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“The spark of agency is simply the perception that the environment is responsive to our 

actions” (Johnston, 2004).   A sense of agency is not a general property. Children can develop – 

or not – a sense of agency in different domains.  For example, a child might develop a consistent 

sense of agency in reading, but not in writing or math, or in social situations.  In the physical 

world, it is possible to see the effects of one’s actions.  When a child builds with blocks, the 

consequences of one’s actions, or one’s more successful neighbor’s actions, can be quite evident.   

Of course, sometimes if the effects are delayed or not obvious, it helps to have someone, like a 

teacher, explain the connection. However, in the intellectual and social worlds, much of the 

available information is hidden in people’s heads.  The idea of thinking out loud for students to 

model those thought processes has been a common theme for literacy instruction for a 

considerable period of time (Oster, 2001).  However, in literacy, the focus has been on modeling 

strategic cognitive activity within the individual mind for intellectual problem-solving rather 

than on how minds are related to one another or on how minds can work together to become 

even more agentive. 

When it comes to the social world, often both ends of the causal chain are hidden.  All we 

can see is the behavior, not what produced the behavior or what the effect of the behavior is on 

others. Children come to understand their social world through a history of participation in 

activities mediated through a discursive lens (Symons, 2004; Vygotsky, 1978).  In the process, 

they internalize the rules and relationships that organize the social and intellectual world, the 

nature of self and others, and the significance of their own and others’ actions (De Rosnay & 

Hughes, 2006; Fivush, 1994; Shotter, 2006).   An excellent opportunity for reflective 

participation in social activities is when children are engaged with a teacher in reading a book, 

which turns out to be an excellent opportunity for mediating understanding of the social-

emotional consequences of social action (Adrián, Clemente, & Villanueva, 2007; Lysaker, 

Tonge, Gauson, & Miller, 2009).  In the end, a sense of social agency is sustained through a 

well-developed social imagination, which is linked through literacy, to a network of significant 

consequences.   

In this paper, I will argue that, in the field of literacy, our neglect of conversations about 

the social, emotional, and moral worlds of the mind is a mistake.  I will also argue that the nature 

of the language that mediates understanding of mental processes can influence an individual’s 

sense of agency in intellectual, social and moral domains, and that it does so in part by invoking 

frames of thought – networks of interconnected beliefs with interconnected consequences.  I will 

describe some of these networks that have been documented in research, mostly in social and 

developmental psychology and show how particular language use can bring an entire mediating 

frame into play that will alter the probability of the construction of agentive narratives.  I will 

argue for the centrality of dialogic interactions and the development of social imagination for 

structuring discursive frames that invite agentive self-constructions and constructive 

epistemologies (Johnston, Jiron, & Day, 2001). 

Agentive Frames in Personal and Social Beliefs 



Probably the best-researched contrasting frames have been referred to as a fixed frame vs. 

a growth (or dynamic or learning) frame (Dweck, 1999; Levy, Plaks, Hong, Chiu, & Dweck, 

2001).  The distinction between these frames hinges essentially on beliefs about the permanence 

of personal characteristics such as intelligence, personality, and moral stature.  A fixed frame 

offers no possibility of agency since it holds that some people are smart (good, social, have good 

memories, etc) and some are not, and there is little that they can do about it.  By contrast, the 

dynamic frame holds that people can change.  They can become smarter by learning more, more 

good by changing their decisions, more social, and so forth, thus offering the possibility of 

agency.  These two frames have been linked in experimental research to an interconnected set of 

beliefs with a significant set of consequences (see table 1).   Invoking one or the other frame 

changes the way events, self and other are interpreted and what relational and moral patterns are 

likely.  
Table 1 

Social Belief System Frames and their Consequences  

Dynamic- Learning frame Fixed-Performance frame 

Explain behaviors in terms of mental processes and context. 

People can sometimes make bad decisions and mistakes, 

but those events do not signify anything permanent.    

Explain behaviors in terms of permanent traits. There 

are good and bad, smart and stupid, industrious and 

lazy people.  People don’t change.  

Learning takes time and effort, so trying hard is valued.  Learning happens quickly for smart people so trying 

hard is not valued - if you have to try hard you 

probably aren’t smart.   

