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Foundations and Principles

What Is English Language Arts?

Relationship between English Language Arts and Literacy

In all school subjects and in all facets of life, students are engaged in literate 
behaviours. Current understandings of literacy suggest that learners 
participate in multiple literacy communities and that each community has 
particular ways of thinking, doing, and using and creating text. Learners need 
to be flexible in their literacy learning in order to be active participants in a 
variety of communities both in school and in other places in their life. In all 
disciplines or fields of study, students should be engaged in literacy learning 
specific to each discipline. In science, for example, students learn about the 
texts that are authentic to that discipline and the particular ways of thinking 
about those texts. Reading for historical accuracy requires different processes 
than reading scientific data in order to make a judgment. Similarly, ELA has 
particular texts and particular ways of considering language and the world. 
English language arts recognizes that the particular discipline of ELA has both 
its own way of thinking and the responsibility to support the literacy learning 
that transfers through and between other disciplines. Literacy practices from 
all fields as well as those that are particular to ELA offer multiple ways for 
learners to engage with, connect with, and respond to their world.

In the Kindergarten to Grade 12 ELA curriculum, the word texts refers 
to the variety of resources that we use to make meaning. These include 
aural/oral, visual, print, digital, physical, gestural, and spatial texts, and 
the various combinations of these. For example, a news video could 
have gestural, oral, visual, and print components simultaneously. Many 
different objects are imbued with meaning and used for different purposes 
depending on how people create or attend to them.

Language and literacies are symbolic socio-cultural systems through 
which human beings create and share meanings. They do so by using the 
conventional meaning-making and meaning-sharing practices within their 
socio-cultural groups, while at the same time inventing new ones.
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Guiding Principles

How English language arts is represented in the Kindergarten to Grade 12 
curriculum and enacted in classrooms is anchored by guiding principles. 
Educators are called upon to interpret and live out curriculum through these 
principles and reflect on implications for their planning. 

Language and literacies are central to all learning.

Language and literacies are tools for making meaning across any learning 
context—in and out of school. An ability to work across languages and 
literacies opens paths to social participation and learning. Today’s learners 
need a broad communicative repertoire in order to interact with and navigate 
multiple forms of text and social contexts. This repertoire provides multiple 
ways to participate. Language particular to academic fields (e.g., the ways 
we make and communicate meaning in science) and fields and experiences 
beyond school (e.g., ways we make and communicate meaning within social 
groups and communities) helps us to participate more deeply. Understanding 
and using the particular language, ways of thinking, and the social norms and 
practices within particular contexts helps us to actively participate and engage 
more deeply. 

Reflection:

	■ How do I design learning experiences so that learners have meaningful 
opportunities to use language and literacies in all facets of learning? 

	■ How do I model and help surface the multiple ways that we use language 
and literacies in learning and life? 

	■ How do I support learners as they notice, name, and strategically make 
decisions about the language and literacies they use within and across 
contexts?

Further Reading, Viewing, and Research
Brownlie, Faye, and Leyton Schnellert. It’s All about Thinking: Collaborating to 
Support All Learners in English, Social Studies, and Humanities. Portage & Main 
Press, 2009.

Halliday, M. A. K. “Towards a Language-Based Theory of Learning.” Linguistics and 
Education, vol. 5, no. 2, 1993, pp. 93–116.

Hicks, Deborah. “Discourse, Learning and Teaching.” Review of Research in 
Education, vol. 21, 1995, pages 49–95. 

Jetton, Tamara L., and Cynthia Shanahan, editors. Adolescent Literacy in the 
Academic Disciplines: General Principles and Practical Strategies. Guilford Press, 
2012.

Mills, Heidi. Learning for Real: Teaching Content and Literacy across the Curriculum. 
Heinemann, 2014.

Mills, Heidi, Tim O’Keefe, Chris Hass, and Scott Johnson. “Changing Hearts, Minds, 
and Actions through Collaborative Inquiry.” Language Arts, vol. 92, no. 1, Sept. 2014, 
pp. 36–51. 
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Moje, Elizabeth Birr. “Developing Socially Just Subject-Matter Instruction: A Review 
of the Literature on Disciplinary Literacy Teaching.” Review of Research in Education, 
vol. 31, no. 1, 2007, pp. 1–44. 

Moje, Elizabeth Birr, Kathryn McIntosh Ciechanowski, Katherine Kramer, Lindsay Ellis, 
Rosario Carrillo, and Tehani Collazo. “Working toward Third Space in Content Area 
Literacy: An Examination of Everyday Funds of Knowledge and Discourse.” Reading 
Research Quarterly, vol. 39, no. 1, Jan.–Mar. 2004, pp. 38–70.

Schoenbach, Ruth, Cynthia Greenleaf, and Lynn Murphy. Reading for Understanding: 
How Reading Apprenticeship Improves Disciplinary Learning in Secondary and 
College Classrooms. 2nd ed., Jossey-Bass, 2012.

Shanahan, Timothy, and Cynthia Shanahan. (2008). “Teaching Disciplinary Literacy to 
Adolescents: Rethinking Content-Area Literacy.” Harvard Educational Review, vol. 78, 
no. 1, Spring 2008, pp. 40–59.

Language and literacies are context dependent.

Language differences are important. Multiple ways of knowing and seeing 
the world, multiple modes for making and communicating meaning, multiple 
variations of languages and dialects are critical to an evolving and equitable 
society. 

There is a lot of divergence in the social languages we use. How we use 
language will shift as we navigate different contexts. For example, our 
practices will potentially be different in the context of a community feast 
compared to those on social media. How language and literacies are situated 
in contexts makes them valid and meaningful. Navigating cultural context, 
purposes, and audiences is therefore critical. This requires users to be 
discerning and thoughtful decision makers. When language and literacies 
are understood as situated, it is also understood that conventions will differ 
as well. 

Reflection:

	■ How do I make space in learning environments to honour and celebrate 
the multiple ways that learners and communities make and communicate 
meaning? 

