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Abstract:

In this paper, I look closely at the talk, action, artifacts, and discourses that a group of kindergarten
boys wielded as they created paper tubes and characterized them as “light sabers” or “electric eels” in
moment-to-moment shifts that fluctuated with the teacher’s proximity. As an action text with an
embodied literacy, this example shows how children deftly managed the multiple meanings of a play
prop in the dual contexts of peer culture and school culture. Playing with pretend weapons ran
counter to the discourses of caring community, peaceful conflict resolution, and developmentally
appropriate practice in the school culture while making light sabers and playing Star Wars themes
and martial arts demonstrated their belonging within a boys-only group valued in the peer culture. It
also suggests that integrating peer culture and popular media into school culture has potential for
restoring play to the literacy curriculum.
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In this paper, I look closely at the talk, action, artifacts, and discourses that a group of
kindergarten boys wielded as they created paper tubes and characterized them as “light sabers” or
“electric eels” in moment-to-moment shifts that fluctuated with the teacher’s proximity. Many early
childhood teachers may recognize this example (as I did). Young children often play “under the
radar”, claiming “I’s just a stick” or “ car” or “design” or anything else in order to turn a pretend
weapon such as a Tinker Toy sword or a gun made of Legos into something innocuous and
acceptable within the classroom . I share this example to show how play functions as an embodied
literacy and creates action texts such as those that the boys used to pivot the meanings of their child-
made paper toys. Action text describes the meanings movements take on when children play as they
act out a shared narrative: sometimes using talk to clarify the pretend meaning of a prop but often
also using actions and gestures to pretend alternative meanings for everyday objects. In other words,
their swooshing sword fights relied on moves and actions with paper tubes that conveyed a covert
meaning shared among the boys. Their uses of paper tubes could be read and reread by others who
understood the media connections to Star Wars films.

There are many challenges in interpreting young children’s action texts in early childhood
classrooms. The meanings conveyed through young children’s playing and making may depend
upon gesturing or handling materials but not much talking: for example, a reach that indicates a
request, the snipping that cuts around a drawing and turns it into a paper figure, and the bouncing
of a scrap of paper across a table top that turns a drawn figure into an animated doll. We need to see
and understand children’s play in ways that capture the depth of meaning in their pretending and
designing and that notice unspoken social meanings as well as unwritten literacies. In this chapter, I
take an action- and material-oriented view of literacy to see the complexity and purpose in children’s
play and the literate and social meanings in their action texts.

Theorizing Meanings in Children’s Play and Design

The shared meanings that children produce through their play and that they make durable
through their design are mediated, motivated, and situated by the surrounding practices, materials,
and contexts. Meanings are mediated, or made accessible, through the social practices that operate as
literacies within the classroom cultures (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991; Rogoff, 1995, Scollon,
2001). When children come together in play, they negotiate the possible meanings for their physical
actions and material props until they agree on who is playing whom and what their characters will
do and say. These agreed-upon meanings are motivated by the available materials and their sensory
properties and sociocultural uses that make up the multimodal resources in a classroom or play space
(Kress, 1997, 2003; Pahl & Rowsell, 2010; Scollon, 2001). These aggregates of meanings and
materials are situated in power relations and prevailing discourses in global flows that circulate in the
classroom (e.g., teacher/student power relations in educational discourses such as developmentally
appropriate practice) and outside school (e.g., hero/princess relationships in gender discourses in
popular media) (Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 2007; Medina & Wohlwend, in press; Scollon & Scollon,
2003). Discourses are socially expected patterns of “using language, other symbolic expressions, and
‘artifacts,” of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and acting that can be used to identify oneself as a
member” in a global community (Gee, 1996, p. 131). Power relations in educational discourses



make some materials and meanings unavailable in classrooms by making it possible to say that
popular media play themes are developmentally inappropriate, that children should be writing and
not playing in school, or that pretend weapons should not be allowed in schools.

Analyzing Play as Embodied Literacy Practice

Over time, a classroom community develops a nexus of practice, a set of expected social
practices that structure classroom interaction (Scollon, 2001). A nexus of practice signals
membership within a community of practice so that members who act in particular ways
automatically recognize each other as insiders and members of the same group. People can elicit
automatic cooperation through shared participation in backgrounded practices. We can easily
recognize the backgrounded practices in a nexus by looking for the routines that everyone “just
knows how to do” that keep the status quo in place (Vander Zanden & Wohlwend, 2011). For
example in this classroom, children independently and automatically carried out the routines for
writing workshop routines (e.g., getting writing folders, papers, and art tools, working individually
on projects, occasionally conferring with friends at the same table, sometimes asking each other for
help). Children’s understanding of certain media characters or film actions were also valued as
backgrounded insider knowledge, enabling players to perform the moves that they “just know” how
to combine and use certain practices with toys such as slow-motion fencing moves with Star Wars
light sabers. For example, a tap of one’s marker on a friend’s marker could turn these writing tools
into pretend light sabers, instantly recognized as an implicit invitation to engage in a Star Wars duel.

Light Sabers or Electric Eels?

In this kindergarten classroom, knowledge of Star Wars signaled insider status within an
affinity group (Fernie, Kantor, & Whaley, 1995) of six boys who played and created paper toys
together during writing workshop. The classroom was located in a suburban neighborhood in the
Midwestern United States; there were 21 children: 12 boys, 9 girls; ages 5 to 6. Like the majority of
children in the class, the boys in the Star Wars play group were White. In this classroom, children
were encouraged to play and design during writing workshop, as their teacher recognized meaning
potential in drawing, constructing, and enactment as well as print, so children made books, but also
folded paper airplanes, created paper sack puppets, or played with stuffed animals to inspire stories.
The following excerpt follows the play and design literacies of three boys, two are members of the
boys-only affinity group.

Jeft, Tyler, and Martin are making “electric eels” that look remarkably like their child-
designed Star Wars light sabers produced in class a few weeks ago (Figure 1.). Each boy rolls
a piece of white paper diagonally, from one corner to the opposite corner which results in a
tube of paper with a point on both ends. Tyler has difficulty rolling his paper diagonally,
and starts over several times. Without talking, Martin rolls a tube of paper and hands it to
Tyler for taping, but when Tyler places it on the table, the paper unrolls. Jeff and Martin
tape the edges of their and color zig-zag lines lines along the length of the tubes (Figure 2,
note: the live action photos have been digitally altered to mask children’s identities).



Together and silently, Jeff and Martin then swim their electric eels across the classroom and
past the teacher, swooping the paper tubes in large oscillating waves(Figure 3). In the center
of the room, Denny is practicing slow-motion martial arts moves similar to those of a Star
Wars Jedi knight. When the two boys approach, he slowly swipes each “eel” and the boys
spin the tubes upright and begin fencing (Figure 4) as Denny continues his solitary Jedi
practice (Figure 5). When the lights flicker to signal clean-up, Jeff and Martin move to a
secluded corner of the classroom and continue to fence with the once-eels-now-sabers until it

is time to line up for lunch.

Figure 1. Electric Eels (two tubes in center) and Light Saber “Weapons”






