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Purposes for Reading Against 

the Grain & Across Contexts

• Deeper, more contextualized understandings


• Recursive hypothesizing


• Critical examination of dominant views


• Synthesis of multiple perspectives



What Students Say

“I didn’t really enjoy my English classes because 
my teachers would tell me my interpretations 
were wrong.”



Tools for Reading Against the Grain

• “The Doubting Game”


• Oppositional coding (or reading)


• Counterstory



Tools for Reading Across Contexts

• Personal reflections and group discussions


• Rhetorical analysis


• Historical analysis



Reading Against the Grain

Rhetorical readers, Bean, Chappell, and Gillam 
argue, “know how to maintain a critical distance 
from a text and determine carefully the extent to 
which they will go along with the author” (2).



Methodological Doubt

• Reading against the grain invites 
other views and voices into the 
discussion. We ask, “What do others 
say? How else can we see this?” 


• Peter Elbow associates doubting 
with “refusing, saying NO, pushing 
away” and with “interrupting and 
making noise” (266). 





The Doubting Game



“Encoding and Decoding in 
Television Discourse” by Stuart Hall

Hall’s theoretical framework gives 
us a way to reconceptualize 
“misinterpretations” as acts of 
resistance and disruption arising 
from different ways of knowing, 
communicating, and being.



Rethinking “Understanding” & 
“Misunderstanding”

“What is called ‘distortion’ or ‘misunderstandings’ 
arise precisely from the lack of equivalence between 
the two sides in the communicative exchange” (Hall 
261).



Encoding & Decoding 

(Hall 260)



“Understanding” as “Symmetry” 


=

We use the 
same codes!

We use the 
same codes!

(Hall 260)



Effects of Symmetrical Codes 

(adapted from Stuart Hall)

• Dominant/preferred meanings


• Taken-for-granted stories


• Naturalized historical circumstances


• Archetypal plots and characters


• Conventionalized language



Producing, Interpreting, & 
Challenging Codes

“Why and how do areas of 
conventionalization arise (and 
disappear)?” (Hall 262)



Oppositional Coding

• Hall’s example: Reading “national interest” as “class 
interest” (274)

• My example: Reading “cultural literacy” as “White 
supremacy”



“To ‘misread’ a political choice as 
a technical one represents a type 
of unconscious collusion with the 
dominant interests” (Hall 275)



Counterstory

“Counterstory…insist[s] on 
acknowledging master 
narratives, if for no other 
reason than to refute them 
from the perspective of the 
colonized” (Martinez 122).



Refuting Dominant Narratives

(Martinez 116)



"I believe that we've all been telling 
stories all along, but some stories 
are elevated to the status of theory, 
scholarship and literature, while, 
too often, minoritized perspectives 
are relegated to marginalized …
methods or genres" (Martinez 1-2).



“Refusing, Saying NO, Pushing away”



Flipping the Script

Gilyard models how writing 
instruction is “meaningful and 
successful” when students are 
“given enough incentive and 
authority through the stories we 
read and the discourse surrounding 
them to develop keenly vested 
interests in their own writing 
voices” (58).



“My specific purpose is to spark 
resistance to counterproductive 
language arts instruction” (Gilyard 7)



“[Meaning making] is a recursive and 
unending process that continues as long as 
there is a dialogue to challenge interpretations 
that were made” (Reynolds and Rush 213)

Recursive Hypothesizing



Reading Across Contexts

• Personal 

• Rhetorical 

• Historical
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Personal Reflection
• What thoughts and feelings do you have about the poem? 

• When did you have to work hard to make sense of the 

poem? Why was this hard for you? 

• Which allusions did you understand? 

• E.g., Blake, Whitman, Ophelia, Shakespeare, 

Tupac, A Tribe Called Quest, MTV, “Brenda Got a 

Baby,” Q-Tip 

• Where did this knowledge come from?



• What is the poem’s central claim? 

• How does it develop and support this claim?

Group Discussion



Rhetorical Analysis



Analyzing the Rhetorical Context

• Who is the writer? What do you know about this person? 

• Who are you in this rhetorical situation? 

• What’s the context for the text’s messages?  

• Who is the intended audience? What does this audience 
expect? What does it care about? 

• What do other readers think?



Historical Analysis



Purposes for Reading Against 

the Grain & Across Contexts
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