The goal is to learn and grow as much as you can.   The goal is to look as smart or cool (etc) as you can.   

Value collaboration and believe that success requires it, 

along with, interest, and efforts to comprehend. Seeking 

help is sensible after exhausting one’s own resources. 

Value competition and believe that success requires 

ability and a competitive focus. Seeking help is 

evidence of one’s intellectual inadequacy. 

Greater competence means being able to take on new 

challenges and greater opportunity to help others. 

Greater competence means being smarter and 

therefore better (and more valuable) than others, and 

potentially having power over others.  

The most important information is how someone did (or 

could do) something because that’s what we can learn from. 

The most important information is whether one is 

successful. It shows who is smart and more valuable. 

How one succeeds is irrelevant.  (Cheating and lying 

can be justifiable routes to success.)  

Choose challenging or novel activities and situations 

because they are opportunities to learn.  The expected  

mistakes are indications of challenge and learning.   

Avoid challenging and novel activities.  They are 

risky/stressful because mistakes are possible and 

mistakes make one look stupid/ bad and therefore 

less valuable.  

When encountering difficulty, engage in self-monitoring 

and self-instruction, increase strategic efforts, don’t see self 

as failing.  

When encounter difficulty, they see it as failure, 

question their ability, assign blame for failure, and 

cease acting strategically. 

What advice would they give to a peer who is having 

difficulty?  Lots of strategic advice. 

Minimal advice, and sometimes sympathy.  

Feel smart when taking on challenge or teaching others. Feel smart when it’s easier or they do it better or 

faster than others.  

What do they make of a new child in class who misbehaves 

(or does badly on work)?  Probably not a bad student, 

Probably better in a couple of weeks. 

Probably a bad student, probably much the same in a 

couple of weeks. 

When faced with transgressions, tries to understand the 

thinking and the context that produced the behavior, and 

forgive and educate the transgressor. 

When faced with transgressions invoke punishment.   

When faced with disagreements in the process of learning: 

engage the disagreement and try to synthesize discrepant 

views. Enhances view of partner in the process.  

Turns the disagreement into a relational 

confrontation. Puts partner down.  

Slow to judge and form stereotypes Judge quickly, and form stereotypes 



Older students think education is to help people understand 

the world and to prepare them for socially useful work.  

Older students think the purpose of education is to 

enhance wealth and socioeconomic status.  

There is substantial evidence that one or other of these frames can be invoked by quite 

small changes in language.  For example, a fixed frame can be invoked by person-oriented praise 

such as “You’re smart” or “You must be good at this,” or “Good boy,” or “I’m proud of you” 

(Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). It can be invoked equally by person-

oriented criticism.  The consequence of invoking the frame is a failure to take up challenge in the 

interests of learning, a failure to act strategically when solving problems, a view of self and 

others as having permanent traits, performance goals (looking competent at all costs), and 

relational patterns consistent with these beliefs (Dweck, 1999).  Consequently, we encounter 

examples like the following:  

1
st
 Grader:   I’m not very good at this poetry stuff. I think I’m gonna stick with non-

fiction. 

Teacher:    How could you know that? 

1
st
 Grader: I don’t know. I’m just not good at it. (Ray & Cleaveland, 2004) 

The permanence of the statement and the avoidance of further engagement are predictable from a 

fixed frame.  This event could readily be produced by prior feedback such as “you’re really good 

at this [non-fiction].” Nothing would need to be said when the first attempt at poetry is modest 

because the other end of the conversational frame is implicit.  

