others see theory and practice as antithetical to
each other, in English education they’re really
dialectical to each other.
Most of us have some elements of new media
in our curricula. Very few English teachers have
not entered the media age and very few English
teachers have completely abandoned classical
literature. As we figure out how the two coexist
we are refining our collective theory of practice.
There is a scientific principle that the natural
tendency of things is toward chaos and if you
want to maintain stability you have to actively
work against that tendency. Our profession follows this same principle; stasis will lead to chaos;
it will lead to irrelevance, so the way that we
maintain the essence of the field is to continue
to push on it and ask tough questions. But we’re
not stopping practice to engage in this process;
everyone’s still going back into their classroom on
Monday and we work it out as we continue along
our journey as educators. Whether we’re English
educators at the preservice level or the K–12 level
or the college level, we have a very real pragmatic
context for work that is ongoing and at the same
time we’re having these more abstract internal
and external conversations that help us to continually reinvent ourselves.
We need to share our process of learning as
well as our outcomes in classrooms. I’m a big person on aesthetic. I talk about not re-imagining
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English education but re-imaging English education. As a national organization and as teachers we
need to offer a different image of what is possible;
it’s difficult because we’re teaching in an era where
we are being evaluated upon constantly changing
criteria. But I still see it happening. I see the kinds
of classrooms where critical literacy is happening
every day and that’s why I think we need to celebrate teachers who are producing self-actualizing
seriously literate students who are poised to
become authentic and powerful participants in our
multicultural democracy in the 21st century.
EJ: Your passion and commitment to these issues is
evident as is your knowledge base. So how is
NCTE as a large group that seems it could have a
voice to speak back to policymakers and certainly
solidarity is the way we have to do this somehow,
but it seems like it could be a force for solidarity
pushing back. Do you see that happening?
EM: I see it happening, I think, in a number of
ways. Part of the advocating means that those of us
who got into this business because they love literature and love the word have got to become more
interested in politics and advocacy. That happened
to me, too. Seeing kids I cared about being mistreated and underserved meant I had to become a
little more, dare I say, political. There are many in

our profession who might say, “Politics is not my
thing, I just want to teach English.” We have to be
advocates for our students and for our profession,
which means we have to have more sophisticated
knowledge about how the system works and how
we can intervene to make it better. There are certainly a lot of different spaces where conversations
are happening right now where English teachers
need to be heard. I think of the Learn Act or the
Reauthorization of ESEA, and the federal level
interpretation of the Common Core State Standards, or the preparation of the Next Generation
assessments by PARCC and Smarter Balanced. The
disconnect between what we know and believe,
even the common ground in our debates and what
is perceived from the outside, is truly striking. So
much of our collective wisdom is disregarded when
important decisions affecting the future of literacy
education are made. We have to stop only talking
to ourselves about these things. Figuring out what
it means to talk to others is a serious enterprise.
EJ editors Julie Gorlewski and David Gorlewski interviewed Ernest Morrell on April 28,
2012, at the Fifth Annual Equity and Social Justice
Conference at the State University of New York at
New Paltz.

Call for Nominations: James Moffett Award
NCTE’s Conference on English Education in conjunction with the National Writing Project offers this award
to support teacher research projects that further the spirit and scholarship of James Moffett. Moffett, a great
champion of the voices of K–12 teachers, focused on such ideas as the necessity of student-centered curricula,
writing across the curriculum, alternatives to standardized testing, and spiritual growth in education and life.
Applications for the Moffett Award should be in the form of a proposal for a project that one or more
K–12 classroom teachers wish to pursue. See http://www.ncte.org/cee/awards/moffett for the complete
information.
Moffett Award winners receive a certificate designating the individual as the 2014 recipient of the CEE
Moffett Award and a monetary award (up to $1,000) to be used toward implementation of the proposed
project.
Submit proposals to CEE Moffett Award, NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801-1010 or
cee@ncte.org, Attn: CEE Administrative Liaison. Proposals must be postmarked by May 1, 2014.
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