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Introduction

In a gallery in Toronto, middle school students view an exhibit of paintings on pages from the 
memoir, Night, by Elie Wiesel (2006), which chronicles his experiences in the Auschwitz and 
Buchenwald concentration camps from 1944 until his liberation in 1945 at sixteen years old. 
The artwork, created by adolescents and teachers who worked with Rob in a research 
collaborative called the Teaching to Learn Project (Simon et al. 2014), includes images of triangles, 
the symbol Nazis used to demarcate undesirable individuals, painted on individual book pages 
in an array of colors and patterns the artists chose to represent their visions of diversity and 
solidarity. Smaller images are displayed between large canvases covered in book pages, painted 
with translucent triangles of orange, purple, and blue, through which Wiesel’s text can be read 
(see Figure 31.1). Students move through the exhibit, pausing in front of paintings, to read 
dimensions of color, form, texture, line, and text. The exhibition After Night and students’ 
responses to it raise questions related to the function of art as a form of literary and historical 
inquiry. What role might the arts play in helping students make sense of a traumatic moment in 
human history? What are the dangers of aestheticizing trauma? How might a multimodal and 
artistic interpretation of a memoir such as Night call attention to the representational inadequacy 
of language? What are possibilities or impossibilities of students connecting with Elie Wiesel’s 
experiences? For example, what role might individuals’ own histories – Rob’s legacy as a 
grandson of Holocaust survivors or other participants’ family experiences of war or trauma – 
play in their interpretations of Wiesel’s text, or their responses to the horrors he documents?

These questions about teaching and learning in the literacy curriculum, and many others that 
are unfolding in the course of the students’ collaborative inquiry into Night through the arts, 
have important ethical, aesthetic, and political valences to them. They are raised not merely to 
effectively transmit information about an historical period but also to foster understandings 
across temporal, cultural, and spatial boundaries and sustain intergenerational memory. These 
questions are essentially hermeneutical in nature. In this chapter we call for a renewed attention 
to the role of hermeneutical inquiry in the literacy curriculum, a scholarly and pedagogical 
project that may have particular importance during an educational policy climate governed by 
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Figure 31.1  Images of triangles from the exhibition After Night (2013) (artworks by Rob Simon and the 
Teaching to Learn Project; photograph © Laura Darcy, reproduced with permission).

a positivistic orientation that often borders on scientism. First we characterize the tradition of 
hermeneutics by drawing on a useful heuristic articulated by the philosopher of social science, 
Yvonne Sherratt (2006). We then review research where hermeneutics is explicitly invoked as 
well as its implicit influence in literacy scholarship and practice. Finally, we suggest practitioner 
research as a hermeneutical approach that, in the midst of a ‘transnational turn’ (e.g., Lam and 
Warriner 2012) in the field of literacy, can help create the conditions for the collaborative 
negotiation of meaning in increasingly diverse contexts of teaching and learning. The example of 
After Night, which we return to in the conclusion, illustrates the generative questions that may 
arise when students’ and teachers’ inquiries and hermeneutic impulses are not suppressed by a 
curriculum informed by more static conceptions of knowledge and passive images of learners.

Historical perspectives: hermeneutical inquiry and literacy

Hermeneutics has a long history, yet remains relevant. Prior to the Protestant Reformation, 
textual interpretation, including early Christian and Talmudic traditions, was primarily directed 
to biblical exegesis. Reformation-era hermeneuticians countered the widespread belief that a 
central authority, Church or State, governed meaning. This shift to regarding interpretation as 
democratic and heterogeneous has had lasting impact on education. For the first time individuals 
themselves were understood to be capable of deriving textual meanings, an idea that formed the 
basis of reader response theories in the twentieth century (e.g., Rosenblatt 1938, 1978). 
Expanding on the situated nature of textual engagement in the early nineteenth century, 
Schleiermacher among others argued that literary interpretation was not a technical activity but 
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rather an inherently creative and interactional linguistic enterprise, one involving a 
“hermeneutical circle” between text, author, and reader (Smith 1991). These insights, that 
individuals themselves have the capacity to interpret, and that this involves a recursive process 
of making meaning – may seem to some degree obvious. Yet some might argue that these 
centuries-old understandings of how meaning is created may be undermined in contemporary 
literacy educational policy, for example in the United States in the high stakes assessment 
paradigm and the Common Core State Standards.

