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INTRODUCTION: MAKING SOCIAL MEANINGS IN 
CONTEXTS 

Writing, Literate Activities and Learning Processes 
in Sociohistorical Communities 

TRIANTAFILLIA KOSTOULI 

Aristotle University ofThessaloniki, Greece 

Abstract. This introductory chapter delineates the basic premises underlying the inquiry that is currently 
carried out in a variety of fields on writing as sociocultural practice. Different arguments, terms, and 
methodologies that address writing as a socioculturally constructed and historically embedded communi
cative act have been formulated in different fields, including, among others, the genre literacy movement 
(in its various instantiations), various composition research strands on disciplinary writing, the post-
Vygotskian sociocognitive research, the interactional sociolinguistics paradigm. While the chapters of 
this volume may draw in different ways from these traditions, all are united under the premise that writing 
should be seen as an inherently dialogic and a socially-situated process of making meanings through 
texts; written texts are not seen as neutral structures produced by autonomous writers but as units of so
cial action conveying ideological meanings. According to this approach, then, learning to write is not 
simply a linguistic process but a sociocultural one, which requires that learners appropriate those mean
ings which are constituted in the communities (and the various contexts) within which learners operate 
and which they themselves construct. The emphasis of this volume is on school and academic contexts of 
writing across cultures. Analyses indicate how participants, full and novice members of their discourse 
learning communities, through their written texts, and composing acts, learn how to produce meanings by 
drawing upon community-valued resources, how they redefine them or, even, diverge from them. A 
group of chapters focuses on texts produced by student writers of different age groups, illustrating the 
ways by which students emerge, through their writing, as social actors, by engaging in dialogic negotia
tions with teachers, other members of the school community and with other texts (other "voices" in Bak-
htin's terms). A different group of chapters indicates how contexts around writing get co-constructed in 
various settings across communities and traces the processes that facilitate or hinder students' appropria
tion of school and academic literacies. 

Keywords: literacy events, activity types, genres, situated writing, writing as sociocultural practice, dia-
logism, co-construction, mediation, contextualization, sociolinguistic research, sociocognitive research 

1 WRITING AS SOCIAL INTERACTION 

This volume, through detailed analysis of written texts and literate activities (which 
are co-constructed by teachers and students of various age-groups and academic 
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levels in classroom communities across cultures), aims to contribute to current dia
logue on writing as sociocultural practice. The chapters included address writing 
from a variety of perspectives, including sociocognitive, sociolinguistic and so
ciocultural ones. It is interesting to note that, while all chapters are concerned with 
tracing the social underpinnings of writing acts, composing processes and text gen
res, the meaning assigned to basic terms (such as that of "social"), the data selected 
(ranging from written texts produced by elementary, secondary school and college-
level students to the interactive contexts co-constructed around written texts), the 
methodological frameworks employed (from text analysis of specific linguistic 
forms to cross-cultural analysis of school genres and from quantitative to detailed 
qualitative descriptions of the factors shaping the construction of school writing con
texts) point to a considerable diversity in this inquiry. Are there certain premises 
researchers agree upon? What are the points of convergence and divergence? Is it 
possible to move beyond the plurality of terminological issues and the diversity of 
methodological frameworks towards a more holistic approach? This introduction 
attempts to sketch the field, and illustrate how the insights of different and, possibly, 
divergent perspectives may actually complement one another and be used to enrich 
the inquiry into the contextually-shaped nature of writing. In this sense, rather than 
taking the social approach to writing as a given or an agreed-upon point of depar
ture, the discussion illustrates that unveiling its constitutive dimensions and theses is 
the issue to begin with: What are the methodological frameworks developed (in LI 
and L2) for tracing the way by which written texts are shaped in and through vari
ous, mutually interlocking social contexts? In what respects - in terms of the as
sumptions, claims, and premises put forward - does the inquiry into the social as
pects of writing differ from research addressing the sociocultural and sociohistorical 
nature of written texts and writing processes? 

