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A MULTILINGUAL BOOK CAFÉ AT THE SCHOOL 

LIBRARY  

Contradictions between Literacy Discourses 

INTRODUCTION 

In the last three decades, top-down-initiated and system-wide changes in 

standardized curricula and pedagogy have replaced localized teaching practices 

within literacy education (Grimaldi, 2011; Sleeter, 2012). It is a paradox that literacy 

education is being standardized in local contexts that are increasingly multicultural 

and multilingual (Janks, 2010). In contrast to system-wide standardisation, localized 

educational innovations are initiated and implemented by practitioners and typically 

involve ideas aimed at developing “culturally responsive teaching” (Hedegaard, 

2003; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Several educational innovations in the Nordic 

countries make use of library resources. These are manifestations of culturally 

responsive teaching within literacy education (for example, Alleklev & Lindvall, 

2000; Pihl, 2012). However, “systemic contradictions” created by system-wide 

standardisation trigger challenges to sustaining localized educational innovations in 

schools (Sannino & Nocon, 2008). Systemic contradictions should not be confused 

with work-related tensions that stem from interpersonal power relations or 

differences in values and attitudes, miscommunication, or personal motives and 

interests. Systemic contradictions are conflicts and dilemmas manifested in 

discourse and practice that are related to larger social and institutional structures. For 

example, a practitioner’s experience of a conflict or a dilemma can be a 

manifestation of systemic contradictions within the socio-economic formation of 

capitalism. An illustrative example would be when a teacher’s obligation to foster 

democratic citizens is threatened by an increase in rigorous testing and the ranking 

and sorting of students in school. In such a situation, the teacher experiences a 

dilemma arising from a historically accumulated contradiction between the use value 

of education to citizens and the exchange value of education to foster competitive 

producers and consumers within global capitalism (see Eri & Pihl, 2016). 

 How systemic contradictions affect efforts to develop culturally responsive 

literacy practices in school through the use of library resources is an under-

researched topic. This study explores systemic contradictions in an extra-curricular 

multilingual book café at the school library in a Norwegian primary school. The 

teacher-librarian and five bilingual teachers planned and implemented the book café. 

Three research questions guide this study: 

1. What types of contradiction occur in the book café? 
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2. How do the teacher-librarian and the bilingual teachers respond to the 

contradictions? 

3. How can teachers work to address and resolve systemic contradictions within 

literacy education? 

 The aim of the multilingual book café was to stimulate reading engagement 

through literacy practices that are inclusive of the pupils’ linguistic and cultural 

background. Voluntary reading that switches between the pupils’ first language and 

the language of instruction was an important part of the educational activity of the 

book café. The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) defines 

individual reading engagement as “the motivational attributes and behavioural 

characteristics of students’ reading” (OECD, 2009, p. 70). Engaged readers read 

because they enjoy it, they read on a voluntary basis, they take part in social reading 

activities, they have positive attitudes towards reading, and they often use libraries 

for literacy purposes (OECD, 2009; Roe, 2008; Tonne & Pihl, 2012). Reading for 

pleasure in childhood is also shown to boost progress in vocabulary, cognitive 

development, and even mathematical skills (Sullivan & Brown, 2015). 

 I explain the theoretical framework of this study followed by a contextual 

description of the multilingual book café and the research design. I then analyse 

tensions observed at the book café and in meetings between the teacher-librarian and 

the bilingual teachers. Lastly, I discuss how these tensions are manifestations of 

contradictions between literacy discourses, and the need for school practitioners to 

develop reflexive ways of addressing contradictions in order to resolve them. 

TWO DISCOURSES OF LITERACY 

School Literacy Discourse 

Discourses are different ideological perspectives or positions that are expressed in 

text, talk, and in social practice (Fairclough, 1992). Within New Literacy Studies 

(NLS), school literacy is defined as “a dominant literacy, supported by powerful 

institutions and infiltrating other domains, including the home” (Barton & Hamilton, 

1998, p. 207). Street refers to dominant school literacy discourses as based on an 

“autonomous” literacy model (Street, 1984; Street, chapter two in this volume). An 

autonomous literacy model makes universal claims to a generalizable set of skills 

and teaching methods and presents literacy values as neutral. This is a crucial point, 

and I agree with Street that generalisation and standardisation are attributes of the 

political motives and objectives that underlie dominant school literacy discourses. 