Heidegger (2008 [1962]) emphasized not only the epistemological aspects of hermeneutics 
but also its fundamental ontology. He regarded interpretation as one of the essential provisions 
of being-in-the world (Dasein). In other words, interpretation is not merely reserved for the 
task of reading texts, but is rather a part of our condition as human beings: We are always 
interpreting. It is therefore certainly part of what it means to teach and learn. Teachers interpret 
their students, students interpret their teachers, themselves, and one another, and everyone 
interprets the ‘text of the classroom’ (e.g., Lytle 1995) and the world beyond – a dialogism that 
is commonly mediated through literacy curricula encompassing canonical literature, popular 
fiction and nonfiction, youth culture, digital technologies, personal narrative, and the arts.

This image of literacy pedagogy as involving diverse individuals negotiating meanings is 
related to a central concept in philosophical hermeneutics, what Gadamer (1996 [1975]) 
describes as “fusing horizons” (p. 306). In the following excerpt from Truth and Method, 
Gadamer expands upon this concept of horizon:

The horizon is the range of vision that includes everything that can be seen from a 
particular vantage point. Applying this thinking to mind, we speak of narrowness of 
horizon, of the possibility of expansion of horizon, or the opening of new horizons, 
and so forth …. A person who has no horizon does not see far enough and hence 
overvalues what is nearest him. On the other hand, ‘to have a horizon’ means to not 
be limited to what is nearby but to be able to see beyond it. A person who has a 
horizon knows the relative significance of everything within this horizon, whether it 
is near or far, great or small. Similarly, working out the hermeneutical situation means 
acquiring the right horizon of inquiry for the questions evoked by the [interpretive] 
encounter

(1996 [1975]: 301–302)

Gadamer employs horizon as a metaphor for the dimensions, limitations, and possibilities of 
interpretation. All texts and all individuals possess a horizon of understanding, which Gadamer 
defines as culturally and historically situated vantage points from which meaning is projected or 
ascertained. Interpretation happens at the union or intersection of horizons. In our gloss, a 
‘fusion of horizons’ characterizes the historical and interpersonal connections that are the basis 
for developing meaning and relationships in the classroom and through the literacy curriculum, 
a means of mediating cultural, historical, interpersonal, or linguistic difference.

The philosopher Yvonne Sherratt (2006) provides a heuristic for understanding the 
contributions of hermeneutics to the human sciences. Her most general definition of 
hermeneutics, “derived from the Greek ‘hermeneutikos’ which means to interpret,” is articulated 
in contradistinction to the “scientifically influenced social sciences” (17–18). We find it useful 
to understand hermeneutical approaches to literacy research and teaching in relationship to 
what we perceive as a pervasive scientism in education that has held sway over policies aimed 
to influence reading instruction, school accountability measures, teacher evaluation, and more 
recent political efforts to discredit education schools and teacher preparation programs.
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Sherratt (2006) identifies several features of an interpretative approach to research which, in 
our slightly modified and consolidated version, we believe explicitly and implicitly animate the 
field of literacy studies. First, hermeneutics focuses on understanding rather than merely 
explaining social phenomena. This emphasis on understanding orients research to discerning 
locally produced meanings, as opposed to the positivistic ideal of causality whose gold standard 
is the discovery of law-like generalizations. For example, instead of providing research claims 
around ‘scientifically proven reading programs’ that are meant to ‘work’ for all students, the 
hermeneutical dimension of literacy studies draws attention to how all literacy events and 
practices, including those deemed scientifically proven, are implicated in power dynamics that 
often serve the function of social reproduction. Schools privilege certain kinds of work and 
produce certain kinds of students at the expense of other possibilities. An interpretive 
ethnographic approach to literacy research (e.g., Heath 1983; Street 1995) might also identify 
the various literate resources and practices by which individuals make meanings of their social 
worlds.