	■ How do I harness knowledge, experiences, cultures, and languages of 
learners and their families to support and deepen the learning of all? 

	■ How do I recognize and help others to recognize that the ways we use 
language and literacies will change based on context? 

	■ How do I support learners in becoming discerning decision makers in 
relation to language and literacies?
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Further Reading, Viewing, and Research
Barton, David, Mary Hamilton, and Roz Ivanič, editors. Situated Literacies: Reading 
and Writing in Context. Routledge, 2000. 

Botelho, Maria José. “Naming Practices: Defining Critical Multicultural Literacies.” 
Orbit, vol. 36, no. 3, 2007, pp. 27–30.

Brandt, Deborah, and Katie Clinton. “Limits of the Local: Expanding Perspectives on 
Literacy as a Social Practice.” Journal of Literacy Research, vol. 34, no. 3, 2002, pp. 
337–356.

Cardinal, Trudy. “Mosoms and Moccasins . . . Literacy in an Indigenous Context.” 
Canadian Social Studies, vol. 48, no. 1, 2015, pp. 1–7.

Gee, James Paul. “The New Literacy Studies and the ‘Social Turn.’ ” 1999. 
Opinion paper. 

Gee, James Paul. “Reading as Situated Language: A Sociocognitive Perspective.” 
Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, vol. 44, no. 8, May 2001, pp. 714–725. 

Gee, James Paul. Situated Language and Learning: A Critique of Traditional Schooling. 
Routledge, 2004. 

Gee, James Paul. Social Linguistics and Literacies: Ideology in Discourses. 3rd ed., 
Routledge, 2008.

Gutiérrez, Kris D., and Lynda D. Stone. “Synchronic and Diachronic Dimensions of 
Social Practice: An Emerging Methodology for Cultural-Historical Perspectives on 
Literacy Learning.” Vygotskian Perspectives on Literacy Research: Constructing 
Meaning through Collaborative Inquiry, edited by Carol D. Lee and Peter 
Smagorinsky, Cambridge University Press, 2000, pp. 150–164.

Honeyford, Michelle A. “Writing as Teachers: The Power of Place.” Language Arts, 
vol. 94, no. 4, Mar. 2017, pp. 279–281.

Kalantzis, Mary, Bill Cope, Eveline Chan, and Leanne Dalley-Trim. Literacies. 
2nd ed., Cambridge University Press, 2016. Supporting materials available at 
http://newlearningonline.com/literacies. 

Llopart, Mariona, and Moisès Esteban-Guitart. “Funds of Knowledge in 21st Century 
Societies: Inclusive Educational Practices for Under-Represented Students. A 
Literature Review.” Journal of Curriculum Studies, vol. 50, no. 2, 2018, pp. 145–161. 

Moje, Elizabeth Birr, and Kathleen Hinchman. “Culturally Responsive Practices for 
Youth Literacy Learning.” Adolescent Literacy Research and Practice, edited by 
Tamara L. Jetton and Janice A. Dole, Guilford Press, 2004, pp. 321–350. 

Language and literacy learning is complex, continuous, 
and recursive.

Language and literacies are not something that one either has or does not 
have. Rather, language and literacies are multiple, dynamic, and malleable. 
Language and literacies are mobilized in multiple ways and in various 
contexts. Authentic language and literacy experiences engage learners in 
practice—drawing upon multiple skills, knowledge, strategies, processes, and 
resources all at once. Language and literacy learning is ongoing as we embrace 
and navigate new learning and contexts. Language and literacy learning is 
recursive. Through the process of returning to and reflecting back on learning, 
learning can then grow, deepen, and transform. Recursive learning facilitates 
deep, rich understanding and involves “building and rebuilding ideas in 
multiple contexts” (Shwartz, Sadler, Sonnert, and Tai 801). Reflection is key as 
it changes the way learning may be understood and opens up new learning 

http://newlearningonline.com/literacies
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pathways. This process is generative, non-linear, and complex. Such learning 
does not always grow incrementally from simple to complex understandings, 
but rather can be characterized as an expanding, changing web of dynamic 
interactions, relationships, and experiences (Manitoba Education and 
Advanced Learning 57).

Reflection:

	■ How do my choices related to teaching, assessment, and resources reflect the 
idea of literacy as complex, continuous, and recursive?

	■ How do I provide opportunities for learners to broaden, deepen, and 
transform their language and literacies? 

	■ How might planning, teaching, and assessment capture learning as 
expansive?

Further Reading, Viewing, and Research
Doll, William E., Jr. “Curriculum Possibilities in a ‘Post’-Future.” Journal of 
Curriculum and Supervision, vol. 8, no. 4, Summer 1993, pp. 277–292, 
www.ascd.org/publications/jcs/summer1993/Curriculum_Possibilities_
in_a_%E2%80%9CPost%E2%80%9D-Future.aspx

Edwards, Carolyn, Lella Gandini, and George Forman. The Hundred Languages of 
Children: The Reggio Emilia Approach—Advanced Reflections. 2nd ed., Ablex, 1998.

Hull, Glynda A., and Mark Evan Nelson. “Locating the Semiotic Power of 
Multimodality.” Written Communication, vol. 22, no. 2, Apr. 2005, pp. 224–261.

Jardine, David W., Patricia Clifford, and Sharon Friesen. Curriculum in Abundance. 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 2006.

Jewitt, Carey. “Multimodality and Literacy in School Classrooms.” Review of Research 
in Education, vol. 32, no. 1, 2008, pp. 241–267. 

Kalantzis, Mary, Bill Cope, Eveline Chan, and Leanne Dalley-Trim. Literacies. 
2nd ed., Cambridge University Press, 2016. Supporting materials available at 
http://newlearningonline.com/literacies.

Manitoba Education and Training. “Dynamic Processes in Literacy Learning.” 
Kindergarten to Grade 4 English Language Arts: A Foundation for Implementation, 
Manitoba Education and Training, 1998, page 12. 