However, in this chapter, I will not use the term autonomous in conjunction with 

dominant school literacy discourses. This is to avoid confusion with the concept of 

“autonomous teachers”. Autonomous teachers are necessary for the development of 

educational innovations. However, standardisation of school literacy restricts the 

autonomy of the teacher.  

 The primary focus of school literacy in Norwegian educational policy is the 

teaching, learning and assessment of basic skills (Norwegian Directorate for 

Education and Training, 2012). This is manifested in the National Curriculum as 
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learning outcome descriptors in all primary and secondary school subjects. The 

National Curriculum is aligned with the National Education Act. Teachers are 

required by law to adhere to the framework and outcome descriptors in their 

teaching. Schools and teachers are held accountable and judged by their ability to 

teach the National Curriculum effectively, as measured by pupil test scores on 

standardized national tests. The national standardisation of teaching, learning and 

assessment is a result of a comprehensive curriculum reform that was introduced in 

2006 with increased focus on outcome-based learning (Ministry of Education and 

Research, 2006). The curriculum reform in Norway was aligned with the European 

Qualifications Framework (EQF) and the Bologna Process when the Ministry of 

Education in Norway adopted in 2011 its principles in the Norwegian Qualifications 

Framework for Lifelong Learning (The Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance 

in Education [NOKUT], 2014, p. 4). 

 One of the most important objectives of the EQF is to standardize educational 

systems in European countries to facilitate “transnational mobility for workers and 

learners and contribute to meeting the requirements of supply and demand in the 

European labour market” (The European Parliament and Council, 2008, p. 1). 

Critical voices have raised concerns that the standardising of educational systems is 

primarily designed to meet neo-liberal demands expressed by capital and 

international competition, rather than to meet pupils’ diverse strengths, interests, and 

needs (e.g. Apple, 2000; Giroux, 2011; Ratner, 2015). Standardisation of basic skills 

and competence will enable competition and the free flow of workers across nations.  

 Education has become a commodity in the international marketplace “through 

which people are reconfigured as productive economic entrepreneurs of their own 

lives” (Davies & Bansel, 2007, p. 248). Standardisation, making schools accountable 

for results, and the ranking and sorting of pupils are seen as necessary instruments 

in a market economy to transform pupils into successful entrepreneurs who can 

produce the best for themselves, their families, their employer, and their nation. A 

contradiction between these dominant discourses in educational policy and social 

justice is evident. In Norway, as in most other Western countries, the social 

inequalities between young people, the increasingly stratified workforce, and the 

widening achievement gap resulting from pupils’ socio-economic and sociocultural 

backgrounds are growing (Bakken, Frøyland, & Sletten, 2016). These are the 

consequences of a neo-liberal policy that undermines the important long-term 

educational goals of social justice (Giroux, 2016) and democratic citizenship (Biesta, 

2011). 

 System-wide standardisation is promoted by dominant school literacy discourses 

that are not typically concerned with the relationship between text and social context 

but are more committed to transmitting the culture of school literacy to the homes 

(Auerbach, 1989). Becoming literate in this perspective means being able to acquire 

academic language, thinking, and abstraction independent of social context (Russel, 

2009, p. 17).  

 The National Curriculum does not impose upon schools and teachers the use of a 

specific set of teaching, learning, and assessment strategies. Nevertheless, the 

autonomy of schools and teachers is becoming more restricted. The local education 
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authorities decide on specific teaching and assessment programmes to be used in all 

schools as standard in their district. For instance, in the Norwegian capital of Oslo, 

most primary schools use a localized and modified version of the “Early Years 

Literacy Programme”, which originated in Australia, and “Guided Reading”, which 

originated in New Zealand. These programmes use levelled books according to the 

pupils’ reading skills, as determined by reading tests. The programmes also depend 