Second, hermeneutics acknowledges the situated nature of inquiry, what Sherratt describes 
as an attention the “internal aspect of experience” (2006: 19) of all involved in interpretive 
processes, which would include, in schools, students, educators, families, and researchers alike. 
That is, there is no Archimedean point ‘external’to the text, classroom, practice, event, or 
culture being studied; we all bring our identities, histories, and presuppositions into educational 
and research contexts. These historically situated identities are in fact necessary for inquiry and 
are potentially epistemically productive. We will suggest that practitioner research in literacy 
(e.g., Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2009; Simon and Campano 2013; Simon et al. 2012) is 
particularly adept at making visible, being reflexive about, and leveraging these identities for 
interpretive and pedagogical purposes, thereby challenging images of teachers as deskilled 
technicians (Apple 2001), students as passive recipients of information (Freire 2007 [1970]), and 
researchers as neutral and disinterested generators of knowledge.

Finally, Sherratt distinguishes between hermeneutics’ appeal to history – for example how 
texts are read and understood over time – and the premium science places on “future knowledge 
and progress” (2006: 19). While literacy researchers might be more attentive to previous 
historical trends in the field, there is certainly a hermeneutical skepticism of overly facile notions 
of linear educational progress, as exemplified in the suggestion that we have discovered ‘best 
practices’ in instruction or even the very idea that acquisition of an ‘autonomous’ conception 
of literacy will invariably provide access to social goods (Street 1995). Inviting students to 
collaboratively interpret Night through the arts, for example, is not a matter of implementing a 
best practice of multimodal literacy instruction that will lead to better educational gains – 
although a case can certainly be made on such instrumental grounds. It is rather about using 
literacy to raise fundamental questions about our understandings of the roles and purposes of 
education itself and the very values that underwrite it, a humanistic endeavor we imagine 
Wiesel himself would endorse.

Critical issues in hermeneutics and literacy studies

Teaching is a quintessentially hermeneutic enterprise. In this section, we first call attention to 
research in which hermeneutics is explicitly addressed (e.g., Henriksson 2013; Jardine and Field 
1996). We then outline how hermeneutics has implicitly informed empirical and conceptual 
work in literacy studies, including the whole language movement’s concern with meaning 
making (e.g., Edelsky 2006, 1999; Harste 1989), research that employs reader response theory 
(Lewis 2000; Rosenblatt 1938, 1978; Sipe 2002, 2007) or other literary theories in the classroom 
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(Appleman 2009), critical literacy (Freire 2007 [1970], 1983), and recent work that explores 
transnational and intercontextual dimensions of literacy (e.g., Hull and Stornaiuolo 2010; Lam 
and Warriner 2012).

Literacy research that is explicitly informed by hermeneutics

Sumara (1996), drawing on the work of Heidegger (2008 [1962]), uses hermeneutical theory as 
a basis for conceptualizing textual engagement in the classroom. More recently, Westbrook 
(2013) describes how a hermeneutical approach to instruction encouraged teachers to reposition 
struggling adolescents as capable readers “with greater opportunities for the widening of their 
horizons in all senses of the phrase” (p. 48). Drawing on Merleau-Ponty (2002 [1962]), 
Henriksson (2013) argues that introducing teachers to philosophical hermeneutics invites them 
to directly address central concerns in their classroom relationships, and can provide a framework 
for them to interpret the “concrete situatedness” of classroom practice too often not explained 
by educational research, including questions such as “What do I say to my class at this moment? 
What can I do for this child?” (p. 7).

Researchers have turned to hermeneutics to understand teachers’ and students’ interpretive 
processes. Borges Fonseca and Tavares (2010) employ Heideggerian hermeneutics as a basis for 
making sense of students’ everyday experiences of schooling. Coombs (2012) uses the 
hermeneutics of Gadamer (1996 [1975]) and Ricoeur (e.g., 1990 [1973]) as a framework for 
exploring how adolescents “interpret their experiences and make sense of seemingly 
disconnected elements of life by turning them into stories” (Coombs 2012: 82). In the tradition 
of Gadamer and the radical hermeneutics of Caputo (1987), Yeo (2007) investigates teachers’ 
interpretations and conceptualizations of composition, shaped by “ruptures and gaps in literacy 
beliefs and practices” (p. 7). Alvermann (2006: 69) argues for “critical hermeneutic work” in 
pre-service teacher education as a means of encouraging new teachers to interrogate the 
discourse of school reform efforts in literacy education in the US.