Schwartz, Marc S., Philip M. Sadler, Gerhard Sonnert, and Robert H. Tai. “Depth 
Versus Breadth: How Content Coverage in High School Science Courses Relates to 
Later Success in College Science Coursework.” Science Education, vol. 93, no. 5, 
Sept. 2009, pp. 798–826, doi:https://doi.org/10.1002/sce.20328. 

Sousanis, Nick. Unflattening. Harvard University Press, 2015.

Woods, Annette, Barbara Comber, and Radha Iyer. “Literacy Learning: Designing and 
Enacting Inclusive Pedagogical Practices in Classrooms.” Inclusive Pedagogy across 
the Curriculum, edited by Joanne M. Deppeler, Tim Loreman, Ron Smith, and Lani 
Florian, Emerald Publishing, 2015, pp. 45–71. Vol. 7 of International Perspectives on 
Inclusive Education. 

Language and literacies develop differently for each individual.

Children and youth have unique and diverse ways of developing and 
expanding their language and literacies. There is not one singular model that 
represents learning development. Our learning environments are therefore 
rich in diversity, where learners and teachers share multiple ways of knowing 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/jcs/summer1993/Curriculum_Possibilities_in_a_%E2%80%9CPost%E2%80%9D-Future.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/jcs/summer1993/Curriculum_Possibilities_in_a_%E2%80%9CPost%E2%80%9D-Future.aspx
http://newlearningonline.com/literacies
https://doi.org/10.1002/sce.20328
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and diverse backgrounds and identities. Each learner, therefore, has a different 
way of “seeing” and processing. This adds depth, complexity, and opportunity 
in learning communities and requires a broad range of ways of tapping into, 
surfacing, expanding, and deepening learning. Educators are called upon 
to imagine rich, generous, and inclusive learning spaces and experiences in 
which all learners engage deeply and meaningfully. David Jardine offers the 
following analogy:

When I go out into the garden with my young son, I don’t send him off to a 
developmentally appropriate garden. I take him to the same garden where I am 
going to work. Now, once we get there and get to the work that place needs, of 
course, each of us will work as each of us is able. We are not identical in ability, 
experience, strength, patience, and so on. But both of us will be working in the 
same place doing some part of the real work that the garden requires. This 
garden[,] and the real work it requires, is itself rich and generous and multiple 
and varied enough to embrace our differences. This place, this topography, this 
topic, has room for us both. It is a place where we can gather together in our 
differences and work in ways that each of us has something to offer to this place 
that is irreplaceable. (Jardine, “Nature of Inquiry”)

Reflection:

	■ How do I plan rich learning experiences that are inclusive, generative, and 
multi-faceted? 

	■ How do I learn about and harness the different ways of learning/knowing 
in my classroom? 

Further Reading, Viewing, and Research
Edwards, Carolyn, Lella Gandini, and George Forman. The Hundred Languages of 
Children: The Reggio Emilia Approach—Advanced Reflections. 2nd ed., Ablex, 1998.

Jardine, David W. “On the Nature of Inquiry: Choosing a Topic.” Galileo Educational 
Network, 2002, http://galileo.org/teachers/designing-learning/articles/choosing-a-
topic/. Accessed 12 Oct. 2018.

The Learning Exchange. “Respect Diversity.” N’gwii Kendaasmin—We’ll Learn and 
Teach Together: First Nation Metis Inuit, https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/
respect-diversity/. Accessed 12 Oct. 2018.

Woods, Annette, Barbara Comber, and Radha Iyer. “Literacy Learning: Designing and 
Enacting Inclusive Pedagogical Practices in Classrooms.” Inclusive Pedagogy across 
the Curriculum, edited by Joanne M. Deppeler, Tim Loreman, Ron Smith, and Lani 
Florian, Emerald Publishing, 2015, pp. 45–71. Vol. 7 of International Perspectives on 
Inclusive Education. 

Language and literacy learning and use are social.

Language and literacies offer us powerful tools and processes for 
communication and collaboration. The collaborative nature of language and 
literacy communities nurtures positive relationships and interactions. Even 
when interacting independently with texts, we are interacting with the creators 
of these texts. Language and literacies allow us to have, explore, share, and 
change our voice. Conversation and discussion in multiple forms are key to 
making meaning and creating vibrant learning communities.

http://galileo.org/teachers/designing-learning/articles/choosing-a-topic/
http://galileo.org/teachers/designing-learning/articles/choosing-a-topic/
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/respect-diversity/
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/respect-diversity/
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Michele Jacobsen comments on the importance of collaboration: “Outside 
of formal schooling, almost all learning occurs in complex social 
environments . . . teachers who design for peer collaboration and individual 
reflection on learning cultivate stronger learning outcomes.” 

Ah-Young Song notes, “Networking with classmates, instructors, local 
partners, and wider communities through physical and digital environments 
can facilitate meaningful knowledge production as individuals learn to 
communicate with those who have shared or diverging interests, backgrounds, 
and experiences” (19).

Reflection:

	■ How do I create meaningful and ample opportunity for learners to build 
relationships and engage in deep talk with others?

	■ How do I support collaboration in my classroom?

Further Reading, Viewing, and Research
Dyson, Anne Haas, and Celia Genishi. “Social Talk and Imaginative Play: Curricular 
Basics for Young Children’s Language and Literacy.” Theoretical Models and Processes 
of Reading, 6th ed., edited by Donna E. Alvermann, Norman J. Unrau, and Robert B. 
Ruddell, International Reading Association, 2013, pp. 164–181. 

EL Education. “Creating Class Norms: Management in the Active Classroom.” 
https://vimeo.com/124448656. Accessed 15 Oct. 2018.

Halliday, M. A. K. “The Place of Dialogue in Children’s Construction of Meaning.” 
3rd International Conference on Analysis of Dialogue, 2–5 May 1990, Bologna, Italy.