The incorporation of sociocultural factors in writing research represents a rela
tively recent development and certainly one that has appeared with many distinct 
strands in work concerned with writing in LI and L2 (for an overview on L2, see 
Kern, 2000). Writing practices, written texts, and disciplinary literacies have been 
discussed in various settings, including, among others, mainstream and multilingual 
classrooms (Bloom, 1989; Christie, & Martin, 1997; Gutierrez, & Stone, 2000; 
Hicks, 1996; Knobel, 1999; Lee, & Smagorinsky, 2000), out-of-school contexts 
(Hull, & Schultz, 2002), community (Barton, & Hamilton, 1998; 2000; Dickinson, 
1994; Heath, 1983; Taylor, & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988), academic (Bazerman, 1988; 
Berkenkotter, & Huckin, 1995; Hyland, 2000; Prior, 1998; Swales, 1990), and 
workplace settings (Beaufort, 1999; Dias, & Parr6, 2000; Faigley, 1985; Faigley, & 
Miller, 1982). Genres (capturing socially-valued ways of conveying knowledge 
within primary, secondary school, university and professional contexts [Bazerman, 
& Paradis, 1991; Cope, & Kalantzis, 1993; Hyland, 2000, 2002; Myers, 1990]), 
instructional contexts in classrooms (i.e., the recitation script [Gutierrez, 1994], the 
instructional conversation [Goldenberg, & Patthey-Chavez, 1995], etc.), different 
types of classroom lessons (teacher-fronted vs. small group peer interactions) are 
additional ways by which researchers have represented the contextual influences on 
writing and the social nature of literate activities. Finally, the notions of reader re
sponse, and writer identity represent a vocabulary of terms through which pedagogi-
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cally-oriented writing research (for a survey with relation to L2, see Kroll, 1990, 
2003) has chosen to address the socially constructed nature of writing (see also 
Belcher, & Hirvela, 2001a). While the chapters of this volume reflect this diver
gence both in the variety of research foci adopted and the different types of data 
analyzed, the proposals forwarded are united under the premise that writing should 
be interpreted as social action and interaction (Bazerman, 1994a, 1994b; Cooper, & 
Holzman, 1989; Nystrand, 1982) that is shaped in and through contexts. 

Specifically: The emphasis of this volume is on written texts, literate acts and 
composing processes in school-constructed contexts (from the elementary and sec
ondary level up to the university), although attention is also directed to the way by 
which school writing may project, reinforce and/or negate literacy practices valued 
in various out-of-school community contexts. Foregrounding the notion of school 
and academic genres, chapters, through analyses of textual patterns and linguistic 
forms, delineate a variety of approaches to writing; these range from the so-called 
monologic (or social) ones, asserting that writing be seen as writer's response to 
certain, clearly identified contextual variables, to more dialogic (or sociocultural 
/sociohistorical) perspectives, which suggest that writing should be interpreted more 
broadly as an inherently dialogic, and a historically-embedded process of creating 
and reinforcing community meanings via texts. 

Proceeding beyond decontextualized writing skills, chapters trace the various 
contextually-shaped (and historically-determined) ways through which students 
learn how to make meanings, becoming, through this process, specific kinds of writ
ers, and, thus, literate subjects; writers' interactions with texts are not devoid of 
meanings; these are, in fact, imbued with ideological significance, for they reflect 
the way a specific writer positions him/herself toward the textual practices of the 
community s/he participates in. The strategic resources a writer chooses for the pur
pose of reaffirming or redefining those meanings are not created anew but constitute 
the social history of meaning making in a specific community. Indeed, as Gee 
[1990] has suggested, literacy practices are intricately tied up to a specific group's 
"world view," signalling certain community-specific Discourses and corroborating 
specific identity kits (see also Scollon, & Scollon [1981] on how children from dif
ferent sociocultural groups relate to western "essayist" literacy practices). 

To understand the similarities and differences in the ways by which the various 
chapters of this volume talk about writing as social interaction in school learning 
communities, it is appropriate that I situate the discussion against the background of 
a more general epistemology on language use from which all chapters draw to vary
ing degrees; this is the sociocultural/sociohistorical perspecfive. The origins of this 
approach to language use may be traced back to Vygotsky's (1978) work, which 
asserted the inseparability of language, cognition, and context, and to Bakhtin's 
(1981, 1986) notion of intertextuality, which is seen as a sociohistorical construc
tion. Different premises of this perspective have been variously defined, interpreted 
and extended in a number of diverse fields. Among these we may include sociocul
tural psychology (Lave, & Wenger, 1991), social semiotics (Lemke, 1989), linguis
tic anthropology (Ochs, 1988; Schieffelin, & Ochs, 1986), the New Literacy Studies 
(Barton, & Hamilton, 1998, 2000; Ivanie, 1998). It is worth noting that, due to its 
pervasiveness in current theorizing on language use, learning, and development, the 
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sociocultural perspective has not only radically reshaped our theoretical understand
ing of the interaction between knowledge, cognition, and language (which are seen 
as situationally emergent and mutually constitutive processes); this has, in fact, re
constituted pedagogical approaches to language and literacy education. Succinctly, 
the sociocultural perspective suggests that "meanings are embedded in cultural con
ceptions of context" (Ochs, 1988: 307). Accordingly, in neo-Vygotskian research 
(Kong, & Pearson, 2003; Rogoff, 1990), linguistic and cognitive development and 
indeed learning are seen as processes directed towards the appropriation of specific 
mediational tools, and practices which constitute the sociocultural history of a par
ticular community; novices learn how to produce texts in ways that reflect and rede
fine the textual universe of their community - a process that encompasses one's dia
logic negotiations with the voices (i.e., the texts) of community members (Bakhtin, 
1981, 1986; Gutierrez, 1994). 

