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Abstract 

This Praxis essay explores the idea of teaching with technologies that are embodied and 

therefore, reflect our identities. To illustrate, I share insights from my teaching practice learning 

to use an overhead projector before moving to other internet-ready technological devices. In 

addition, I theorize technology use as it relates to identity development in teacher education. 

Then, I use examples from my research to discuss the English Language Arts Teacher Education 

(ELATE) Digital Learning in Teacher Education’s (D-LITE) revised statement on the Beliefs for 

Integrating Technology into the English Language Arts Classroom. In so doing, I demonstrate 

key understandings about English language arts teacher education practice for technology 

integration as well as social identity development in both practicing and prospective teachers.  

 

Keywords: English language arts technology integration, English language arts teacher identity, 

English language arts teacher education, rural teacher technology use, technology integration, 

NCTE belief statements 
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Projections of Identity: How Technological Devices Become Us and Why It Matters in ELA 

Teacher Education 

My teaching career began in a small town in 2003. Although I felt generally prepared to 

teach, I struggled to plan engaging instruction and build routines. Luckily, that first year I 

discovered a piece of machinery in a broom closet that was simply magical: an overhead 

projector (see Figure 1). For the first 15-20 minutes of a 50-minute class, the overhead projector 

was as much a teacher as I was. The students would all file out to the trailer that was my 

classroom and pack into their desks. I would lower the shades and press the orange button at the 

front of the machine. Let there be light.  

 

Figure 1. My esteemed overhead projector. 

The overhead projector had so many advantages. The low classroom lights and focus 

toward the front directed student attention. I could sit or stand by it and not have to feel awkward 

about leading large classes of young people that I was still learning to understand. My back was 

never facing students like it would have been if I were writing on a whiteboard. Besides, in my 

trailer, I had no whiteboard. If students were writing notes to friends, drawing, doing homework 
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for other classes, or engaging in other off-task behaviors while I cheerily wrote on the overhead, 

it was harder for me to notice. In my mind, the students were all rapt with attention.  

 Administrators who came to observe my teaching complimented my use of technology. 

They were especially pleased when I made a worksheet, copied it onto plastic sheets, and then 

had the students fill out their copies while I filled out mine on the overhead. As I became more 

comfortable working in the classroom and participated in professional development, I made 

some substantial pedagogical revisions to this routine. For example, I let the students write on 

the overhead. They developed texts in groups and placed them on the overhead’s shiny glass 

platform to explain what they had done. Individual students gave mini-lectures on points of 

grammar with sample sentences they had crafted on their own and drafted onto transparency 

sheets. In addition, I used the overhead projector to show pieces of text for analysis. I made full-

color transparencies from picture books to identify and analyze visual rhetorical elements. The 

possibilities for innovation seemed endless. In fact, some of the hardest days as a teacher were 

when the lightbulb on the overhead projector burned out and the librarian had to order another, 

or when a colleague borrowed my projector during my preparation period and failed to return it.  

 It is now 2019. I am a scholar of online and digital literacies. I am drawn to the ideas that 

technologies bring into schools as well as the machines, devices, and objects that inhabit these 

spaces. My purpose in sharing the tragicomical history of my overhead projector is to frame 

device use and obsolescence as important practical concerns for teachers. Specifically, I wanted 

to illuminate how devices helped me envision possibilities for instruction in my English 

language arts (ELA) classes. In addition, I demonstrate how a device—my overhead projector—

lit the way for my professional identity as a teacher who taught with technology. 

 



Rice  PROJECTIONS OF IDENTITY 

More Than a Hammer: Linking Socio-material Artifacts to Social Identity 

 The technological devices teachers use to teach are socio-material tools for learning 

(Edwards, Fenwick, & Sawchuk, 2015). Much like the experience of hammering a nail varies 

depending on the size, type, and weight of hammer used by the craftsman, classroom technology 

use requires similar considerations (Latour, 2005; Lea & Street, 1998). The decision of what tool 

to use can be uncomfortable, even painful at times because the technologies that we choose and 

how we choose to use them are integral parts of our social identities (Budge, Lemon, & 

McPherson, 2016; Katz, 2017; Manzi et al. , 2018). The tension between the socio-material and 

the psychosocial in technology use became clear in education when Cuban (1993, 1996, 2009) 

published 30 years of work in schools. His conclusions were always the same: teachers had 

devices, but they did not use them. When they did, the tools seemed to assert primacy over 

learning content (Cuban, Kirkpatrick, & Peck, 2001). As I read Cuban’s work, I wondered “Why 

would it not?” Teachers needed time to use the tool to determine how they fit into their identities. 