In spite of the considerable experimental exploration of these frames and their 

consequences, there remain many practical questions to be explored.  The constellation of 

behaviors built into these frames can be invoked experimentally by small language differences 

that imply features of the frame.  For example, a teacher can invoke a dynamic frame by 

persistently drawing attention to the process that led to an outcome – particularly the mental 

processes - rather than to a personal trait (Kamins & Dweck, 1999).  But even having subjects 

read an article that presents characters, like Einstein, as having fixed traits versus as having 

worked hard, persisted over time and acting strategically can shift the frame (Hong, Chiu, 

Dweck, Lin, & Wan, 1999).  In other words, it appears possible that the frames are vulnerable to 

change by changing language, or narratives, that address any of the beliefs.  Drawing attention to 

change should have the same effect – particularly if the individual’s role in change can be 

invoked (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007).  Such research raises the question of how 

characters in texts are represented in the texts and in conversations about the texts.  For example, 

does it matter if we focus our text conversations around “character traits” or around the mental 

processes, feelings, relationships, moral decisions, intentions and actions of the characters?   I 

will return to this question, because although there is no research showing that such text-based 

conversations shift these social belief frames, there is ample research showing that such 

conversations influence a wide swath of other competencies.   

I want to stress that although individuals have tendencies toward one or other frame these 

frames are situational and can be invoked by discursive markers.   

Agency in Epistemological Frames 

Just as there can be agency in social belief systems, there are similarly identifiable and 

quite well researched epistemological frames – fixed and dynamic beliefs about knowledge. A 

dynamic frame holds that knowledge is growing, changing and likely to be affected by context 

and perspective.  A fixed frame, by contrast, holds that knowledge is a collection of facts that are 

generally permanent and not affected by context. Operating within a dynamic frame, people are 

open to alternative possibilities, consider context, value difference and attempt to persuade when 

appropriate.   When people are operating under a fixed frame, they have a strong desire for 



stability and certainty – knowledge that everyone agrees with – and they do not value difference.  

They have a high need for closure and they do what’s necessary to maintain certainty, including 

invoking problematic views of and relationships with others (Kruglanski, Pierro, Mannetti, & 

Grada, 2006; Kruglanski, Pierro, Mannetti, & Shah, 2002).  The relational power dynamics 

under these two frames are very different, so that individuals are positioned differently with 

respect to agency.  A listing of these beliefs and implications is presented in Table 2.   
Table 2 

Knowledge Belief System Frames and their Consequences  

Dynamic knowledge frame Fixed knowledge frame 

Believe knowledge is growing, changing and likely to be 

affected by context and perspective.   

Believe knowledge is a collection of facts that are not 

affected by context. Have a strong desire for stability 

and certainty – knowledge that everyone agrees with. 

Even after having made up their mind about an issue, they 

are prepared to consider new information or different 

perspectives and change. 

Judge ideas quickly based on the most accessible 

quality and cling to that judgment regardless of new 

information and particularly in the face of minority 

perspectives.  

When considering conflict situations can understand the 

perspective of both sides.  

View conflict situations as black-white, right wrong.  

Open questions that amenable to a range of answers and 

perspectives are most interesting. Uncertainty and novelty 

are interesting. 

Avoid uncertainty and unpredictable situations 

including open questions that can be answered in 

different ways. 

Enjoy interacting with people whose opinions are very 

different from their own. 

Prefer to socialize with familiar friends and people 

who think similarly.   

When thinking about a problem, consider as many 

different opinions as possible. 

Decide on a solution, seek confirming evidence and 

avoid conflicting opinions.  

Interested in multiple perspectives Annoyed when one person disagrees with what others 

in the group think.  

Changing plans can be exciting. Hate changing plans. 

Controversial topics and books are good places for 

interesting conversations 

Avoid controversial topics or books.  

Comfortable with difference, expect it, value the 

engagement it provides.  

Reject and show animosity towards those who 

threaten stable group consensus by disagreeing.  

Efforts to understand, engage, and persuade.  Pressure group members to conform. 

Engagement around difference can enhance view of other 

group members.  

Judge conformists in their group more positively than 

dissenters. 

Resistant to autocratic interaction patterns, favor 

democratic patterns and perspective.  

Favor and adopt autocratic interaction patterns and 

perspective.  

Attend to and engage difference in the group, perceive 

more in-group difference and thus avoid simple contrast 

with those outside the group.  

Show a bias toward (and overestimation of) in-group, 

and against others who are different, particularly 

when they view group members as similar to 

themselves.   