Understanding the way by which the core premises of this perspective are taken 
up by the contributors of this volume to inform their analysis of written texts and 
composing acts is contingent upon identifying and clarifying two basic themes, 
those of meaning and text-context interaction, which are acknowledged and ex
plored, though with different terminology and methodologies, in many different 
chapters. I situate the relevant issues under two general headings, theoretical and 
pedagogical ones. Theoretical issues: What is context? Is it a physical, a cognitive 
or a social (i.e., an interactionally shaped) construct? How do texts interact with con
texts to index and/or reconstruct the literacy practices of a specific community and 
indeed of other communities? Do notions such as those of acfivity types and literacy 
events signify different construals of contextually situated writing? Pedagogical 
issues: How do students' experiences with texts in out-of-school contexts shape stu
dents' school writing? How are out-of-school resources brought in and negotiated in 
classroom contexts? Which contexts created by teachers and students constitute im
portant sites of apprenticeship into school literacies? What are the methodological 
frameworks developed for analyzing the way contexts shape literacy learning? 

2 ON CONTEXT: FROM STATIC TO DIALOGIC PERSPECTIVES 

Meaning - a notion of central importance in linguistics - has been explored in a va
riety of ways, ranging from formal (and indeed rather narrow) linguistic analyses to 
much broader social semiotic views. According to the latter, meaning does not re
side within any given text; it rather arises out of the mutually constitutive relations 
established between texts and the layers of contexts (local and global/societal) 
within which texts are embedded (for a recent presentation of this perspective, see 
Bazerman, & Prior, 2004). It is worth noting that the inquiry into the social situated-
ness of meaning has had a long tradition in various fields which analyze talk and 
talk-in interaction, such as sociolinguistics, discourse analysis, the ethnography of 
communication, conversation analysis, interactional sociolinguistics, linguistic and 
cultural anthropology. 

Interestingly, the inquiry into writing, at least as it was initially carried out in 
discourse analysis and sociolinguistics (see Chafe, 1982; Tannen, 1982), tended to 
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build on and reinforce binary distinctions of spoken versus written language; these 
were seen as two distinct modes of communication, associated, respectively, with 
contextualized and decontextualized language. Gradually, research attention shifted 
away from writing as a context-free and apolitical skill to unveil the ways by which 
spoken and written language, as social discourses, interrelate to construct meanings 
(Besnier, 1995). Indeed, as it became clear, all discursive forms, spoken and written, 
are socioculturally embedded; as attested by ethnographic accounts of meaning-
making practices across cultures and sociocultural groups (Besnier, 1995; Heath, 
1983), orality should not be seen as opposing but as complementary to literacy; oral-
ity may, in fact, provide a context for literacy to be understood; research interest is 
no longer concerned with clarifying the distinction between orality versus literacy 
but rather with unveiling the sociocultural practices, social languages (Gee, 2001) 
and genres which constitute the "ways with words" specific groups adopt for com
municating and negotiating meanings. Literacy, in this sense, is a semiotic resource 
that reflects social practices, i.e., it signals the socially, culturally and historically 
situated practices communities adopt with regard to how spoken and written texts 
may be used to ftilfil various social purposes; as shown, writing is used by commu
nity members within specific community contexts for a variety of purposes, includ
ing, among others, for the purpose of constructing and communicating knowledge, 
establishing interpersonal relationships (see Candlin, & Hyland, 1999), negotiating 
and foregrounding aspects of members' ethnic and gendered identities (Anderson, 
2002). 