Students might need this time, too.  

English language arts (ELA) scholars have shared the concern that technological tools 

could distract from learning content. Even so, initial recommendations for ELA classroom 

technology included the charge to provide more resources for both learning and making 

identities (Young & Bush, 2004). The first part of that argument was readily accepted in the ELA 

field. The second part about identity-making received far less emphasis in ELA teacher 

education. As a result, teacher educators might not be inclined to spend precious preparation 

hours talking about how technology is linked to emerging teacher identities.  
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The latest rendition of the Beliefs for Integrating Technology into the ELA Classroom 

(ELATE Commission on Digital Literacy in Teacher Education, 2018) mentions both student 

learning and user identities in Belief #1. As long as readers of the beliefs take into account that 

teachers are users, then the stage is set for bringing greater attention to the socio-material in 

learning to teach with technology. Even so, careful reading is required throughout the document. 

Belief #2 is titled “Consider literacies before technologies” (emphasis added). The point of the 

belief is to ensure literacies are primary over technology. What should be guarded against is the 

interpretation of Belief #2 that literacies equal content knowledge that is divorced from identity. 

After all, literacies enable identity formation and facilitate the publication of identity. If literacies 

are regarded as content knowledge alone, some teachers might be led to believe that technology 

can never ever be a major visible consideration in a classroom activity. In reality, it is impractical 

to always put the technology behind literacy because of the differential access to devices teachers 

have in different types of schools, different adoption rates, and varying motives that 

administrators have for choosing technologies for schools. Equating literacies with content is 

also problematic because it ignores the identity-making moments that emerge as teachers use 

devices to teach literacies and the devices, in turn, become extensions of them.  

ELA teacher education research has touched on this dilemma without naming it precisely. 

For example, Shoffner (2009) found preservice teachers preferred technologies that they 

perceived as simpler to use. Shoffner’s findings resonated with my own experience as a new 

teacher. My overhead projector had that one large orange button and one moving part for 

focusing onto the wall. However, it was not just the one button and the one lever that made it 

appealing. I adopted the projector because I thought teachers were supposed to be the primary 

focus of attention, for at least part of the class period. However, I did not know how to attract 
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and sustain that attention by myself. Furthermore, I was not sure I even felt comfortable 

commanding my students’ gaze. The overhead projector solved my identity problem. This in part 

is also why it seemed so much simpler. I was who I wanted to be when I used it.  

As I taught longer, I solved my problem of not wanting to be the focus of attention by 

letting the students have more responsibilities within the class. When the students used my 

projector instead of watching while I did, my projector directed attention and they shined as 

learners. More recently, Moran (2018) studied seventh graders who said that they wanted to 

integrate more technology so that they could be the ones using the technology instead of 

watching a teacher. In light of my own experience, I also wondered how newer technologies 

could bring attention not just to the devices, and not only to the content—but to the learners.  

The Rest of My Story: Retracing the Socio-Material Alongside Social Identity 

A dark day dawned after I had taught happily for many years with my overhead. An LCD 

projector that was connected to my computer hung ominously from my ceiling. I panicked when 

I saw it. Would this mean that I would have to give up my overhead projector? More 

importantly, what would become of my all special pens in an array of stunning colors I had 

purchased specifically for writing on overhead sheets? I lobbied the librarian to stockpile plastic 

sheets and buy extra bulbs and settled into a pattern of hoarding. Sadly, the district eventually 

stopped authorizing their purchase and my stash was exhausted.  

With heavy heart, I resigned myself to using the LCD digital projector (see Figure 2) and 

a type of opaque projector called a document camera (see Figure 3). Unlike my overhead, I never 

touched the LCD projector. To turn it on, I used a remote system. When something went wrong, 

I had to put in a request with a district technology specialist, instead of getting out my little 
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screwdriver and fixing it as I had always done with my overhead projector. There were fewer 

chances for me to invest my identity in this device—to build a relationship with it.  

 

Figure 2. My ceiling mounted LCD projector. 

I should have been thrilled to have the document camera as an updated tool. After all, it 

was supposed to do everything my projector could do, but without the fuss of putting everything 

on a plastic sheet. But I was not happy. Instead, I found the system more complicated. I could 

never manage to get the object to project right side up. I struggled to toggle between the LCD 

projector and the document camera. Where my overhead projector always functioned just fine by 

plugging it in, the opaque projector operated within a networked system that was not always 

reliable because it was retrofitted and installed in a building that was not designed to support it. 