on pupils’ homes to support and extend school literacy activities by giving them 

homework. Teachers use reading logs to track and control home reading. Parents 

document home reading activities by signing their name daily or weekly in the 

reading log. Parents are encouraged to use guided reading methods when they read 

with their children at home. These methods include for instance pre-reading 

strategies, asking predetermined questions related to the text, talking about pictures 

in the text, and doing grammar exercises such as finding nouns in the text. It is 

interesting to note that by the time these literacy programmes were adopted by local 

educational authorities in Norway (around 2006–2007), New Zealand and Australia, 

were ranked respectively fifth and seventh of 58 OECD countries in PISA (OECD, 

2007, p. 47). This is statistically significantly above the OECD average. In 

comparison, Norway was ranked 25th of 58 OECD countries, which is statistically 

significantly below the OECD average. 

 Countries that do well in international standardized tests are considered successful 

within the global capitalist economy. Competition between countries is promoted as 

a tool for raising standards. Within this “new global orthodoxy” (Grimaldi, 2011), 

countries further down the list seek to raise standards by imitating school literacy 

models and practices used by the top-ranked countries.  

Culturally Responsive Literacy Discourse 

NLS has been one movement among others that in the last three decades has taken 

part in a “social turn” away from studying individual behaviour towards a focus on 

social and cultural interaction (Gee, 2000, p. 180). NLS criticizes dominant school 

literacy discourses and applies a different view of literacy in which “language is tied 

to people’s experiences of situated action in the material and social world” (Gee, 

2004, p. 44). Street refers to this view as an “ideological” literacy model (Street, 

1984; Street, chapter two in this volume): literacy is ideological because it varies 

with social and cultural context and is always contested and related to power and 

dominant discourses. The ideological literacy model does not disguise the 

ideological and cultural dimensions of literacy. Consistent with this perspective, the 

social turn within psychology and the learning sciences, especially activity theory 

approaches, has also contributed to a new conception of literacy and learning (Hull 

& Schultz, 2001). In this study, I use insights from both NLS and activity theory to 

theorize literacy learning. 

 Texts are physical artefacts shared among people in specific but dynamic social 

and cultural contexts. The cultural context consists of a range of cultural tools that 

mediate human interactions and learning. The cultural tools are imbued with 

meaning and power by past use, they shape human activity and practices, but are 
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also reshaped through collective human actions and intervention. Hence, the myriad 

of literacy events going on both in and out of school are not separated from the 

human practices and activities in which they mediate (Russel, 2009, p. 18). 

Following this perspective, literacy education needs to be responsive to diverse, 

complex, and dynamic cultural and social contexts. However, how schools and 

teachers respond to cultural diversity can be laid out on a continuum from 

considering “diversity as a problem in literacy development to diversity as a resource 

in literacy development” (Nocon & Cole, 2009, p. 24). I refer to the resource 

discourse of diversity as a culturally responsive literacy discourse.  

 Culturally responsive teaching within literacy education means to be concerned 

with what the pupils and their communities are actually doing when they read, write, 

and speak and what it means to them in their cultural-historical and social context. 

Teachers are obliged to learn about the cultural identities and practices represented 

by pupils and parents. Culturally responsive schools are open to issues considered 

important by pupils and parents and are willing to include these issues in the 

curriculum. This involves promoting pupils and parent engagement and giving 

shared responsibility to them in developing learning activities. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Context 

The research object of this study is an extra-curricular, multilingual book café at a 

school library in Norway. The school library was located within a primary school in 

a multicultural suburban area of a medium-sized city, where 75% of the population 

are of non-Western origin, with residents of Turkish and Pakistani background 

constituting the majority. Statistics from 2002–2008 show that the socio-economic 

status of the population in the suburb is low and deteriorating (Sørlie, Havnen, & 

Ruud, 2010). Families with high education and income are moving out, while parents 

with lower education and income are moving in. The total number of pupils at the 

primary school is around 600 with approximately 80% from a minority background. 

The school has been advocating culturally sensitive teaching practices for many 

years. 

