
UKLA Annual Research Symposium 

Online from Monday 17th to Thursday 20th May 2021  

 Beyond Covid: Moving Forward, Healing, and Feeling Grounded in Early Literacy 

In many ways, the Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated shifts in our communicative 
repertoires and literacy practices, including those of our youngest citizens. Simultaneously, 
the impact of material, digital and social inequalities on young children’s ‘right’ to literacy 
have been rendered visible.  Political and public concern over children’s ‘lost learning’ and 
the need for ‘catch-up’, coupled with reductionist approaches to assessment currently 
dominate debate and pose challenges to broader conceptualisations of literacy in early 
education.    

In the UKLA 2021 Research Symposium, leading commentators in the field of early literacy 
will look beyond the Covid-19 pandemic and share insights into how we can move forward 
in thinking about early literacy.   

 

 

 



A panel of experts will explore the opportunities that have emerged to further our 
understandings of early childhood literacy and respond to the question “Where do we go 
from here?”  

Over four days, the symposium seeks to explore: 

● What Covid-19 has meant for young children’s literacy practices 
● How different theorisations of literacy enable us to overcome deficit views of ‘lost 

learning’ and view literacy as a space for healing 
● What are the most pressing issues for literacy in early education? 
● Where research should go from here 

To attend the event, it is £20 for members and £30 for non-members. You can register for 
the event here: https://ukla.org/event/ukla-annual-research-symposium-2021/. For any 
questions or concerns, please email admin@ukla.org. 

Programme of events 

Mon 17 May: 5 – 6 pm BST (Live session) 

Professor Jennifer Rowsell and Dr Claire Lee will introduce the symposium, give an 
overarching view of the early years and early literacy landscape, explain the structure of the 
week and overall aims and objectives, and introduce the Padlet activity.  

Dr Karen Daniels and Dr Lucy Rodriguez Leon will share some recent work of the UKLA Early 
Years SIG which explores how embracing multiple theoretical understandings of literacy 
may promote more holistic enactments of literacy curricula in the early years classroom.  

Tues 18 & Wed 19 May (Recorded presentations) 

Recorded research presentations will be released for delegates to watch at their leisure and 
contribute to the discussion boards:  

Tuesday: Presentation 1 Professor Guy Merchant, Sheffield Hallam University.  

Presentation 2 Dr Jaye Thiel, University of Alabama, USA 

Presentation 3 Dr Lucy Rodriguez-Leon, The Open University, UK 

Wednesday: Presentation 4 Professor Rosie Flewitt - Manchester Metropolitan University, 
UK 

Presentation 5 Professor Pam Whitty, University of New Brunswick, Canada  

Presentation 6  Dr Claire Lee and Dr Frances Giampapa, Oxford Brookes University and 
University of Bristol, UK 

Presentation 7 Dr Karen Daniels , Sheffield Hallam University, UK  

Thursday 20 May 5 – 7 pm BST (Live Session)  

Expert Panel discussion:  Pam Whitty, Rosie Flewitt and Jaye Thiel, chaired by Professor 
Jennifer Rowsell 



During this live session, our expert panel will debate the challenges and opportunities that 
have emerged for early literacy education and research and respond to emerging discussion 
on the event padlet. We invite delegates to a collaborative session engaging with our 
keynotes and thinking about how we can move forward and feel grounded in early literacy 
education. 

 

Presenters and Biographies: 

Guy Merchant Jaye Johnson Thiel Pam Whitty 

Rosie Flewitt Lucy Rodriguez Leon Karen Daniels 

Claire Lee Jennifer Rowsell   

            

 
Frances Giampapa 

Guy Merchant is Professor of Literacy and Education at the Sheffield Institute of Education, 
Sheffield Hallam University in the UK. His research explores the ways in which literacy and 
technology intersect in the lives of children and young people. Guy is a founding editor of 



the Journal of Early Childhood Literacy and has written extensively about literacy and new 
media. He is co-author, with Cathy Burnett, of ‘Undoing the Digital’ (2020), and ‘New Media 
in the Classroom’ (2019), and a contributing editor for ‘Virtual Literacies’ (2013); ‘New 
Literacies around the Globe’ (2014); ‘Literacy, Media, Technology’ (2016) and ‘The Case of 
the iPad’ (2016). 