The Learning Exchange. “Inquiry and Student Engagement, Gr. 3.” Knowledge 
Building—Knowledge Builders. https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/educators-
inquiry-student-engagement-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building–
Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders. Accessed 
15 Oct. 2018.

The Learning Exchange. “Reflections on Inquiry, Gr. 7.” Knowledge Building—
Knowledge Builders. https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/students-
reflections-inquiry-gr-7/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge 
Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders. Accessed 15 Oct. 2018.

The Learning Exchange. “Risk Taking Gr. 3.” Knowledge Building—
Knowledge Builders. https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/risk-
taking-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge 
Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders. Accessed 15 Oct. 2018. 

The Learning Exchange. “Student to Student Learning, Gr. 3.” Knowledge 
Building—Knowledge Builders. https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/student-
student-learning-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge 
Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders. Accessed 15 Oct. 2018.

Paugh, Patricia. “Discourses as Resources: Active Literacy Practices and a 
Microculture of Rich Meaning Making in an Urban Elementary Classroom.” Literacy 
Research: Theory, Method, and Practice, vol. 64, no. 1, Nov. 2015, pp. 132–148.

Peters, Sally, and Janette Kelly. “Exploring Children’s Perspectives: Multiple Ways of 
Seeing and Knowing the Child.” Waikato Journal of Education, vol. 16, no. 3, 2011, 
pp. 19–30. 

Song, Ah-Young. “Operationalizing Critical Digital Literacies: A Holistic Approach 
to Literacy Education in the Modern Age.” Talking Points, vol. 28, no. 1, Oct. 2016, 
pp. 17–24.

Tolentino, Efleda Preclaro. “ ‘Put an explanation point to make it louder’: Uncovering 
Emergent Writing Revelations through Talk.” Language Arts, vol. 91, no. 1, 
Sept. 2013, pp. 10–22.

https://vimeo.com/124448656
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/educators-inquiry-student-engagement-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building–Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/educators-inquiry-student-engagement-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building–Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/educators-inquiry-student-engagement-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building–Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/students-reflections-inquiry-gr-7/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/students-reflections-inquiry-gr-7/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/students-reflections-inquiry-gr-7/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/risk-taking-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/risk-taking-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/risk-taking-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/student-student-learning-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/student-student-learning-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/student-student-learning-gr-3/?pcat=&psess=&ptit=Knowledge Building-Knowledge Builders&ps=knowledge-building-knowledge-builders
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Vygotsky, L. S. Mind in Society: The Development of Psychological Processes. 
Harvard University Press, 1978.

Wilhelm, Jeffrey D. “CODA: Classroom Conversation: Inquiry, Dialogism, and Deep 
Understanding.” Voices from the Middle, vol. 22, no. 1, Sept. 2014, pp. 74–76.

Zwiers, Jeff, and Marie Crawford. Academic Conversations: Classroom Talk That 
Fosters Critical Thinking and Content Understanding. Stenhouse, 2011. 

Zwiers, Jeff, Susan O’Hara, and Robert Pritchard. “Conversing to Fortify Literacy, 
Language, and Learning.” Voices from the Middle, vol. 22, no. 1, Sept. 2014, 
pp. 10–14.

Language and literacy demands are evolving.

In today’s world, language and literacies are defined as much more than the 
ability to speak a language or to read and write print text. The texts that fill the 
world of today’s learners are multimodal, and combine print, digital, physical, 
aural/oral, gestural, spatial, and visual modes, along with many more. In 
this shifting and complex world, language and literacies are interconnected 
and codependent. We now have to navigate the multiple and particular uses 
of language and literacies in various contexts. What is deemed important (or 
foundational) for language and literacy has to capture the relevance, breadth, 
and depth of meaning for today’s learners. Reading and writing print have 
relevance in today’s language and literacies, but must exist within a more 
inclusive and rich understanding of language and literacies. Today’s learners 
are expected to innovate, take risks, and negotiate diversity and uncertainty. 
This requires learners to have the capacity and capability to navigate multiple 
uses of language and literacies and a wide range of texts and contexts. This 
requires educators to reflect on approaches to the teaching and learning of 
language and literacies. As Marjorie Siegel says, “Language arts education 
can no longer ignore the way that our social, cultural, and economic worlds 
now require facility with text and practices involving the full range of 
representational modes” (65). 

Reflection:

	■ How do I select, use, provide access to, and support the creation of multiple 
forms of text in my classroom? 

	■ How do I harness the power of multiple modes to make meaning? 
	■ How do I ensure that learners are able to innovate, take risks, and negotiate 

diversity, ambiguity, and change?

Further Reading, Viewing, and Research
Alper, Meryl. “Developmentally Appropriate New Media Literacies: Supporting 
Cultural Competencies and Social Skills in Early Childhood Education.” Journal of 
Early Childhood Literacy, vol. 13, no. 2, June 2013, pp. 175–196.

Bearne, Eve, with Cary Bazalgette. Beyond Words: Developing Children’s 
Understanding of Multimodal Texts. United Kingdom Literacy Association, 2010.
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Reflection:

	■ How do I learn about and tap into the multiple identities of learners in my 
classroom/school?

	■ How do I support and build agency in learners? 
	■ How do I support learners as thoughtful decision makers in language and 

literacies? 
	■ How do I ensure meaningful engagement for learners? 
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orchestration and use of multiple ways of knowing for purposes of ongoing 
interpretation and inquiry into the world” (339).

Reflection: 

	■ How do I ensure that learners have opportunity to meaningfully engage 
in practices?

	■ How do I support focused and intentional teaching within meaningful 
language and literacy experiences? 