Whole language

Understanding how the various cuing systems in language – graphophonic, syntactic, semantic, 
and pragmatic – interact is one of the tenets of the whole language movement which, since 
Kenneth Goodman (1967) developed his research from Chomsky’s theories of language 
development in the 1960s, has been concerned with reading as a multifaceted process of 
meaning making rather than a linear acquisition of skills. Extending from this core insight, and 
recalling our adaption of Sherratt’s (2006) framework, whole language practice has regarded 
language learning as situated and context specific, symbiotic rather than isomorphic, tied to 
particular purposes and meanings, open to multiple interpretations, learned through use rather 
than in isolated parts, and fundamental for active engagement with the world (e.g., Goodman 
1989; Harste1989; Smith 1986).

As Jardine and Field (1996) explain, the central tenets of whole language pedagogy build 
upon core insights of hermeneutics. They characterize teaching as a practice of ongoing 
interpretation and reinterpretation, an “unfinishedness, contingency, and difficulty [that] signify 
that… education is a deeply human enterprise that is not surpassable and encompassable by 
simply having the right theory or framework or method at hand” (p. 256). The whole language 
movement’s concern with meaning making rather than technical skills- or phonics-based 
approaches is related to hermeneutics’ view of the interpretative process as mediating historical 
horizons, understanding parts of texts in relation to the whole, and valuing the interpretive 
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agency of readers. For example, in his critique of skills-based approaches to language instruction, 
Harste (1989) argued that “student concepts of literacy are formed as they create text that is 
appropriate to the context” (p. 269), and that these processes were “not governed by a sense of 
what it means to be literate, but how to survive in the contexts in which they find themselves” 
(p. 270).

Though early proponents of whole language did not always name their work as critical – and 
their vocal opponents in the ‘reading wars’ were quick to caricature whole language as a ‘whole 
word’ method – this approach always had an important political dimension that has resonances 
with critical pedagogy. As Edelsky notes:

Whole language undermined sorting and ranking people through testing and tracking, 
demanded teacher autonomy for developing their own curricula with students in their 
own classrooms, decreased reliance on commercial reading programs and commercially 
prepared assessment systems… and promoted the questioning of authority (through 
theories that argued for multiple interpretations of texts)

(2006: 156)

In a similar vein, Linda Christensen, who combines a whole language approach with critical 
pedagogy, teaches students to “read social relationships” as texts, and to view texts as

what Chilean writer Ariel Dorfman (1983: 7) calls a ‘social blueprint’ about what it 
means to be men, women, poor, people of color, gay, or straight. And that vision is 
political – whether it portrays the status quo or argues for a reorganization of society

(1999: 54)

Critical whole language researchers like Christensen and Edelsky remind us that reading is 
not a technical activity that can be reduced to skills-based procedures. It is fundamentally 
interpretive, and involves negotiating meaning within broader social, cultural, and political 
landscapes. Recalling Gadamer, “No amount of measured technique will save us from the 
ongoing task of deliberation and decision” (1983: 112).

Reader response pedagogy

A dialogic view of meaning making underlies research and pedagogy informed by reader 
response and other literary theories in the classroom. The very word response itself suggests a 
move beyond textual formalism. Countering the New Critical view that texts are self-contained 
aesthetic objects that exist outside of authorial intent or cultural and historical contexts, Louise 
Rosenblatt (1938, 1978) theorized meaning as derived through a situated transaction between 
readers and texts. Rosenblatt’s transactional model of reading presents a variation of a 
hermeneutical circle, one notably less concerned with historical contexts, prior interpretations, 
or authorial intent than with viewing interpretation as “an unmediated private exchange 
between reader and text… [in which] literary history and scholarship are supplemental” (Probst 
1987: 7). In her theory of interpretation Rosenblatt focused on the uniqueness of a reader’s 
transaction with texts:

The special meaning, and more particularly, the submerged associations that these 
words and images have for the individual reader will largely determine what the work 
communicates to him. The reader brings to the work personality traits, memories of 

