
 
 

Biography: 

Jennifer Rowsell, PhD, is a Professor of Literacies and Social Innovation in University of Bristol’s 

School of Education. She teaches literacy courses across teacher education, graduate and 

undergraduate programmes. She is Deputy Head of School. Her research focuses on digital literacy; 

arts-informed, multimodal participatory research with youth; and theoretically driven literacy 

research and scholarship. Jennifer co-convenes the UKLA Everyday Literacies SIG with Dr. Clare 

Dowdall (University of Exeter) and is co-editor of the Routledge Expanding Literacies in Education 

book series with Dr. Carmen Medina (Indiana University) and Professor Cynthia Lewis (UC- Santa 

Cruz).  

 Candidate Statement:  

I am honored to be nominated as a candidate for the position of Vice President-Elect of the Literacy 

Research Association. For the past 16 years, LRA has been a rejuvenating and restorative space for 

me, with a community of scholars who expand and nurture my thinking and research. We are lucky 

to have such a vibrant and supportive community. Over these years, I have occupied different roles 

within LRA as a presenter, session chair, reviewer, Area Chair, committee member (P. David Pearson 

Scholarly Award and Brian Street Memorial Award), and mentor to early career scholars. LRA 

represents a place where scholars can disagree, but where disagreement often leads to change and 

eventually, to healing.  

My connections with literacy began years ago when I completed an undergraduate degree in English 

Literature at University of Toronto. I then trained as an English as a Foreign Language Teacher in Paris. 

After certification and teaching experience, I completed a Masters in Comparative Literature at 

University College London in the UK. Returning to Canada, I then worked in educational publishing 

for several years, which propelled me into the world of school literacy. Based on this experience, I 

completed a Ph.D. in Literacy Education at King’s College London supervised by Brian Street and with 

Gunther Kress as my External Examiner. That was my watershed moment. After finishing the Ph.D., I 

moved back to Canada and worked at OISE/University of Toronto for four years until 2005 when I 

began a tenure-track position at Rutgers Graduate School of Education. In 2010, I became a Tier 2 

Canada Research Chair in Multiliteracies at Brock University and I had ten years conducting research 

with children, teenagers and adults applying arts-based, multimodal forms of pedagogies with 

professionals in schools and community hubs. The CRC ended and I have now returned to the United 

Kingdom to be Professor of Literacies and Social Innovation at the University of Bristol. Reflecting on 

this background, I have occupied a range of roles from coordination of programs, to research-

intensive work, to leadership and administration and I believe that collectively these experiences 

equip me for the LRA Vice President-Elect role.  



 
My research imbues a presiding hope to reframe literacy beyond strictly schooling definitions by 

exploring more contemporary, digital, and multimodal ways of understanding and thinking through 

digital texts, technologies and arts pedagogies. My eclectic background—teaching informed by 

publishing and designing print and digital pedagogy—has afforded me a landscape view of literacy 

and the need to collapse silos to rethink innovation in literacy research and pedagogy. On the 

whole, the research that I have conducted sits within a socio-cultural and social justice framework 

co-researching  

 

with children and youth applying arts and multimodal approaches to literacy learning and teaching. 

There are four fundamental strands to my research: (1) community engagement; (2) professionals 

and teachers apprenticing young people in communicational skills; (3) student access to 

technologies and materials to design and compose; and (4) multimodal, DIY, problem-solving 

approaches to literacy learning. Observing and documenting co-teaching in schools between 

educators and professionals, I have developed new frameworks and pedagogies for teaching and 

learning literacy. My scholarship shows how forms of communication, and changes in the material 

means through which they occur, can be productively studied to document these new approaches 

to literacy teaching and learning and to project them into formal and informal learning contexts. 

What marks my career are international collaborations, cross-sector work with teachers and 

professionals (e.g., videogame designers, architects, etc). A career highlight has been doing 

research in elementary and high schools co-teaching and co-researching with educators on many 

research studies as a Principal Investigator and Co-Investigator. I have been the Digital Literacy 

Department Editor for The Reading Teacher. I am a Co-Editor of the Routledge Expanding Literacies 

in Education book series with Cynthia Lewis and Carmen Medina. I was an elected member on the 

International Literacy Association Research Panel. In September 2014, I became an Elected member 

of the inaugural cohort of the College of New Scholars, Artists, and Scientists of the Royal Society of 

Canada and in April 2016, I was awarded the Steve Witte Lifetime Achievement Award from the 

American Educational Research Association (AERA) Writing and Literacies SIG.  

My vision for LRA is to make it more of a year-round offering to the field. The annual conference is 

already strong and thriving, so I would launch initiatives throughout the year such as: (1) webinars on 

a spectrum of literacy topics, burning issues and big contemporary questions; (2) early career online 

sessions to support new generations of scholars; (3) webinar series for LRA award recipients to share 

their research; and (4) sessions and keynotes devoted to issues that consider global urgencies, such 

as Black Lives Matter, sustainability, digital divides, inequalities, and more targeted topics such as 

sharing insights and research to innovate key literacy strands. Finally, it might be a time for playful 

and interactive spaces within the annual conference and offer pop-up makerspaces and/or spaces to 

interact with young people who can share their thoughts on literacy futures. There has been 

tremendous change in 2020 and, like all organizations, there needs to be changes made to meet new 

challenges and to heal after a difficult period in history. 