	■ How do learners draw upon multiple ways of knowing and resources 
to learn?
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Powerful Practice in Kindergarten to Grade 12 English 
Language Arts

Powerful English language arts education in Kindergarten to Grade 12 is 
defined by understandings and beliefs about education informed by current 
research, theory, and practice. As educators, we never stop learning, and 
are constantly evolving, expanding, and deepening our teaching practices. 
There may be many other characteristics of powerful practices beyond those 
represented on the following page. Through deep, ongoing professional 
learning, inquiry, and reflective practice with the Kindergarten to Grade 12 
English language arts curriculum and powerful teaching, learning, and 
assessment practices, teachers can help all learners develop and deepen their 
competencies and confidence as language users. “To inquire effectively, we 
have to be open-minded, persistent, self-critical, reflective, and empathetic to 
the positions of others; we have to allow ourselves to be uncertain, to stand 
back and examine our practice, and then use what we find as a basis for 
change,” note the editors of Education Gazette in their “refresher” on teaching as 
inquiry. 
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Powerful Practice in Kindergarten to Grade 12 English Language Arts

Adapted from Saskatchewan Ministry of Education. English Language Arts 3. Regina, SK:  
Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2010. Adapted with permission.

Reflecting on own 
learning and literacy

Recognizing the central 
role of language in 

communicating, thinking, 
and learning 

Accessing, using, drawing upon 
a variety of strategies 

depending upon the task and 
purpose, and having 

metacognitive conversations 
internally and with others

Using visual, multimedia, oral, 
and written communication 

competently, appropriately, and 
effectively for a range 

of purposes

Creating meaning for 
themselves and others 

(when speaking, writing, 
and using other forms 

of representing)

Appreciating children as 
active learners and accepting 

them as competent 
co-learners who can socially 

and culturally construct 
knowledge with adults

Helping children actively seek 
to understand the world 

around them and to learn 
about life and language

Teaching and 
learning for deep 

understandingDesigning learning 
environments that build a 
learning community while 

embracing the histories, 
practices, languages, and lived 

experiences of each learner

Making meaning of ideas 
or information received 

(when viewing, listening, 
and reading)

Helping students 
know/co-construct what and 

why they are learning and doing 
something (e.g., big ideas, 

practices of ELA, essential or 
inquiry questions, points of 

progression and learning goals, 
co-constructed criteria, 

exemplars) 

Nurturing curiosity 
and exploration, and 
engaging in inquiry

Setting meaningful and 
relevant contexts for 

teaching and learning 
including connections to 

students’ experiences, 
knowledge, and personal 

and cultural identity



Kindergarten to Grade 12 English Language Arts Curriculum Framework: A Living Document20

Language is central to all learning. Through the English language arts, 
learners become flexible, reflective, and critical thinkers who are able to 
interact with complex ideas about themselves, the world, and society. The 
English language arts encourage creativity and imagination. English language 
arts is a discipline or field in itself, while also acting as a support for learning 
that transfers through and among the other disciplines.

English language arts enables learners to increase the complexity and 
sophistication in the ways that they make sense of language, understand 
language as a system, and use language to explore and design, while being 
aware of the power of language and their and others’ agency. Through 
comprehending, communicating, and critical thinking within rich learning 
experiences, learners develop and deepen competency in using language to 
meet personal and academic goals.
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The English Language Arts Learning Landscape

In the Kindergarten to Grade 12 English language arts curriculum framework, 
the landscape metaphor is used to convey the understanding that learning 
is dynamic and always in the process of being constructed. New ways of 
thinking about curriculum involve a “shift in the images we use, away from 
knowledge pictured as fragmented pieces put together, one piece at a time, in 
a linear fashion on an assembly line, to an image of knowledge as a complex 
organic network organized into living fields, territories or ‘landscapes’ ” 
(WNCP 6).

English language arts in Manitoba is conceived as a learning landscape 
that represents a space for pedagogical possibility. In this space, learners, in 
relationship with other learners, educators, Elders, and the larger community, 
interact and learn together in the dynamic, complex, living field of English 
language arts. 

The English language arts landscape provides multiple ways for diverse 
learners to enter and engage. 

English Language Arts Goals

The goals of the Kindergarten to Grade 12 English language arts curriculum 
are to give students opportunities to

	■ practise within the field of English language arts as full participants
	■ develop flexible and versatile ways of thinking and using language to meet 

personal, social, and academic needs
	■ build a sense of self, identity, community, and the world
	■ sustain a lifelong sense of curiosity, a passion for learning, and an 

appreciation of the power and beauty of literature, language, and multiple 
forms of text

www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS_Pedagogical.pdf
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS_Pedagogical.pdf
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS_PedagogicalDocument.pdf
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS_PedagogicalDocument.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDZFcDGpL4U
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What Grounds the Design of the Kindergarten to 
Grade 12 ELA Curriculum?

The following graphic represents a large scale view of the Kindergarten 
to Grade 12 ELA curriculum—its conceptual framework. It represents the 
relationships and the environments that support English language arts 
learning. Subsequent pages explain each “part of the whole.”

The English Language Arts Conceptual Framework 

Teachers as co-designers and 
facilitators of learning

Design learning experiences
around practices

Focus teaching/learning around
elements and/or descriptors

Observe and gather evidence
(with support of descriptors)

Learners as co-designers
of learning

Use practices in 
meaningful contexts

Enhance practices through 
elements and/or descriptors

Show learning in multiple ways
(descriptors)
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Competency, Communities, and Meaningful Contexts

The way that we view and position the learners in our schools and classrooms 
has an impact on the way that we approach teaching and learning. Members 
of our learning communities must continuously reflect on what we understand 
about learners as well as what we understand about learning. 

Students, teachers and other school personnel, families, and communities 
work together to value, promote, and develop language and literacies that are 
necessary to be active participants in all areas of their lives. We recognize that 
each member of the community has competencies for living, working, and 
learning in meaningful contexts and communities. 