The Routledge Handbook of Literacy Studies_BOOK.indb   477 20/03/2015   08:42



R. Simon and G. Campano

478

past events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the moment, and 
a particular physical condition. These and many other elements in a never-to-be-
duplicated combination determine his response to the peculiar contribution of the 
text

(1938: 30–31)

Rosenblatt’s conception that individual readers develop their understandings through the 
lens of their own beliefs, experiences, and interests has been foundational to classroom research 
and practice (e.g., Beach 1993). One important insight from reader response research is that 
what are often interpreted as off-task behaviors in classrooms have been demonstrated to be 
complex forms of literary engagement (Sipe 2002). As Sumara (1996) notes, reader response 
theories have been responsible for a movement toward promoting students’ more subjective 
encounters with literature, a pedagogical approach that exists in tension with the use of literature 
for skills-based instruction or (mono)cultural transmission (p. 184).

Some researchers have critiqued reader response pedagogy on the grounds that it 
overemphasizes individualistic readings (Damico et al. 2008; Pirie 1997), elides critical responses 
to texts (Lewis 2000), and has perhaps become a new orthodoxy (Marshall 1991) that implicitly 
informs classroom instruction (Applebee 1993; Appleman 2009). For example, Appleman 
(2009) argues that teachers should teach literary theories beyond reader response – including 
post-structuralism, post-colonialism, and feminism – explicitly to adolescents, providing them 
with multiple conceptual frameworks to inform their interpretations of texts.

Reader response pedagogy has roots in hermeneutics. The idea that educators need to be 
open to different varieties of interpretation, including honoring the impulses of all students – 
even young children – to create their own meanings (e.g., Sipe 2002, 2007), hearkens back to 
the claims of Heidegger and Gadamer that interpretation has an ontological as well as epistemic 
basis. To return to Sherratt (2006), reader response research privileges situated inquiry and 
locally produced meanings. Like critical hermeneutics (e.g., Habermas 1990 [1971]), some 
strands of reader response research (e.g., Enciso 2011; Lewis 2000; McGuire et al. 2008) have 
emphasized the political, social, and power dimensions of textual engagement, presenting 
persuasive and necessary critiques of positivist and universalist approaches to literary instruction 
that predominate in schools.

Critical literacy

The hermeneutics of critical literacy pedagogy is perhaps most elegantly expressed in Freire’s 
oft-cited idea of reading the word and the world:

Reading the world always precedes reading the word, and reading the word implies 
continually reading the world. As I suggested earlier, this movement from the world 
to the word and from the word to the world is always present; even the spoken word 
flows from our reading of the world. In a way, however, we can go further, and say 
that reading the word is not preceded merely by reading the world, but by a certain 
form of writing it or re-writing it, that is, of transforming it by means of conscious 
practical work. For me, this dynamic movement is central to the literacy process

(1983: 10)

Inspired by critical theory and liberation theology, Freire outlines a dialectical vision of 
literacy pedagogy, one that links the individual conscience with the broader world (1998: 25). 
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The interplay between words and worlds is a process concerned with developing meaning in 
the service of cultural and political transformation. Freire imagines individuals not merely as 
interpreters but also as makers of cultural meaning (e.g., Macedo and Araújo Freire 1998) and 
agents of change. In his play on word/world, Freire proposes that literacy involves a cyclical 
relationship between language and contexts, a recursive dynamic that is essentially hermeneutical 
in nature. Literacy entails an ongoing reading of the world. We never fully arrive at a definitive 
interpretation, but are rather continually revising our understandings, a state of perpetual 
“unfinishedness” that, as Freire (1998: 52) noted, “is essential to our human condition.” Like 
Gadamer, Freire’s vision of engagement with literacy and with the world is a dialogical, 
historically rooted process. It is also an ideological one. In this respect Freirean pedagogy has 
resonance with the critical hermeneutics of Jürgen Habermas (1990 [1971]), a skeptic of 
hermeneutical claims of universalism, who argued that while language is essential to interpretation 
it may also be “a medium of domination and social power” (p. 239). Both Freire and Habermas 
“ground social inquiry in the understandings of agents” (Morrow and Torres 2002: 15). For 
Freire, as Peters and Lankshear note (1994: 189), “critical consciousness is a critical hermeneutics,” 
a process of linking critical reflection to social action.