 The school participated in the Multiplicity project, a development project 

concerned with literature-based literacy education as a shared pedagogical practice 

among teachers, teacher-librarians/school librarians, and public librarians (See Eri 

& Pihl; Pihl, 2009, 2011; Tonne & Pihl, 2012; van der Kooij & Pihl, 2009). A 

teacher-librarian is defined as a person who holds a full qualification as a teacher 

and some qualification in librarianship based on continued in-service training. I was 

involved as a researcher in the Multiplicity project. When the teacher-librarian at the 

school told me that they planned to develop an extra-curricular multilingual book 

café at the school library, I became especially interested in exploring this innovation 

further because it was a teacher-initiated innovation developed by the teachers 

themselves. The head teacher gave a team of teachers the responsibility to plan and 

develop the book café. The team consisted of the teacher-librarian and a group of 
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five bilingual teachers (Norwegian/Albanian, /Arabic, /Urdu, /Tamil, and /Turkish). 

The teacher-librarian had participated in the Programme for School Library 

Development, a competence-building programme run by the state (see Carlsten & 

Sjaastad, chapter seven in this volume). The book café was to be held at the school 

library on one day every other month between 4 p.m. and 5.30 p.m. The bilingual 

teachers worked part-time at the school, as with several schools in the school district. 

The school library was well equipped with a core of children’s literature both in 

Norwegian and in the various languages represented among the pupils at the school. 

The aim of the teacher team was to stimulate reading engagement in the first and 

second language and motivate parents of third-grade language-minority pupils (8 

year-olds) to use the library and to read at home with their children. The team 

decided that multilingual and voluntary reading of authentic literature provided by 

the school library should be the main activity at the book café. A long-term goal 

formulated in the team’s planning document was to “stimulate collaboration between 

school and home and collaboration between the local public library and home” (my 

translation). A branch of the public library was located just 300 metres from the 

school. The team had the idea that if the parents developed reading engagement and 

relations with the school library, they would also start using the public library more. 

Analysis 

The unit of analysis in this case study (Creswell, 2013, pp. 97-101) is the pedagogical 

activity of a team of bilingual teachers and a teacher-librarian within the boundary 

of a multilingual book café at the school library. I conducted non-participant 

observation at the first and second book cafés and audio-recorded four team 

meetings. The teacher team gave me access to the teacher-librarian’s comprehensive 

minutes of the remainder of the meetings. I investigated how the team planned and 

implemented the book café and analysed the potential contradictions that occurred 

in the activities of the book café. 

 I use a methodological framework based on cultural-historical activity theory 

(CHAT) (Engeström & Sannino, 2011). This framework conceptualizes problems 

such as tensions, conflicts, and dilemmas as potential manifestations of systemic 

contradictions within and between institutional contexts. An important 

methodological point is that CHAT has its basis in dialectics, meaning that in most 

human activities opposing forces are simultaneously present at the same time. These 

systemic contradictions have the immanent quality as obstacles and as potential 

driving forces for change and development. Systemic contradictions can become a 

driving force for change by identifying, analysing, and resolving them.  

 Another central point is that we can only study contradictions indirectly, through 

their manifestations such as dilemmas, and conflicts in human actions, interactions, 

and discourse. In CHAT, it is the interrelations and distinctions between the societal, 

the social, and the psychological levels that are of analytical interest (Kontinen, 

2013; Langemeyer, 2006). 



A MULTILINGUAL BOOK CAFÉ 

7 

A MULTILINGUAL BOOK CAFÉ AT THE SCHOOL LIBRARY 

I now present and discuss observations on the two meetings of the multilingual book 

café I attended and on audio-recorded data from one of the team meetings. I describe 

how and why the teacher team introduced a reading log into the first book café, and 

why they later decided to abandon it. Finally, I comment on the declining 

participation of parents at the book café and why it was difficult for the team to 

handle this problem. 

Reading for Pleasure and a Reading Log 

The teacher-librarian and the bilingual teachers invited between 50 and 60 pupils 

and their parents to the first book café. The purpose of the book café was to stimulate 

joint reading for pleasure in the pupils’ first language and in the language of 

instruction. The assumption was that reading for pleasure generates reading 

engagement. The bilingual teachers wrote a formal invitation in the parents’ first 

language. They also spoke directly on the phone or face-to-face with many of the 

parents to inform them about the purpose of the book café and to remind them about 

the time of the book café (4 p.m. to 5.30 p.m.). About 60% (30 pupils, 30 parents) 

of those invited attended the first book café, and the bilingual teachers considered 

this a high attendance. 