 

We also know something of the consequences of these frames. A dynamic frame, by 

valuing difference and tolerating uncertainty allows the possibility of examining problems from 

multiple perspectives and opens the possibility of agency in knowledge production for all 

community members.  A fixed frame has a number of unfortunate side-effects, particularly 

because it makes dialogic interactions unlikely.  Dialogic interactions are those that engage 

multiple perspectives (and other disjuctures), and insist that participants imagine other’s minds. 

Dialogical interaction assumes a degree of uncertainty, which is a precondition for agency in 

knowledge production (Langer, 1997).  Dialogical interactions thus require a tolerance for 

uncertainty – a reduced need for closure (Kruglanski et al., 2002).   



Dialogic interactions are consequential because they expand children’s social 

imaginations (Lysaker et al., 2009) and their comprehension (Nystrand, 2006). Expanded social 

imagination is also linked directly and indirectly to self-regulation (Sodian, Hulsken, & 

Thoermer, 2003) and moral development (Baird & Astington, 2004).  An expanded social 

imagination is also linked to stronger social cooperation, larger social networks, stronger 

development of social skills and positive perceptions by peers (Watson, Nixon, Wilson, & 

Capage, 1999).  Reduced social imagination is linked negatively to those developments, but also 

to ADHD (Sodian et al., 2003) and it is a defining, but modifiable feature of autism (Baron-

Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; Hua, Ya-yu, Shuling, & Cartledge, 2008).   Dialogic interactions 

are scandalously rare in schools (Nystrand, Gamoran, Kachur, & Prendergast, 1997) and social 

imagination is rarely mentioned in literacy or even more general school curricula.   

 Here too, we know something about what produces these frames.  Stress (such as that 

invoked by high stakes testing) or time pressure pushes people toward a fixed frame 

(Chirumbolo, Livi, Mannetti, Pierro, & Kruglanski, 2004).  A persistent IRE interaction pattern 

in classrooms nudges toward a fixed frame.  Uncertainty markers “could” “maybe” and so forth 

invite a dynamic frame whereas judgments such as “right” “yes” “good”  are likely to invoke a 

fixed frame.   

Linked Frames.  

Although I have described these social and epistemological frames separately, they are, in 

fact linked, and we can view them as affording or limiting particular developmental possibilities.  

For example, use of mental state verbs (think, feel, believe, wonder, need, know - e.g. “What are 

you thinking?” “Is he worried?”) turns attention to mental processes as ways of understanding 

behavior.  At the same time, it turns attention away from permanent traits as explanations. It 

opens a discursive frame that not only invites agentive self-narratives, that produce resilience in 

the face of setbacks (Dweck, 1999; Johnston, 2004), but also influences goal structures and 

social relationships.  A process focus shifts attention to learning goals rather than performance 

goals so that disagreement – important for dialogue –  produces attempts to resolve the 

discrepant perspectives rather than invoking relational conflicts (Darnon, Doll, & Butera, 2007).  

Furthermore, attending to these processes accelerates the development of social imagination by 

inviting conversations about what happens inside people’s heads (LaBounty, Wellman, Olson, 

Lagattuta, & Liu, 2008; Shotter, 2006).  Attending to the thinking process in this manner also 

makes reasoning strategies publicly available for others’ use (Mercer, Wegerif, & Dawes, 1999; 

Ting, Anderson, Il-Hee, & Yuan, 2008), inviting academic agency by exposing the processes of 

successful reasoning.  Discursive contexts that increase need for closure unbalance the power 

symmetry necessary for productive dialogue resulting in exclusion of difference and pressure to 

conform (Kruglanski et al., 2006; Kruglanski, Pierro, Mannetti, & Shah, 2002) eliminating the 

conditions that develop social imagination and hindering the development of moral and social 

agency.    

The point is that these frames are invoked in the process of teaching reading and writing 

by the language we use as we invite discussion and as we respond to children’s reading and 

writing efforts. There is ample evidence that these linked frames are consequential for children’s 

development and for that reason alone we should take them seriously.  However, since 

participation in these discursive frames shapes the ways children construct themselves, each 

other, and their relationships, we should consider their significance for the society we would like 

children to construct in the future.   Whether we like to think about it or not, while we are 



teaching literacy, we are also nurturing particular forms of moral, intellectual and social 

development.   Pretending otherwise will not change the evidence.   
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