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What are 
we 
listening 
for?

What do we hear when 
we listen to a child?

What are we expecting 
to hear?

What might we fail to 
hear?



Speech

Gesture

Gaze

Movement

Objects

Drawing

Marks

Writing

Making
meaning
together

Halliday, M. A. K. (1978). Language as social semiotic: the social interpretation of language and meaning. Edward
Arnold.



Jewitt, C. and Kress, G. (2003) Multimodal Literacy. Peter Lang Publishing, Bern.



Björk, O. (2026) Listening otherwise: Rethinking literacy through the multimodal child, Educational Philosophy and 
Theory, 58(7-8). 743-754. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2026.2653152
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Previous 
encounters

Present 
utterance

Anticipated 
response

Bakhtin, M. (1986). Speech genres and other late essays (C. Emerson & M. Holquist, Eds.). University of Texas Press.



Experience shapes anticipation 
which shapes experience which 
shapes anticipation which 
shapes experience…

Friston, K. (2005). A theory of cortical responses. 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: 
Biological Sciences, 360(1456), 815–836. 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2005.1622 
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• What can you identify?
• What is the child doing?
• What is the child doing 

with you/some other 
recipient?



Björk, O. (submitted) Why Facts Don’t Settle the Argument: Meaning Perspectives and the Conditions of 
Knowledge, Educational Theory.



2028: A 
changing 
boundary 

• Preschool class 
becomes year 1 of 
compulsory school

• What does this change 
ask of preschool? 

Ackesjö, Helena & Persson, Sven (2019) The schoolarization of the preschool class – policy discourses and
educational restructuring in Sweden. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 5:2, 127-136





The reform direction for early literacy teaching

• Evidence based research 
• Structured phonics
• Explicit and systematic teaching
• Gradual progression
• Early identification and support

Important resources, but not an exhaustive definition or 
understanding of literacy. 

Björk, O. & Hort, S. (in press) The Scientisation of Literacy Education and the Fantasy of Governable Literacy, The
Australian Journal of Language and Literacy.



Does preparing children for school mean 
bringing school further down into 
preschool?

Or can preschool prepare children by 
expanding what they can notice, 
express, negotiate and transform? 



Listening for
• Which letters?
• First sound?
• Correct form?
• Individual skill?

Listening otherwise
• What is the child doing with the 

marks?
• What is the child attending to?
• What response is being 

invited?
• What is happening between 

participants?Both columns are needed! 

Langer, J.A. (2002). Effective literacy instruction: building successful reading and writing programs. Ur-bana, Ill.: 
National Council of Teachers of English



Björk, O., Hort, S., Engblom, C., & Westman, M. (2025). Intermodality in practice: understanding the roles of drawing and
writing in early school compositions. Education Inquiry, 1–27. https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2025.2479317 
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Five 
questions 
for practice

1. What is the child trying to do?
2. What resources are being combined?
3. What has this expression responded to?
4. What response does it invite?
5. What in my interpretation could be wrong?
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