The Freirean (2007 [1970]) notion of problem-posing education positions teachers and 
students in critical dialogue with complex social histories, issues of equity, and each other. This 
process, not unlike what Gadamer (1996 [1975]) theorizes as a fusion of horizons, entails 
negotiating meanings across boundaries. Critical literacy scholars and educators have documented 
how historically marginalized youth build connections with and critical understandings of the 
texts and contexts they navigate (e.g., Janks 2010; Kinloch 2012; Luke et al. 2011; Morrell 
2008; Winn 2011). This work seeks to understand how children use literacy practices such as 
storytelling (Enciso 2011), writing (Ghiso 2011), or DIY digital media (Jocson 2013) as a means 
of interrogating complex social issues. Critical literacy thus evokes Paul Ricoeur’s (1970) 
“hermeneutics of suspicion” (pp. 32–35) in that it regards interpretation as a vehicle for deriving 
meaning as well as unmasking ideology. For example, Janks and Comber’s (2006) cross-
continental study explores how educators in two socially and economically diverse communities, 
one in Australia and another in South Africa, encouraged children to document social issues in 
their neighborhoods through the creation of alphabet books. This research presented 
opportunities for students to encounter and interact with other children in distant communities 
through sharing these texts, a process that, in Gadamerian terms, facilitated the fusing of 
geographic and cultural horizons of understanding. Janks and Comber (2006) explore how 
“critical literacy across continents” facilitated an interpretive community among students and 
teachers, in relation to different texts and contexts, and formed the basis for “developing 
transnational communities of networked critical educators” (p. 115).

Reclaiming hermeneutics in current literacy teaching and research

These and other traditions in literacy research have what we regard as an essential indebtedness 
to hermeneutics. We believe there is reason to name and reclaim hermeneutics in literacy 
studies, both because of some of its current interests, what has been identified as a ‘transnational 
turn’ in the field (e.g., Hull and Stornaiuolo 2010; Lam and Warriner 2012; Medina 2010), as 
well as the empirical phenomena these interests represent. These realities include a new stage of 
globalization and migration (Appadurai 2006) where many schools and communities are 
experiencing unprecedented linguistic, cultural, religious, and experiential pluralism. Scholarship 
in the field that employs concepts such as ‘hybridity’ (Gutiérrez 2008), ‘cosmopolitanism’ 
(Campano and Ghiso 2011; Hull and Stornaiuolo 2010), ‘superdiversity’ (Blommaert and 
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Rampton 2011), emergent bilingualism (García and Kleifgen 2010), and ‘coloniality’ (Ghiso 
and Campano 2013) all imagine literacy teaching and learning beyond assimilationist models, 
and value the practices, histories, languages, and knowledges of our student populations. Too 
often, however, research in the field that embraces more expansive conceptions of literacy often 
finds itself at odds with policy initiatives that tend to homogenize diversity. Reforms geared 
toward standardization and high stakes testing forward common rather than more pluralistic 
visions of educational change. The traditions of hermeneutics, by contrast, are about honoring 
alterity and negotiating meanings across temporal, historical, cultural, and linguistic horizons. 
Or, to invoke hermeneutics etymological roots in the Greek messenger god Hermes, it is about 
bringing and translating messages from one world to another.

Practitioner research as a hermeneutical enterprise

One vehicle for engaging in hermeneutical inquiry is practitioner research. Within this 
methodological approach, teachers generate understandings of literacy from their practice and 
its inherent material realities (Campano 2009; Simon et al. 2012), including broader societal 
inequities. Practitioner research has a temporal dimension, capturing the unfolding of inquiry 
over time, as it is embedded within the life world of the classroom (e.g., Carini and Himley 
2010). This entails raising and continually returning to questions that arise in the classroom, 
often from dilemmas or moments of dissonance, an ongoing interpretive process that Marsha 
Pincus (2001) describes as a circle of inquiry. In the midst of documenting and theorizing their 
teaching, practitioner researchers negotiate the meaning of their work in light of their 
relationships with students, colleagues, and community members. For example, Elizabeth 
Cantafio characterizes the kinds of questions she asks herself when adopting an inquiry stance. 
She writes:

Questioning my assumptions means I perpetually ask myself: What am I doing here? 
What am I doing it for? Who am I to be doing it? What am I paying attention to? 
What am I overlooking? What am I ignoring? Why? How? What does it mean?