Competency

The Manitoba Kindergarten to Grade 12 English language arts curriculum 
is grounded in the belief that all students have and continue to develop 
competencies as literacy learners. Competencies are

	■ deep and multi-faceted ways of knowing, doing, and being
	■ representative of the ways in which knowledge is held, passed on, worked 

with, and created in the world
	■ owned by the learner as a transferable tool for problem solving and decision 

making
	■ changeable over time to meet the needs of particular contexts

As previously stated, this document defines language and literacies as 
“symbolic socio-cultural systems through which human beings create and 
share meanings” (5). This means learners come to school as literate beings 
having experienced and engaged in language learning since birth. These 
experiences may be similar to the ones that they will engage in at school 
or they may be very different. They may be in a different language or be 
representative of different values, beliefs, and cultures than the dominant 
school context. The Kindergarten to Grade 12 English language arts 
curriculum supports these learners in building upon and developing their 
competencies, and working on those competencies that are specific for success 
in school, academic literacies, and life experiences beyond school. Students will 
flexibly and dynamically draw upon their ways of knowing, including their 
other languages, as they make and communicate meaning in English language 
arts. This drawing upon multiple languages and funds of knowledge is an 
effective strategy often used by students.

Anne Dyson argues that

As educators, . . . we have a particular responsibility to work toward the 
respectful inclusion of our children as developing learners. In order to see 
and hear our children’s strengths and weaknesses, we must move outside 
the narrow image of the ‘ideal’ child, and we must dismantle the myth of the 
singular path to language arts success. (as cited in Woods, Comber, and Iyer 48)



Kindergarten to Grade 12 English Language Arts Curriculum Framework: A Living Document24

Further Reading, Viewing, and Research on Competency
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Literacy. 

Morrissette, Joëlle, and Marie-Françoise Legendre. “L’évaluation des compétences 
en context scolaire : des pratiques négociées.” Education Sciences & Society, vol. 2, 
no. 2, 2011, pages 120–132. 

Western and Northern Canadian Protocol for Collaboration (WNCP). Guiding Principles 
for WNCP Curriculum Framework Projects. Jan. 2011.

Living, Working, and Learning in Meaningful Contexts and 
Communities

Considering contexts means recognizing the circumstances in which an 
event occurs or an idea is formed. The context frames the way that ideas and 
events are fully understood and considered. For example, a student who lives 
in a farming community, a student who is a Canadian newcomer from a 
tropical climate, and a student living in an urban setting may have different 
understandings and vocabulary around “seasons.” The relevance, importance, 
and value that each of these students bring to the learning about seasons also 
affects the motivation to learn more.   

Students need opportunities to develop, build upon, and deepen competencies 
within meaningful contexts or rich learning experiences. The Manitoba 
Kindergarten to Grade 12 English language arts curriculum considers English 
language arts learning to be done in rich and complex contexts/experiences 
rather than as a series of skills, strategies, or decontextualized content.

The context or experience provides focus for learning and gives students 
opportunities to explore significant and complex ideas about the world while 
enacting the practices of ELA. For example, students do not learn about 
“apples,” but they may consider the idea of apples within a context of an 
environmental lens in which they would have opportunities to explore ways in 
which apples are considered as a sustainable crop.  

Contexts or experiences can be developed within classrooms, but it is also 
important for teachers to value the cultural and social contexts in which 
students live and to use these contexts to help students make meaning and 
understand how they are positioning themselves in relation to the world and 
their learning.

Som Naidu says:

[L]earning is a process of developing understanding through problem solving 
and critical reflection, and that learning is most effective and efficient when 
learners are engaged in learning by doing. Pedagogical designs that embody this 
[constructivist] perspective make use of learning scenarios, problems, incidents, 
stories and cases that are authentic (i.e., that reflect real life situations), to 
situate and anchor all learning experiences. (4–5)
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As educators and students build deeper understandings of their communities, 
languages, and identities, they more deeply respect and value the diversity in 
classrooms, schools, and other communities and the multiple ways of coming 
to know within learning communities. 

Tapping into students’ identities and communities along with co-creating 
meaningful and rich contexts or experiences in English language arts can 
provide a focus for language learning and give students opportunities to 
explore significant ideas that have enduring value beyond the classroom. 
If Manitoba students are to understand, develop, and deepen their sense of 
identity/self, draw upon and harness multiple ways of knowing, thinking, and 
doing, and live well together in an interconnected world, students need many 
opportunities to explore questions and concerns about themselves and the 
world.
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English language arts teaching and learning are effective when they are 
purposeful, dynamic, fulfilling, and authentic. This curriculum invites 
and challenges educators to think about education, schooling, and English 
language arts as they might be rather than the way educators might currently 
know them to be.

Effective English Language Arts Planning, Teaching, 
and Learning

Effective English language arts planning, teaching, and learning are rooted 
in research-based practice that includes rich, authentic, and connected 
experiences in which students can engage in interconnected ways with 
language. These experiences should include the following:

	■ Powerful teaching and learning: Effective English language arts 
programming helps students to make decisions to use critical and powerful 
learning strategies. Students need to learn and use a range of language skills 
and strategies while engaged in authentic language learning experiences. 
Effective English language arts teachers employ a range of instructional 
approaches to help students move from teacher-supported and guided 
practice to independent learning that requires varied instructional methods 
and strategies. Teachers also consider multiple methods and opportunities 
to support expanding the breadth, depth, and transformation of learning for 
all learners.

Jeffrey Wilhelm notes:

Good teaching requires trust in our students and in their capacity to 
make meaning. It requires trust in our own capacity to exert “pedagogical 
content knowledge”—knowing how to teach kids how to make meaning. This 
capacity is necessary to expert teaching and depends on conversation—
whether we are sharing how to do something in the form of a think-aloud, 
modeling a problem-solving process, or providing meaningful contexts, 
instructional supports, and techniques that help students to speak, to listen, 
and to uptake each others’ ideas, and then to justify and express their own. 
(“CODA: Classroom Conversation” 76)

Contexts, rich learning experiences, and lenses are illustrated and 
explained further in “Planning Effectively for English Language Arts.”
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Assessment As, For, and Of Learning

Planning effectively for English language arts ensures ongoing and synergistic 
assessment as, for, and of learning. Assessment plays a major role in how 
students learn, their motivation to learn, and how teachers teach. Mills and 
O’Keefe (“Inquiry into Assessment” 7) suggest that there are three dimensions 
for collaborative inquiry through assessment: teachers knowing learners, 
learners knowing each other, and learners knowing themselves as learners. 
Co-gathering information related to these dimensions allows teachers to 
“create curriculum with and for students.” 