The students would accidentally knock it over or out of focus when they went to present. We all 

looked like failures when we tried to use the document camera and we could not do the learning 

we hoped to do. In the end, the document camera made a lovely paperweight.  
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Figure 3. A stock photo of my high definition document camera (I never deigned to photograph 

it). 

But remember, I had stopped using my overhead projector as well since I had no more bulbs. It 

sat in the front corner of the room, under a wall-mounted television set that also no longer 

functioned as another relic to progress. I changed classrooms three times from 2008 until 2013, 

when I left teaching to pursue a doctoral degree. All three times, I moved the overhead projector, 

lovingly pushing it in a corner—a painful reminder of a brighter, simpler time. Eventually, I 

summoned the emotional strength to ask the librarian and my administrators where the overhead 

projector should go. “Could someone pick it up?” “Is there a storage closet?” No one knew. I 

thought about just leaving it in the hall or putting it back in the broom closet, but I could not 

abandon my old friend—the non-judgmental machine that made me a teacher. 

Other Teachers’ Stories: Obsolescence and Community Identities 

As I wrote my doctoral dissertation, I explored my interest in how English language arts 

teachers made curriculum in partnership with different types of devices (Rice, 2016, 2019). I 

invited participants from rural and small communities from several Western and Midwestern 

states into my study. I wanted to know how teachers made decisions about what and how to 
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teach with the devices available at their schools. The teachers I worked with had 1:1 laptops, 1:1 

tablets, updated computer laboratories, and Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) policies where 

most students brought cell phones. I expected their classrooms would be beacons of new 

technologies outfitted with the latest and greatest innovations. But when I visited, I found their 

classrooms resembled the ones I had left.  

 For example, Karen was a teacher in a remote rural school. Her students had all been 

issued iPads. Karen had made a sophisticated online curriculum for sophomores and seniors that 

included blogging, asynchronous discussion, and e-reading—all using tablets. Yet, in her 

classroom, she also had an old VCR draped with greenery and a winter holiday decoration (see 

Figure 4). This décor seemed to be a clear attempt to use the device to represent her identity—

even as it could not perform its original technological function in the classroom.  

 

Figure 4. Karen’s VCR. 

When I expressed interest in her VCR, Karen laughed. She said she had used it often and then 

she acquired more advanced technologies. However, no one came to collect her VCR. Later 

during the visit, Karen showed me the old laptop cart that teachers did not use anymore (see 

Figure 5). The cart was in the library right next to the newer computers. Eventually, she figured, 
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the old laptop cart would be taken away, but she did not know when it would leave or where it 

would go.  

 

Figure 5. The laptop cart at Karen’s school. 

I lamented that there was not some way to recycle them, but Karen shuddered at what might 

happen if the community found out and used the disposal of the 15-year-old laptops as evidence 

that schools were wasteful. Remember, Karen taught in a small community. People would find 

out. Our conversation uncovered an interesting problem. Devices that are in the public schools 

serve organizational identities in communities. Taxpayers can say, “Hey, look at all these 

gadgets we bought for our kids…We must be educating them well.” This logic resonated with 

me regarding my overhead projector. Because I had it and I was using it, I could not see possible 

disruption among the students. Therefore, I must be teaching well. Of course, that also offers a 

potential explanation for why schools as institutions struggle to integrate technologies. Doing so 

requires the organization to ask hard questions about what their collective goals are and whom 

they want to serve (Tripsas, 2009). A good question when acquiring technologies might be “Who 

can we become now that we have this technology?” Instead, even the most forward-thinking 

schools are only encouraged to ask, “What can we teach with this?” (Cuban 1993, 1996, 2009). 
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Engaging with the Socio-material: Learning from and with Devices 

New technologies have become more complex through a greater reliance on an internet 

connection and web-based applications (Burbules, 2018). Some of these include virtual and 

augmented reality, fully online and blended learning, web conferencing, wearable technologies, 

and droves of internet applications and software for a range of devices. Although web-based 

instructional tools provide certain affordances, their presence (or absence) requires teachers to 

reimagine curriculum through socio-material and social identity lenses. In a perfect world, ELA 

teachers could decide what they wanted to teach, and the technologies would be there, installed 

and operational for seamless instruction. Instead, many ELA teachers have to negotiate 

inconsistent initial preparation and uncertain professional development (Pasternak et al., 2016).  