 The teacher-librarian and the bilingual teachers introduced a reading log at the 

first book café. There is nothing in the audio-recorded data that explains the team’s 

rationale for introducing the reading log. The teachers do not talk about it. However, 

at the start of the book café, the teacher-librarian talked to the parents for about 30 

minutes about the importance of reading with their children at home. The bilingual 

teachers then handed out the reading log worksheet to each of the parents. The 

instruction on the reading log worksheet was as follows: 

Figure 1. The reading log (my translation from Norwegian). 

The teacher-librarian told the parents at the book café: “the most important thing is 

not to fill out the reading log worksheets, but to spend time reading to your children 

What the pupil has to do: Read aloud from the book in the first language. The pupil 

must read 10 minutes on Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays.  

What the parent has to do: Listen to the child reading. The parent must write their 

name on the worksheet after the child has finished reading. Then, the parent has to 

read the book aloud for the child. The reading logs have to be placed inside the book 

and be put in the child’s school bag every day. Enjoy reading together! 

Day Title of the book Signature parents Teacher comment 

Monday    

Tuesday    

Wednesday    

Thursday    
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and make them read to you” (my translation). However, the log instructs the parent 

to sign every day that the child has read aloud and the parent has listened, and also 

that they have read to the child according to the instructions. The reading logs were 

checked and signed every week by the bilingual teachers during school time. Thus, 

the log is an instrument with which the teacher can control the child’s and the 

parent’s home reading. 

 In addition to the reading logs, the pupils were given a reading diary in which 

they could write and draw impressions related to the stories they read from library 

books. The bilingual teachers emphasized that filling out the reading log worksheets 

was obligatory while working with the reading diary was voluntary. In the reading 

diary, the pupils could write in their first or second language as it suited them best. 

 After the introductory session with the reading logs, the parents sat together with 

their children in the school library and listened to them reading. The bilingual 

teachers supervised the parents on how they could initiate a book talk with their 

children. The book café ended with a social event in which parents, teachers, and 

pupils ate fruit and cakes together in the school library. 

Problems with the Reading Log 

The teacher team experienced problems with the reading logs. They did not stimulate 

more frequent reading and book talks at home. Some parents signed the reading log 

even though they had not read with their child. The teacher-librarian and the 

bilingual teachers discovered the problem with the logs during school when they 

asked the children about the contents of the books they had supposedly read at home 

according to the reading logs. In the minutes from the team meeting held three 

months before the second book café, the teacher-librarian wrote: 

Last [school] year the pupils had to sign a reading log four days a week after 

reading 10 minutes at home with their parents. This was not successful. The 

teachers discovered that the parents sometimes signed the reading log even 

though their children had not done the reading. (Minutes from team meeting, 

August 2010) 

The team decided to abandon the reading logs and instead emphasize work on 

reading for pleasure and the reading diary in future book cafés. 

 The teacher-librarian and the bilingual teachers wanted to arrange a book café 

every other month. However, due to their heavy workloads during school time, they 

were not able to follow this plan. In fact, the team arranged the second book café 

eight months after the first one. Because it was a new school year, the team invited 

a new group of parents of third graders. On this occasion, only about 25% of the 

invited parents attended (13 pupils, 13 parents). 

 The second book café focused more on pupils performing with poems, songs, and 

short stories in the pupils’ first languages Urdu, Turkish, Albanian, Arabic, and 

Tamil. The pupils proudly presented work they had done at home in the reading diary 

to the parents. After this session, the parents sat individually with their children. 

Some listened to their children reading, while others had conversations with their 
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children about the text. The book café ended with book lending and a social event 

just as the first time. 

