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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 

This course examines current discourses and trends related to literacy in international contexts.  

Special emphasis is placed on critical comparative analysis of systems, initiatives, and policies 

impacting literacy development across the globe. Topics to be explored include (a) assumptions 

such as the relationship between literacy and social, political, and economic development, (b) the 

impact of the Post 2015 development agenda, (c) the rise of international assessments of reading 

literacy and their influence on politics and policy, (d) current trends, innovations, and priorities 

in literacy projects and curriculum for low and middle income economies, and (e) the roles and 

perspectives of major donors and international organizations such as the OECD, USAID, 

UNESCO, and the World Bank.  Students will have the opportunity to learn about current 

debates, analyze the impact of current initiatives, and understand emerging trends in the design, 

delivery, and financing of literacy in developed, developing, and low economy countries. 

 

NATURE OF COURSE DELIVERY 

 

This course will be taught from an inquiry-oriented perspective.  Lecture, class discussion, and 

group work will be employed to understand and critique literacy theory, research, policy, and 

practice within international contexts.  Students will also have the opportunity to share findings 

of research into international literacy development in countries and companies based on their 

own questions and interests and given their work to this point in the doctoral program.   

 



2 

 

STUDENT OUTCOMES 

 

Each student will:  

 

A. Write a critical comparative analysis paper on literacy policy, practice, and 

development in at least two national contexts and present the findings to the class. 

Specific topics will be negotiated individually with the professor 

B. Conduct an investigation of a local international development company with a focus 

on literacy and present the findings to the class 

C. Read and analyze research studies, reports, reviews, and commentaries on 

international literacy related topics 

D. Lead class discussion over a course reading  

 

 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

 

The syllabus lists required readings, which may be accessed through GMU electronic databases 

or from the Internet. 

 

Recommended text:  

American Psychological Association. (2010). Publication manual of the American  

Psychological Association (6th ed.). Washington, DC: Author.  

 

  

COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND EVALUATION 

           Points 

I.    Critical Comparative Analysis Paper         50  

    

Students will examine literacy policy and development in one low economy  

country using data and insights drawn from the practices and situation in one  

high economy country to uncover critical issues around politics, power, and  

economics. Research articles, country reports, and policy documents will be  

used in the analysis and recommendations in the form of an agenda for  

maximizing impacts on literacy funding and development will be offered.   

Students will make a formal presentation to the class of their findings. 

 

 

II.   International Development Company Investigation          25 

 

Students will research a local company involved in international development  

and shed light on the literacy perspectives that guide the practices employed  

by the company.  The investigation will include examination of the company’s  

major funders and other significant influences on the company’s approach to  

literacy development, as well as key personnel responsible for directing literacy  

development activities.  Students will make a formal presentation to the class 

of their findings. 
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III.  Discussion Leadership                                                                                         15 

 

Each student will be responsible for interpreting and engaging her/his  

peers in discussion around an article, report, or policy document from  

one of the required course readings. 

 

IV.  Class Participation                                                                                               10 

 

Students are expected to participate actively in each class by preparing for  

each class.  Preparation entails completing all required readings and response  

heuristic (See below for details.).   

 

For each course reading, students will respond to the following prompts and  

Will be required to bring their responses to class in order to participate actively  

in discussion. 

 

 Author’s Most Significant Points 

                       What are the author’s points you found to be most significant? 

 Questions and Criticisms 

What doubts, challenges, and lingering questions do you have  

as a result of reading the text? 

 Text-to-Self Connections 
How does the reading contribute to knowledge building for  

your own professionalism? 

 

         TOTAL           100 

 

 

 

100 – 90 = A; 89 – 80 = B; 79 – 70 = C 

 

*All written assignments will be submitted electronically 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 

 

Email Access 

Students must have access to email and the Internet, either at home, work, or on the GMU 

campus.  GMU provides students with free email accounts that must be accessed for information 

sent from the university or the Graduate School of Education.  Go to  

http://mason.gmu.edu/ for information on accessing email. 

 

 

GMU POLICIES AND RESOURCES FOR STUDENTS 
 

a. Students must adhere to the guidelines of the George Mason University Honor Code (See 

http://oai.gmu.edu/the-mason-honor-code/. 
 

b. Students must follow the university policy for Responsible Use of Computing (See 

http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/responsible-use-of-computing/). 

 
c. Students are responsible for the content of university communications sent to their 

George Mason University email account and are required to activate their account and 

check it regularly. All communication from the university, college, school, and 
program will be sent to students solely through their Mason email account. 

 
d. The George Mason University Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) staff 

consists of professional counseling and clinical psychologists, social workers, and 
counselors who offer a wide range of services (e.g., individual and group 

counseling, workshops and outreach programs) to enhance students’ personal 
experience and academic performance (See http://caps.gmu.edu/). 

 
e. Students with disabilities who seek accommodations in a course must be registered 

with the George Mason University Office of Disability Services (ODS) and inform 

their instructor, in writing, at the beginning of the semester (See  http://ods.gmu.edu/). 

 
f.  Students must follow the university policy stating that all sound emitting devices 

shall be turned off during class unless otherwise authorized by the instructor. 
 

g. The George Mason University Writing Center staff provides a variety of resources 

and services (e.g., tutoring, workshops, writing guides, handbooks) intended to 
support students as they work to construct and share knowledge through writing (See 

http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://mason.gmu.edu/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
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PROFESSIONAL DISPOSITIONS 
 

 

Students are expected to exhibit professional behaviors and dispositions at all times. 
 