Jaye Johnson Thiel is Assistant Professor of Early Childhood, B-5 at the University of 
Alabama, Birmingham and a part-time scholar at the University of Georgia, USA. She is 
deeply committed to studying issues of social class and educational equity in the context of 
early childhood studies. Her scholarship works against deficit discourses about young 
people, theorizes place-based practices for community research, and explores the 
production of embodied literacies in the everyday lives of children. Before receiving her 
PhD, she was a PK-5 teacher and before that she proudly worked in the service industry, 
including taking orders for bus parts, sweeping hair, and serving food at a local restaurant. 
She has published in many academic journals (Pedagogies, Journal of Early Childhood 
Literacies, Literacies, Gender and Education) and she recently co-edited the book: 
Posthumanism and Literacy Education: Knowing/Becoming/Doing Literacies as part of the 
Routledge Expanding Literacies in Education series 

 Pam Whitty has had the pleasure and privilege of working in Early Childhood Education for 
45 years. She lives on the traditional and unceded homelands of the Wolastoqey People, on 
the Atlantic coast of Canada. She began as a childcare educator and worked in kindergarten, 
first grade, and special education.  For the last 30 years, she has worked as a professor in 
Early Childhood and Critical Studies. Some of her favourite projects are working with Born to 
Read New Brunswick creating books for babies; co-creating the New Brunswick Early 
Learning and Child Care curriculum with childcare educators; and co-authoring the New 
Brunswick Child Care Task Force Report.  Currently she is working with colleagues on 
Sketching Narratives of Change in Early Childhood Education across Canada. What she loves 
about her work is the power of learning with and from others. Pam was recently named 
Professor Emerita at the University of New Brunswick. 

Rosie Flewitt is an applied linguist and Professor of Early Childhood Communication in the 
Education and Social Research Institute (ESRI), (MMU). Her work reflects a commitment to 
inclusion and diversity, and to understanding how young children express themselves 
through their actions, talk and texts.  Her research includes national and international 
studies of early communication, language and literacy learning, including young children’s 
digital literacy practices at home, in communities and in early education and care settings. 
Recent studies have investigated early learning in science museums, the observation and 
digital documentation of play in early years classrooms, a pan-European study of 0-3-year-
olds’ digital literacy lives at home, young children’s storytelling and story acting and 
researching with children and young people who are living with profound social and 
economic disadvantage.  Her methodological expertise is in qualitative approaches, 
including visual ethnography, multimodality, participatory research and research ethics.  



Dr Lucy Rodriguez-Leon is a Lecturer in Early Childhood at The Open University and is a 
former Early Years Practitioner. Her research explores the ways in which 2-4-year-olds make 
meaning, make relationships and make identities in their everyday experiences with text. 
Lucy is co-convener of the UKLA Early Literacy Special Interest Group.  

Dr Karen Daniels has considerable expertise of working in schools and later in Early Years 
and Primary Initial Teacher Training, leading English across ITT courses for 8 years at 
Sheffield Hallam University.  Karen has published numerous articles and book chapters on 
young children's early literacy practices and literacy pedagogy and is particularly interested 
in children's embodied and affective meaning making in early years settings. Karen is co-
convenor of the United Kingdom Literacy Association's Early Literacy Special Interest Group. 

Dr Claire Lee is an Early Career Research Fellow for the Children and Young People Research 
Network, Oxford Brookes University. Claire was a primary-school teacher for many years 
before completing an ESRC-funded PhD at the University of Bristol in 2020. Her interests 
include understanding how children develop a sense of self, children’s literacies and 
languages, teaching and learning, power and classroom relationships. She uses art-based 
and participatory ethnographic methods in her research, which is committed to creating 
spaces for dialogue with children. 

Jennifer Rowsell is Professor of Literacies and Social Innovation at University of Bristol’s 
School of Education in the United Kingdom. She has written, co-written and co-edited 
twenty-five books on a range of topics from handbooks on literacy studies to multimodality 
to Bourdieusian approaches to ethnographic fieldwork. Her most recent co-authored book 
with Dr. Kate Pahl (Manchester Metropolitan University) with Diane Collier, Steve Pool, 
Zanib Rasool, and Terry Trzecak is entitled, Living Literacies: Rethinking literacy research and 
practice through the everyday (MIT Press). She is a co-editor of the Routledge Expanding 
Literacies in Education book series with Cynthia Lewis (University of California – Santa Cruz) 
 
Dr. Frances Giampapa is a Senior Lecturer in Education (SOE, University of Bristol), 
specialising in Critical Sociolinguistics/Applied Linguistics.  After completing her Phd  
(OISE/UT), she was awarded a SSHRC post-doctoral fellowship for the Literacy to 
Multiliteracies: Designing Learning Environments for Knowledge Generation within the New 
Economy project (Early, Willinsky & Cummins - www.multiliteracies.ca). Using critical and 
linguistic ethnography, her research specifically raises questions around the role of language 
in the production of social inequalities through institutional structures that close down 
opportunities for migrant children and families with English as an additional language. She 
has published in the areas of multiliteracies, language and identities, teacher identities in 
CLIL/bilingual education contexts, researcher identities and ethnographic field methods.    
 