(in Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2009: 357)

As these questions suggest, practitioner inquiry is also hermeneutic in that researchers are 
self-reflexive about their own identities vis-à-vis others. The literature on practitioner research 
places a premium on vulnerability and fallibility – rather than certainty – as a strength in the 
research process. This emphasis encourages practitioner researchers to challenge their own 
preconceptions and learn from others (Campano et al. 2013; Simon 2013), revising their 
understandings in light of new perspectives. For literacy educators, taking an inquiry stance 
(Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2009) implies never resting in a definitive understanding or 
interpretation of events, but asking further questions. The notion of stance reflects the 
unbounded nature of inquiry and the belief that at times it is productive to linger in uncertainty.

Practitioner researchers often understand dissonance as an opportunity for growth and 
change. For example in their experiences with a student who has been labeled ‘struggling’ or 
‘oppositional,’ they may take a skeptical stance toward bureaucratic labels that locate the 
problem within the individual (Simon 2012). Instead, practitioner researchers may raise 
questions about the larger social and political arrangements of schooling that position students 
negatively, and attempt to enact alternative pedagogies more conducive to their flourishing 
(Campano 2007). For example, Carini and Himley (2010) document how a philosophical 
“habit of questioning” one’s practice can offer a renewed sense of children’s capabilities, 
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including those who do not fit educators’ presuppositions or school molds (p. 165). Using 
phenomenological approaches to analyze student work and learning over time, Carini and 
Himley (2010) argue for a “vision of education based on paying attention to each child’s 
capacities and continuities, on grounding teaching in the potency of particularized knowledge 
and careful observation, and on drawing knowledge from the collective inquiry of teachers and 
parents” (pp. xii–xiii). Research and practice are ineluctably connected, and practitioner 
researchers are constantly developing understandings that inform their decisions in the classroom, 
which are in turn continually revised.

Much practitioner research involves collaborations of some sort, such as inquiry communities 
or peer-to-peer professional development networks (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2009). 
Communities of inquiry regard complexity or diversity not as problems to be addressed 
scientistically or as empirical phenomena to be explained, but as opportunities for teachers and 
students to learn from one another in ways that honor the epistemic value of diverse histories, 
experiences, and perspectives. Communities of inquiry put multiple perspectives into 
conversation with one another, with the idea that their fusion may lead to a deeper collaborative 
understanding of the issues being investigated.

Returning to After Night

With these insights in mind, we circle back to the vignette that opens this chapter. At the 
exhibit, middle school students engaged with the artwork created by members of the Teaching 
to Learn Project (Simon et al. 2014). This inquiry community developed as an opportunity for 
teachers in various points of their professional trajectories (pre-service teacher, teacher, doctoral 
student, and professor) to learn alongside adolescents from a culturally and economically diverse 
neighborhood in West Toronto. The investigations of Night that culminated in this art exhibit 
took place over the span of a year. Youth and educators authored curricula for and wrote 
responses to the text, exploring how Night could be a platform for literary and historical inquiry 
as well as a catalyst for social change. Wiesel (2005) himself has noted that the purpose of 
Holocaust education is not to passively encounter the messages of survivors but rather to 
encourage readers themselves to become the messengers; or to paraphrase Paul Celan (2001), to 
act as ‘witnesses for the witnesses.’ Inspired by this idea, the impetus for using art as a form of 
interpretation was to carry the message of the text forward: a message shaped by participants’ 
critical and aesthetic readings, their personal histories and cultures, and a shared commitment to 
social justice. Thirty teachers and adolescents brought multiple perspectives and horizons of 
experience to bear on their artistic interpretations. In the process, they grappled with the 
difficult themes and unspeakable horrors Wiesel documents.