 

 

CORE VALUES COMMITMENT 

 
The College of Education & Human Development is committed to collaboration, ethical 

leadership, innovation, research-based practice, and social justice. Students are expected to 

adhere to these principles: http://cehd.gmu.edu/values/. 

 

 

For additional information on the College of Education and Human Development, 

Graduate School of Education, please visit our website http://gse.gmu.edu/. 

 

 

 

TENTATIVE AGENDA 

 

 

Session/Date       Topic/Assignments 

 

Session 1, August 31   Course Introduction & Requirements 

Literacy in International Contexts: An Overview 

UNESCO Education for all: Literacy for life (Chp 6) 

 

Session 2, September 7  No Class – Labor Day Holiday 

 

 

Session 3, September 14      International Literacy Assessments 

Fleischman, Hopstock, Pelczar & Shelley (2010) 

     Carnoy & Rothstein (2013) 

     Baird, et al (2011)    

Discussion Leadership demonstration 

      

Session 4, September 21  International Literacy Assessments 

     The Guardian (2014, May 6) 

     Goldstein (2004) 

     Feniger & Lefstein (2014) 

     Brozo et al (2014) 

DL 

 

 

 

 

http://cehd.gmu.edu/values/
http://gse.gmu.edu/
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Session 5, September 28 Literacy and Social, Political & Economic 

Development: Exploring and Problematizing 

     the Connections 

     Hanushek & Woessmann (2010) 

     Hanushek & Woessmann (2008) 

     Tramonte & Willms (2010) 

     DL       

                                  

Session 6, October 5 Literacy and Social, Political & Economic 

Development: Exploring and Problematizing 

     the Connections  
     Heckman & Kautz (2012) 

Norton (2005) 

Bloem (2013) 

     DL 

  

Session 7, October 12  No Class--Columbus Day Holiday—Class shifts to 

Tuesday, October 13   

International Development Company Investigation 

Presentations 

 

 

Session 8, October 13 Literacy and Social, Political & Economic 

Development: Exploring and Problematizing 

 the Connections 
Heckman, Stixrud, & Urzua (2006) 

Bertschy, Cattaneo, & Wolter, (2009) 

Lewis (2014) 

DL 

 

Session 9, October 19   International Literacy Donors & Developers 

     Wickens & Sandlin (2007) 

     Smith (2005) 

Learning Metrics Task Force (2013) 

 DL  

 

        

Session 10, October 26  International Literacy Donors & Developers 

 Wagner (2011) 

 Robinson (2005) 

 Steiner-Khamsi (2012) 

 Individual Conferences 
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Session 11, November 2             International Literacy Projects & Priorities 

     Wagner & Castillo (2014) 

     Rose (2005) 

     Individual Conferences 

 

 

Session 12, November 9  International Literacy Projects & Priorities 
     World Bank (2011) 

     Wagner (2003) 

     Winthrop (2010) 

     DL 

 

 

Session 13, November 16  Learning from International Perspectives 

     Van de Werfhorst & Mijs (2010) 

Sum, Kirsch, & Taggart (2002) 

EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy (2012) 

EURYDICE (2011) 

DL 

 

 

Session 14, November 23  Paper Presentations 
 

 

Session 15, November 30  TBA 

 

 

Session 16, December 7  TBA 
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DISCUSSION LEADERSHIP 

 

Assignment 

 

The purpose of this assignment is to provide you the opportunity to read, analyze, and interpret 

the required readings for your peers. 

 

Completion Procedures 

 

 

1. Identify one reading over which to lead discussion.  The reading should be taken from 

those required in the course.  There will be no overlap. 

  

2. Read, analyze, and format its presentation around the following aspects of the 

reading: 

  

 purpose 

 main points 

 type of research and methodology, if relevant 

 conclusions 

 implications for research and practice 

 personal responses and reactions 

 

3. Discussants should also devise ways of engaging the class in critical  

conversation and reflection on the article.  Demonstrations, simulations,    

role-plays, and debates are recommended. 

 

4. PowerPoint slides, and  handouts (if relevant) should accompany the article  

presentations and discussions. 

 

 6.  Article discussion leaders should plan 30 minutes for their article discussions. 

 

Evaluation 

 

Article discussant will be given a grade based on (a) the level of planning and coordination 

evident in the presentation and discussion of the article; (b) how succinctly and understandably 

key information from the article was presented; and (c) the extent to which the discussants used 

engaging techniques for bringing all students into critical conversation about the article.   
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