Rethinking Classroom Assessment with Purpose in Mind: Assessment for Learning, 
Assessment as Learning, Assessment of Learning outlines three purposes for 
which educators and learners (and other partners) engage in assessment. 

The nature of English language arts as a discipline requires ongoing 
assessment to support students’ growth in learning. In many ways, learning 
in English language arts is similar across the grades, with many experiences 
deepening in complexity and sophistication. This deepening requires 
educators to notice the various ways that learning grows so that they can 
better support learners. Rather than a linear, sequential process, learning in 
English language arts expands, deepens, and transforms within and across 
new experiences.

Language learning often looks different and progresses in different ways 
for learners. Assessment in English language arts must be planned to 
accommodate for this diversity by providing learners with multiple ways to 
show their learning and understanding. In fact, much of students’ learning is 
internal—inaudible and invisible—requiring educators to seek ways to make 
the invisible visible.

English language arts learning cannot be assessed by collecting evidence of 
discrete skills, but must be observed within a range of interconnected practices 
that demonstrate increasing independence, and increasing breadth, depth, 
and transformation of learning. To assess students’ increasing competency in 

Purposes of Assessment
Assessment for learning: Assessment helps teachers gain insight into 
what students know and do in order to plan and guide instruction, and 
provide helpful feedback to students.
Assessment as learning: Students develop an awareness of how they 
learn and use that awareness to adjust and advance their learning, taking 
an increased responsibility for their learning.
Assessment of learning: Assessment informs students, teachers 
and parents, as well as the broader educational community, of growth, 
progress, and achievement at a certain point in time in order to celebrate 
success, plan next steps, and support continued progress.
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English language arts, educators require a variety of tools and approaches: 
“No single source of information can accurately summarize a student’s 
achievement or progress. A range of approaches is necessary in order to 
compile a comprehensive picture of the areas of progress, areas requiring 
attention, and what a student’s unique progress looks like” (Te Kete Ipurangi 
[TKI]). Educators engage in conversations with students, observe students in a 
variety of learning experiences, contexts, and processes, and examine student 
work in progress. They also provide opportunities for students to take part 
in peer assessment and self-assessment. When learners are invited into the 
assessment process, educators are better able to plan with and for them. 

Planning effectively for English language arts provides students with multiple 
ways to demonstrate learning and achievement. Bodies of evidence that 
contain multiple forms of artifacts provide rich opportunities for educators 
and learners to notice and communicate growth in authentic ways. Mills and 
O’Keefe (“Inquiry into Assessment”) maintain that educators must adopt an 
inquiry stance toward assessment tools, processes, and the data gathered from 
these in order to enable congruence with teaching and learning. They 
emphasize that “when teachers begin asking questions about teaching, 
learning, curriculum, and assessment opportunities in light of their children’s 
literacy growth, they grow as strategic, professional, decision makers and as 
responsive teachers” (7). The information that educators and students gain 
from assessment informs and shapes what happens in the classroom. 
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English Language Arts Practices

The concept of discipline specific practices suggests that each discipline or 
field has particular ways of thinking, doing, and being. These include the 
types of language and texts that are used and how these languages and texts 
are used. 

English language arts provides opportunities for learners to use interrelated 
practices that are specific to the discipline and that also transfer across 
disciplines. Identifying language learning by practice rather than skill 
clarifies how language can be used for a variety of interconnected purposes. 
These practices also help teachers make decisions about text, method, and 
assessment (Luke and Freebody). Pennycook explains that reframing language 
as practice “moves the focus from language as an autonomous system that 
pre-exists its use . . . towards an understanding of language as a product of the 
embodied social practices that bring it about” (qtd. in Hoffman, Martinez, and 
Danielson 21). 

The four practices that the curriculum identifies as English language arts 
practices are interconnected and interrelated, and are used during authentic 
experiences. In Manitoba, we are using the term ELA practices to describe 
the “work done by literate beings in classrooms and beyond in everyday 
social contexts.” (Luke and Freebody as cited by Vasquez, Egawa, Harste, and 
Thompson xiv). Like Luke and Freebody’s “families of practices,” each ELA 
practice is a necessary part of literate practice, but not sufficient on its own. 
“It might be best to visualize the four families as inclusive, with each being 
necessary but not sufficient for the achievement of others” (4). Effective literacy 
learners draw on their full repertoire of literacy practices to fully engage 
in experiences with text. Serafini (“Expanding”) stresses the multi-modal 
nature of texts and the implications for literate practices when proposing that 
“readers” are navigators, interpreters, designers, and interrogators. Practices 
also provide a way to make explicit the links between the learning experiences 
in classrooms and the authentic and purposeful ways that people engage in 
these experiences in all areas of their lives (Barton and Hamilton). 
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The practice of using language as sense making

In order to make sense of the language that they are encountering in academic 
and personal settings, learners need opportunities to use multiple strategies, 
and opportunities to assess and reflect on the effectiveness of those strategies. 
Such opportunities would include working with texts that require them to 
activate prior knowledge, make connections, ask questions, summarize, and 
synthesize in the ways that are effective for the text and purpose.

When learners practise using language as sense making, they bring what 
they know from other experiences and texts and use them to understand and 
compose meaningful texts. Learners would ask the following:

	■ How do I understand what I hear, read, and view?
	■ How do I communicate to others when I write, represent, and speak?

Effective sense making includes the following Elements:
	■ access, use, build, and refine schema
	■ select from and use a variety of strategies
	■ become aware of and articulate the ways that one engages with text
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The practice of using language as system

In order for students to participate fully in learning, they need opportunities 
to investigate, understand, and apply the ways in which language works. 
Such opportunities would include exploring the patterns, relationships, and 
conventions that are important for communication and meaning making: 
decoding and coding, morphology, grammar, punctuation, spelling, 
vocabulary, forms, genres, and structures.