Like the artists themselves, middle school students who viewed After Night expressed a range 
of responses to the artwork, from the emotional and personal, to the aesthetic and historical. 
One of the middle schoolers made a connection to his family history: “While I was walking 
through the exhibit, I was reminded of my great and great-great grandparents and how they 
died (in the concentration camps…).” Another student observed, “It was probably humiliating 
to wear a yellow or pink triangle but at the show it was turned into a symbol of pride.” She 
noted how the multicolored triangles represented solidarity with the victims, and became 
“more beautiful because [they] show colors together.” Similarly, one of her classmates described 
a triangle with colors swirled together (see Figure 31.2):

I liked this triangle both for its aesthetics (I loved its swirliness) and because to me, this 
symbolizes acceptance. In my perspective, the varied colors symbolized different types 
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Figure 31.2  Images of triangles painted on pages from Night by Elie Wiesel (2006) (artworks from the 
exhibition After Night (2013) by Rob Simon and the Teaching to Learn Project; photograph 
© Laura Darcy, reproduced with permission).

of people and the big purple swirl in the centre was a new type of people, easily 
blended with the others.

Noting the “many varieties” of colored triangles created by the artists, another student 
commented that the exhibit simultaneously “brings life” and “brightens” and “teaches a lesson 
to those who take the time to view [it].” He described feeling moved by “What the power of 
many can accomplish.”

Touching on similar themes, one of the adolescent artists shared her insights into the process 
and the symbolic and representational power of color in the After Night exhibit:

After reading Night and completing the project, the colours used to paint the triangles 
are not just colours any more. The triangle that we painted blue was very interesting 
for me. It showed different levels in intensity in the colour (streaks) that could 
represent many things. It could mean the good and evil during the Holocaust. I saw 
it as [symbolizing] many different sides to the Holocaust. The different blotches of 
colour represent the different people involved, and how each person has their own 
story, whether it be a victim or the abuser.

Choosing the colours was more something I felt than thought of. I think for people 
viewing the exhibit it is the same. As there is no description of why we chose that 
colour or what we think it represents, it is really up to the viewers to determine what 
the colours mean and one way to do that would be to just feel.
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The experience of After Night for participants and observers is not easily distillable to a 
singular reading or meaning. We regard this hermeneutical approach appropriate for a text like 
Night. This collection of reflections from participants and observers of this project suggests how 
an event like After Night can inspire a multiplicity of interpretations and became a catalyst for 
fusing unique cultural, experiential, and historical horizons of understanding.

Ellsworth (2005), drawing on de Bolla (2001), describes the interpretive power of aesthetic 
experiences as somatic as well as intellectual. These empathetic, socio-historical, and aesthetic 
responses arose from the “frisson of the physical encounter” (de Bolla 2001: 2; cited in Ellsworth 
2005: 8) with Wiesel’s text and the excruciating experiences it documents, mediated by artists’ 
own sensations, visual representations, and textual interpretations. As Sherratt (2006) reminds 
us, texts like Night invite new interpretations rather than merely offering explanations of social 
phenomena, which would most likely be reductive with regards to a topic such as the Holocaust. 
The adolescents’ visceral and creative encounters with After Night were based on historical 
understandings while also serving as a crucible for their own subjective experiences and 
interpretations.

Ultimately After Night has raised more questions that it has answered. How can aesthetic 
responses begin to address the ineffability of the Holocaust? To paraphrase Adorno, what is 
the role of art after Auschwitz? What does this form of historical interpretation concretize 
(Young 1993)? In what ways might this process, including cutting and painting on pages 
from Night, memorialize or trivialize trauma? How is the urgency of memory in itself 
hermeneutical? What understandings and insights has this project evoked for participating 
teachers and students or for viewers? What ways forward will it present? What ultimately are 
the impacts of this work? As these and many other questions raised by After Night suggest, 
counter to more positivistic approaches to history, the hermeneutical project of remembering, 
and the always partial process of interpretation that goes along with it, is ongoing and 
perpetually unfinished. In the spirit of Elie Wiesel, who wrote of his personal obligation to 
bear witness and the limitations of language to capture the horrors of the Holocaust, it 
probably should be.
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