 I have described how a team consisting of a teacher-librarian and five bilingual 

teachers introduced a multilingual book café for the purpose of reading for pleasure 

and to stimulate reading engagement. The teacher team introduced a reading log, 

which obliged the children and parents to report on their reading. The reading log 

was an instrument to control the children’s and parents’ reading at home. However, 

reading for pleasure is by definition voluntary. It is a contradiction in terms to 

introduce reading for pleasure within a regime of strict reporting and control of the 

reading. The parents resisted the teachers’ instructions and filled out the log even 

though their children had not read at home. Therefore, the teacher team decided to 

abandon the use of the log at the book café. A relevant question is why the teachers 

gave the parents “homework” (the reading log) in the first place when the book café 

was supposed to be an extra-curricular and voluntary activity. 

 I argue that there is a mismatch between the team’s goal to stimulate reading for 

pleasure and voluntary co-reading at home, and the decision to use a reading log. 

The reading log is a pedagogical instrument designed to control pupils’ and parents’ 

home reading. It appears that the teachers had difficulty relinquishing the dominant 

school literacy strategies and tools in an extra-curricular and voluntary book café. 

They did not negotiate with the parents on the decision to use the log but expected 

the parents to make use of it without resistance. If dominant school literacy tools are 

to be used in extra-curricular activities, it is at least necessary to open up a dialogue 

on the different expectations and interests between parents and teachers (Anderson 

& Minke, 2007). Learning in and out of school intersects in extra-curricular 

activities. Teachers and parents would need to negotiate the use of pedagogical 

strategies and instruments at this crossroad. 

 I suggest that the parents’ resistance is a manifestation of a systemic contradiction 

between a school literacy discourse and a culturally responsive literacy discourse. 

Within a school literacy discourse, it makes sense that a teacher controls the content, 

methods, and pace of reading. However, the aim of the book café was reading for 

pleasure and collaboration with parents about reading at home. When teachers 

introduce a reading log, the log becomes the main object instead of reading for 

pleasure. The parents were already acquainted with reading logs. The log works as 

a form of institutionalized surveillance system – a “panopticon” (Foucault, 1977) – 

for monitoring and assessing home reading. A reading log has a disciplining effect 

on children and parents and was, in fact, counter-productive in stimulating reading 

for pleasure and reading engagement. 

 When the teacher team planned the book café, they did not include the public 

librarian from the branch of the public library in the close vicinity of the school. We 

should recall that the teacher-librarian was not primarily trained as a librarian. If the 

team had collaborated with the public librarian, it is possible that they would not 

have introduced the reading log in the first place. A public librarian’s mandate is to 

stimulate reading engagement through voluntary reading, to serve the needs of the 

public, and to facilitate the development of democratic citizenship (UNESCO, 

1994). A reading log is not part of the public librarian’s professional toolbox. Unlike 
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teachers, public librarians are not obliged to rank and sort pupils. They are not under 

the same pressure to increase pupils’ reading performance in standardized tests. 

These differences in professional vision (Goodwin, 1994) might be part of the reason 

why the teacher team did not consider collaborating with the public librarian. 

 The teacher-librarian team encouraged the pupils to write and draw in the reading 

diary about the books they read. Work with the reading diary did not involve 

reporting to the teachers. I looked at several of the reading diaries, and it was clear 

that most of the pupils had done much writing and drawing on a voluntary basis in 

the six months since they had been given the diary. Three of the diaries were full, 

with 50 A4 pages of text and drawings. The diary gave the pupils an opportunity to 

engage with their voluntary reading in terms of other voluntary literacy practices like 

writing and drawing. This was a successful outcome. 

 The team was able to resolve the contradiction between reading for pleasure and 

using a reading log by abandoning the latter. However, a new problem arose, namely 

declining parent participation. 

Declining Parent Participation 

The teacher-librarian and the bilingual teachers planned to launch a workshop for 

the third book café together with advisors at the National Centre for Multicultural 

Education (NAFO) in Norway. NAFO had worked with the school for many years 

to assist in developing culturally sensitive teaching and multilingual teaching 

practices at the school. The topic of the workshop was how language minority 

parents can support their children’s reading engagement. The teacher-librarian and 

the bilingual teachers expected that parents would find this topic both interesting and 

useful and would, therefore, prioritize attending the next book café. Unfortunately, 

the team had to cancel the third book café due to the very low response from parents. 

