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What is a literacy narrative?

Literacy narratives are personal stories about reading or composing in any form or context. 

Literacy narratives can take any form:  written stories, videotaped narratives, audio recordings.

Literacy narratives are about experiences as a small child, a teenager, an adult, a senior. 

Literacy narratives can be about reading stories books, cereal boxes, music, or video game cheats—anything at all that you read.

Literacy narratives can be about composing letters, Facebook pages, song lyrics,’ zines, blogs, maps, essays in school—anything at all that you compose.

Literacy narratives can be sad or happy, poignant or funny, informative or incidental.

Literacy narrative often focus on powerful memories about events, people, situations, places—times when you tried and succeeded or tried and failed; someone who gave you a chance or took one away; situations when someone taught you how to do something or when you taught someone else; churches and schools, contests and performances, plays and public presentations.

How can literacy narratives serve as tools of formative assessment?

Literacy narratives are laden with information about individual’s experiences with schools and schooling, their attitudes toward classroom practices and situations, and their responses to instruction and curricula.
Literacy narratives can make the invisible visible by focusing on experiences that may have a direct bearing on literacy practices, but that may not be otherwise accessible to teachers and administrators through the normal course of instruction.

Literacy narratives (written or spoken) can be used in the same manner as any other piece of composing for the purposes of assessment. Working from federal, state, and local standards, teachers can collect literacy narratives using specific prompts, and employ primary trait analyses of these narratives to conduct longitudinal and stratified comparisons of student performance.  

Literacy narratives can provide a historical/longitudinal tracing of practices and values. If students compose literacy narratives at specific intervals (beginning, middle, and end of school year; annually) in response to specific prompts, teacher researchers could employ discourse analysis to see how one student’s—or one group of students’—responses change over time and compare.  

Literacy narratives are particularly rich sources for grounded theory inquiries.  Because literacy narratives can be relatively unstructured, a surprising range of topics emerge in such narratives (e.g., the violence of literacy, technologies of literacy, identity formation). The results of such inquiries can be triangulated with other sorts of formative analysis to provide teachers information about how literacy is acquired and developed, how it is shaped, and how it is a site of contestation.

Literacy narratives can be used by students as formative self-assessment tools. At the beginning of the year, for example, they could record a literacy narrative in response to a very general question such as, “How do you see yourself as a reader and writer/composer?” Then, at the middle and end of the academic year (or annually) they could listen to their earlier literacy narrative and respond to that. Teachers could use the students’ self assessments to inform their own assessments of their teaching and their formative assessments of the students.
Literacy narratives can be used to flip the script of formative analysis, to provide assessment input about schools, programs, curricula rather than about students, A school or community could collect literacy narratives from students, teachers, parents, school board members, and administrators over time in order to inform a formative analysis of a community’s approach to literacy.
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