When learners practise using language as a system, they use what they know 
about how language operates and how the codes can be used to understand 
and compose meaningful texts. Learners would ask the following:

	■ How do I use what I know about how language works to read, write, 
represent, listen, speak, and view?

Effective use of language as a system includes the following Elements:
	■ recognize, apply, and adapt rules and conventions (e.g., form, genre, 

grammar, register, punctuation, elements of design, spelling, legibility)
	■ identify, analyze, and apply understandings of whole-part-whole 

relationships (e.g., function and relationship of parts within a whole design, 
cueing systems, fluency, word study)
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The practice of using language as exploration and design

In order to use language to learn about the world and contribute to the world, 
learners need opportunities to communicate about issues or topics that they 
may encounter in all academic contexts. Such opportunities would involve 
articulating questions and designing solutions to problems by analyzing, 
interpreting, and communicating their learning and understanding. 

When learners practise using language as exploration and design, they make 
choices regarding the purpose and function of meaningful texts to help 
them uncover new ways of thinking and doing. Language is used to deepen 
their current understanding of topics both of a curricular nature and from 
individual interests, while also seeking ways to imagine and reimagine. 

Learners would ask the following:
	■ How do I use texts to inform me about topics, ideas, and issues?
	■ How do I use language to create new ideas, solve problems, extend my 

knowledge, and communicate ideas to others?
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Effective use of language as exploration and design includes the following 
Elements:

	■ research and study topics and ideas
	■ interpret and integrate information and ideas from multiple texts and 

sources
	■ manage information and ideas
	■ invent, take risks, and reflect to create possibilities
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The practice of using language as power and agency

In order for students to be active citizens, they need opportunities to 
use language and alternative symbol systems that reflect their identities 
and enable them to advocate for themselves, their communities, and the 
environment. Such opportunities would include examining and interrogating 
information from multiple sources, recognizing bias, and finding inaccuracies 
in the information they gather.

When learners practise using language as power and agency, they understand 
that all texts represent a particular way of thinking and that language can 
privilege some voices while silencing others. This understanding encourages 
them to question, interrogate, and reimagine meaningful texts. Learners would 
ask the following:
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	■ How does what I hear, read, and view influence what I think?
	■ How do I use language to influence others when I write, represent, and 

speak?
	■ How do I decide what and whose stories to tell?

Effective use of language as power and agency includes the following 
Elements:

	■ recognize and analyze inequities, viewpoints, and bias in texts and ideas
	■ investigate complex moral and ethical issues and conflicts
	■ contemplate the actions that can be taken, consider alternative viewpoints, 

and contribute other perspectives
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What is the Structure of the Kindergarten to Grade 12 
ELA Curriculum?

The graphic below represents a more focused view of the Kindergarten 
to Grade 12 ELA curriculum—one that examines the structure and the 
infrastructure of curriculum. This nested system shows the interrelationship 
of components of curriculum while placing focus on how each has a particular 
function. 

The Kindergarten to Grade 12 English language arts curriculum identifies 
the four big ideas (practices) that ground all teaching and learning in English 
language arts while also describing how learners might enact these practices at 
different points in time. The practices and the elements that characterize them 
are common across Kindergarten to Grade 12. Grade band descriptors support 
teachers in reflecting on student learning and progress by describing how 
students enact the four practices and their elements. Descriptors help teachers 
build profiles of student learning at points over time (e.g., end of grades and 
end of grade bands).

Each piece of the structural design must be viewed as part of a whole, where 
each plays a particular function when planning for, playing out, and reflecting 
on teaching, learning, and assessment in English language arts. Information 
follows to further explain each part and its function within the whole.
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Structural Design of the Kindergarten to Grade 12 English 
Language Arts Curriculum

Practices: The Kindergarten to Grade 12 English language arts curriculum 
identifies four practices that represent the big ideas of the discipline. These 
practices name the valued ways of knowing, thinking, doing, and being 
meaningfully rich in English language arts. Although each practice presents 
a set of elements and grade band descriptors, the practices are not intended to 
be realized in isolation. The practices are to function together, in synchronized 
and integrated ways. Teachers would, therefore, design rich learning 
experiences in such a way that learners have opportunity to enact all four 
practices. Students use all of the language arts strands (listening, speaking, 
viewing, representing, reading, and writing) when engaging in practices.

Elements: Each practice is characterized by elements. These represent how the 
practices are generally enacted from Kindergarten to Grade 12. The elements 
can provide a focus for instruction, and students enhance and deepen their 
practice by improving their use of these elements. 

Grade Band Descriptors: Sets of grade band descriptors support teachers in 
reflecting on student learning and progress by describing how students enact 
the four ELA practices and their elements. The descriptors should always be 
seen in the context of the practices, and their characterizing elements, as these 
describe the ways that learners enact the practices in rich learning experiences. 
The descriptors suggest that these enactments are a process that occurs over 
the course of the grade band. The ways that learners enact the practices should 
be continuously developed, elaborated, and transformed across novel and 
variant contexts (rich learning experiences) so that learning across grades and 

Practices

Grade Band
Descriptors

Elements
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grade bands becomes more sophisticated, more complex, deeper, and broader 
with time and new experiences and applications. Descriptors help teachers and 
learners describe learning and collect evidence of learning. Descriptors help 
teachers build profiles of practice at the end of a grade band as well as at all 
grade levels. Descriptors also help teachers to focus instruction and learning 
within rich learning contexts. 

See “Grade Bands, Learning Growth, and Dimensions of Learning.”
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Grade bands support teacher teams, individual teachers, and multilevel 
teachers in taking a more longitudinal view of learning and planning for 
learning. The grade bands also provide support for teachers in planning 
for, teaching, and assessing student learning at various points along the 
continuum. Grade bands recognize that learning develops over time and 
across multiple contexts.
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