  As teachers shift social identities and take on new roles, technologies could appear easy 

to use and customizable for immediate use. Then, technology could lay completely in the 

background. That day could still be on the horizon, but it is not here yet. Many teachers still use 

pre-electronic technologies, electronic technologies, and Internet technologies side-by-side in 

their teaching. In under-resourced schools, pre-electronic technologies like whiteboards or books 

might be easier to use than electronic technologies like overhead projectors or VCRs, but in other 

cases, internet-ready technologies might be the only option. In my case, I had no whiteboard. As 

I continued to teach, I managed without a whiteboard. So, when the web-enabled whiteboard was 

nailed to my wall, I had to learn to use a whiteboard and the electronic components 

simultaneously. More importantly, I had to learn to be a teacher who used a whiteboard for 

whole-class activity as a complement to my identity as a teacher who worked with students in 

small groups using smaller devices to do tasks that mattered to them.  
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Projecting in the Future: Resolutions for my Teacher Education Practice 

 As technological tools move into our schools and fall out of use, but never leave the 

building, teachers have to think about what they can do with what they have that lets them be 

who they are. They also have to be in a state of continual imagining about what might be 

possible for both instruction and themselves as teachers of ELA. New applications, new devices, 

new interests, and evolving dispositions in students force teachers into a constant state of 

technological and identity flux. The identity work cannot merely serve content learning. Instead, 

the full definition of literacies—including its identity components—should govern instruction 

with technology. Teachers have to be encouraged to do identity work along with their students to 

figure out how technology becomes them (Katz, 2017). “Become” has two meanings here. First, 

how technology becomes teachers flatters or reflects who they are. Second, technology becomes 

teachers as it is integrated into their identities.  

      Teachers also have to learn when not to take technology into their being. A good time to 

resist technological embodiment is when the technology fails. When the LCD projector will not 

light up or the document camera refuses to show the image upright, teachers might feel that as a 

personal failure; they may think that if the technology does not become them in a flattering way, 

they are unbecoming teachers. Helping teachers learn to use technologies well means helping 

them learn to not adopt the identity of a failed teacher when technology fails to work.  

      When devices and systems are in working order, teacher educators should consider what it 

means to model, not just the device, applications, and pedagogical affordances, but also the 

identities that one must take up for the devices to live in us and for us to live in them. In 

examining how the devices embody or represent our identities, new and important questions 

emerge. Who can I be as a teacher educator when I use this? Do I want to be that? These 
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questions can be asked as ELA teacher educators consider the ELATE revised belief statements 

and expand their understanding of literacies beyond the notion of content knowledge or skill sets. 

Discussion about socio-material issues and the implications for identity regarding technology use 

are foundational not just for understanding Beliefs #1 and #2 but for all the beliefs. After all, 

how can teachers reasonably attend to text production and consumption (Belief #3) or social 

justice concerns (Belief #4) without linking these to socio-material issues of device accessibility, 

availability, and functionality?  

      Moving forward, teacher educators might also pose teaching with technology as dilemmas to 

be managed rather than problems to be solved. Examples of such dilemmas include: How could 

teachers design this activity if all their students had laptops? What about iPads? What if all they 

had were eager students with cell phones? and What does this application or program look like 

on various devices? Also, questions about social identity are critical. These questions include: 

What does teaching this concept in this way with these technologies say about who a teacher is? 

and Is that who you want to be when you go teach? 

      Shifting teaching and teacher education practice to include socio-material discussions seems 

especially important as Millennial Generation teachers move on to mid-career teaching and 

Generation Z teachers come to initial preparation and induction. The students from Generation Z 

had access to advanced internet technologies in their cradles. They have stronger digital bonds to 

the internet and devices that let them access it. They prefer features like privacy and 

personalization over the ability to connect with large numbers of people like Millennials did 

(Lenhardt, 2015). For them, what devices they use in relationship to who they are is very 

important. The current youngest generation is Generation Alpha—a group whose cohort 
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characteristics are still forming. Even so, technological access and socio-material concerns will 

play a role in interactions with teachers from all generations (Vanderkam, 2015).  

      Finally, prospective teachers need guidance for starting conversations about socio-material 

advocacy in the school community. Teacher educators might ask their future teachers to 

consider: How can teachers convince gatekeepers (librarians, administrators, community 

members) to acquire the technological objects, machines, devices, and infrastructure to teach 

high-level literacies? What can teachers do to convince taxpayers to part with the devices when 

they are obsolete? There are also bigger questions, like what kind of community engagement 

should teachers initiate or draw upon to help parents and other taxpayers understand the work of 

teaching technologies as literacies and literacies as technologies? What should we want 

technology to help us to do and be as a school community? 

      We owe this work to ourselves and the teachers we prepare and support. I also owe it to my 

faithful overhead projector for its years of hard work and service—for its help in becoming me.  

Let there be light.  
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