In one of the team meetings, the team discussed possible reasons for the declining 

parent participation (the transcript is translated from Norwegian): 

Teacher-librarian: What can be the reasons for the low response from parents 

to attend the book café that day? What have you heard about reasons? 

Bilingual teacher 1: The parents of (name) said they don’t have time to 

participate. I tried to pressure them to get more information about why they 

couldn’t find time. I found out that it is not completely true what they say. 

Teacher-librarian: You think there is something else behind it?  

Bilingual teacher 1: Yes. I think they just did not want to come. 

Teacher-librarian: They just said they didn’t have time. We don’t know more 

than that, so OK.  

Bilingual teacher 2: I have heard from parents that there have been many 

meetings in the evening lately and there was a soccer game the same day. The 

parents who have 3-4 children in school have to attend many parent–teacher 

conferences. Some said they did not have a babysitter. 
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Bilingual teacher 1: I notice that when school starts in autumn, then the 

parents are eager to follow up on schoolwork, but at the end of the school year, 

they are very indifferent.  

Teacher-librarian: It has not seemed like a lack of babysitters has been a 

problem before. 

Bilingual teacher 2: Most of our parents work in the evening, at least some of 

them. Therefore, it can be difficult these days in relation to their work situation. 

Maybe there are no more babysitters left because of many parent–teacher 

conferences lately? 

The teacher team mention several possible reasons for the declining participation of 

parents. The reasons are formulated as “don’t have time”, “did not want to come”, 

“a soccer game the same day”, “have to attend many parent-teacher conferences”, 

“did not have a babysitter”, “at the end of the school year, they are very indifferent”, 

and “work in the evening”. The team did not address these reasons further in the 

meeting. More importantly, they did not consider the literacy practices they 

introduced at the book café and how this may have contributed to the problems that 

followed; that is, the content of the book café and the teachers’ way of organising it.  

 For many of the parents, it was clearly a question of not prioritising the book café 

over other tasks. It is possible that parents had heard from other parents about the 

use of the reading log, and lost interest in the multilingual book café because of that. 

Unfortunately, I do not have information from parents that may substantiate this. 

However, it is not unlikely that parents with children in the same class communicate 

with each other about extra-curricular activities that target them specifically. 

 There is a strong relationship between the socio-economic status of parents, in 

terms of low formal education and low income, and the academic achievement of 

their children (Bakken & Elstad, 2012; Opheim, Gjerustad, & Sjaastad, 2013). 

Parents with low socio-economic status are also less likely to participate in home–

school collaboration (Bæck, 2010). Pupils who need parent involvement the most, 

have the least engaged parents in school. This is worrying because reinforcing 

learning, socialisation, and democratic citizenship depends on shared values and 

interest between home and school (Hoëm, 2010). 

 The teacher team aimed at empowering parents of minority-language pupils to 

become more involved in social reading activities. This is an important issue to be 

addressed by teachers. However, the teacher team placed the full responsibility on 

the parents for declining parent participation. They put the blame on parents even 

though it was the team who single-handedly defined the content and activity of the 

book café. Parents were not invited to participate in planning or evaluation. The 

teacher team acted according to a “discourse of deficit”. The dominant school 

literacy discourse that endorses standardized and universal literacy education 

disregards parents’ literacies. Instead, a discourse of deficit is promoted as the sole 

explanatory factor for educational failures putting the blame on pupils’ 

“bilingualism, perceived parent apathy, lack of cognitive stimulation or lack of home 

literacy” (Gibbons, 2006, p. 66). The discourse of deficit is a false argument that 

“comes from examining only our own language or culture in detail and then 
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identifying certain aspects which other cultures lack” (Barton, 1994, p. 99). This is 

done without examining other possible ways that literacy is realized in social 

relationships and works as a community resource, for instance, in more oral literacy 

practices. 

 An extra-curricular book café is not a classroom. As shown in Cremin & Swann’s 

case study (Cremin & Swann, chapter nine in this volume), it is possible to stimulate 

pupils’ reading engagement by structuring extra-curricular activities differently than 

school literacy practices. In their study, the school librarians enabled development 

of students’ reading engagement by creating an inclusive dialogic space for co-

construction of informal reading activities. However, the teacher team in this study 

behaved as if they were in a classroom, instructing and controlling parents at the 

book café. The teacher team did not become acquainted with family literacy 

practices and the needs and desires of parents. Involvement of parents in planning 

and evaluating the book café could have created a space for dialogue about literacy 

practices in which the families can engage (see also Avery, chapter four and Damber, 

chapter six in this volume). 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, I have analysed the kinds of contradictions that occurred in an extra-

curricular book café organized by teachers, and how the teacher-librarian and the 

bilingual teachers responded to these contradictions. I now discuss the third research 

question posed earlier: How can teachers work to address and resolve systemic 

contradictions within literacy education? 

 This study shows the importance of addressing tensions, conflicts, and dilemmas 

occurring in teachers’ literacy practices as possible manifestations of systemic 

contradictions. Standardisation of school literacy structures the field of action of 

teachers and consequently restricts the teachers’ autonomy to develop localized and 

culturally responsive literacy practices. The cognition of teachers is influenced by 

the teacher mandate, expressed as dominant discourses in the National Curriculum 

and the Education Act. Attention to how institutionalized power manifests itself in 

practice corresponds with Street’s ideological model of literacy that relates the 

distribution of power to cultural and social contexts (Street, 1984; and Street, chapter 

two in this volume). 

 Acquisition and understanding of theoretical concepts are necessary for teachers 

to address tensions they experience in practice that arise from systemic 

contradictions in the educational system (Freire, 1972, p. 124). Knowledge of 

theoretical concepts such as “power relations,” “contradictions,” and “competing 

literacy discourses” is a precondition for reflexive interpretation (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009, pp. 271-274). Reflexive interpretation involves critical self-

reflection and attention to institutionalized power, discourse, and ideology. For 

example, the teacher team were partly able to resolve the problem with the reading 

log by abandoning its use after the first book café. However, they did not engage in 

critical self-reflection on how the school literacy discourse affected their cognition 

and pedagogical actions in an activity that they at the outset defined as culturally 
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responsive. The issue of declining parent participation at the book café is another 

illustrative example. I argue that the problem here is related to an uneven distribution 

of power between the teachers and parents that prevents parents from gaining 

influence and agency. Acting on power relations requires teachers to pay attention 

to institutionalized power and to engage in critical self-reflection. 

 Teachers can play a significant role in facilitating collaboration between the 

activity systems of home, school, and leisure activities (such as public library use). 

A precondition is that they are able to resolve the contradictions that potentially arise 

in such collaborations. This study shows that the teacher-librarian and the bilingual 

teachers had difficulty transgressing school literacy practices, even with the best 

intentions of implementing a culturally responsive literacy practice at the school 

library. Teachers tend to perceive school libraries as an extension of the classroom. 

Thus, the affordances of the library are not utilized (Dressman, 1997; Limberg & 

Alexandersson, 2003). 

 I argue that schools, teachers, and teacher-librarians would benefit from the 

expertise of public librarians and the resources of public libraries to develop more 

culturally responsive literacy practices. However, this necessitates change on many 

levels. In Norway, inter-professional collaboration between teachers and librarians 

needs to be: 1) part of the mandate of both teachers and public librarians; 2) included 

as a topic in the educational sciences, not only within the library and information 

sciences; 3) included in the National Curriculum at all levels; 4) included in the 

teacher training and librarian training curricula; and 5) included in the planning, 

implementation, and evaluation of school literacy activities at schools. 

 Inter-professional collaboration between teachers and librarians has to start in the 

professional training of both professions. The different professional knowledge 

cultures, the rules that govern their practice and possibly different conceptions of 

literacy have to be negotiated and worked on to develop a shared object of activity. 

Library use should be included in relation to all types of literacies; reading for 

pleasure and in work with school subjects. Well-equipped and well-designed 

libraries are indispensable for students in higher education. They should also be seen 

as indispensable for literacy development throughout primary and secondary 

education. All pupils, and, in particular, disadvantaged groups with access to few 

books at home, need access to library resources. Schools can play a crucial role in 

preparing all children to use library resources for learning and for life. 
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