It is worth noting, however that, despite the emphasis given to the notion of con
text and claims made that all speaking and writing acts and indeed learning proc
esses are shaped in and through contexts, context remains elusive. Different ap
proaches may be discerned in the literature, with some placing more emphasis on 
certain dimensions at the expense of others. Thus, while some approaches have 
foregrounded the cognitive aspect of the background knowledge writers bring to a 
particular situation (usually presented through the notions of frames, scripts and 
schemata [for an overview, see Brown, & Yule, 1983 and Tannen, 1993]), others 
have attended to its social dimensions, suggesting that context be seen as a dynamic, 
interactively shaped set of resources which exists and evolves together with the con
struction of interactive activities (for a survey of related proposals on these aspects, 
see Mayes, 2002). Another pertinent distinction is between macro-contexts (homes, 
schools, cultures and even writing pedagogies) and micro-contexts (reading events, 
writing conferences) (O'Brien, Moje, & Stewart, 2001); alternatively, contexts have 
been seen as static containers enveloping texts or as units which are co-constructed 
by the participants themselves as they negotiate meanings (Duranti, & Goodwin, 
1992). 

Despite such disciplinary divergence, in general, most accounts of situated 
meanings seem to have evolved away from the initially prevailing conceptualization 
of context as a static container that envelops any given unit of social action toward 
tracing the way by which texts index and/or reconstruct contexts; thus, while ini
tially, context was proposed to be fully developed and accept no changes in its inter
nal structure, in current perspectives, the relationship between texts and contexts is 
seen as more reflexive and co-producing. Texts are seen as both contextualized (ac-
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quiring meaning by virtue of being situated in a context) and contextualizing (point
ing to a context giving meaning to any given set of utterances) (see Schiffrin, 1994, 
for an analysis of how this applies to conversational data); indeed systematic at
tempts have been made on the part of the researchers (see Relevance theory and 
Gumperz, 1982a, 1982b) to illustrate which from the various overlapping contexts 
are made relevant in any given case. 

Given the multiplicity of meanings assigned to the notion of context, and the fact 
that most of the research conducted tended to focus on speaking acts and interactive 
processes, it becomes clear that to define situated writing, it is necessary that I begin 
by roughly delimiting the field. To do so, I build upon the distinction introduced by 
Duranti, & Goodwin (1992) between a focal event and a surrounding field (that of 
context). Seen via a hierarchical model, context is presented as the ground which 
makes this focal event understandable. 

As Duranti, & Goodwin (1992: 3-4) advice us, for the notion of context to be 
clarified, we should attend to the terms against which this notion is juxtaposed and 
linked to. While certain of the terms used (such as culture, society) are of general 
applicability in accounts of situated language use, other terms index more specific 
traditions. Thus, the notions of discourse, activity, conversational processes, proc
esses of discourse production and interpretation are usually invoked by research 
dealing with talk-in interaction (see Drew, & Heritage, 1992); terms such as text, 
genre, literacy events, activity types, discourse communities prevail in research deal
ing with context-situated writing and sociocultural literacies. 

While, in the way delineated above, the two research strands seem to run along 
parallel lines, in actual practice integration has been possible. Indeed, certain of the 
notions invoked (such as that of the speech event) in research conducted on spoken 
language have been instrumental for clarifying aspects of situated literacy practices. 
Before presenting this integration, however, which, as to be shown, has been imple
mented in a different way in LI versus L2 writing research, let me begin by address
ing the clear-cut cases of contextually shaped meanings in spoken versus written 
interaction. Two are the basic issues. Firstly: Through what terms has the notion of 
"focal event" been conceptualized in various research strands on writing? Secondly: 
What is the context against which the focal event chosen has been analyzed? 

2.1 Writing in Contexts: Basic Terms 

Assumptions, terms, and methodologies that bring out the contextual nature of writ
ing have been formulated in distinct fields. Four are worth noting. This is the New 
Rhetoric tradition on disciplinary genres (Bazerman, 1988; Berkenkotter, & Huckin, 
1993, 1995; Prior, 1998) which singles out the way language producers, through 
genres or systems of genres construct, negotiate and redefine community-valued 
meanings), the New Literacies and Multi-Literacies frameworks (Barton, & Hamil
ton, 1998, 2000; the New London Group, 1996) outlining an ethnographically-
oriented approach to writing, which is no longer associated with school contexts and 
the linguistic system; attention is rather directed to the multi-modal set of resources 
people use for expressing meanings through written texts produced in various out-of 
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school, local community contexts), the post-Vygotskian sociocognitive approach 
(Englert et al., 1992; Lee, & Smagorinsky, 2000; Moll, 1990; Pappas, & Zecker, 
2001; Raphael, 1984), which foregrounds the social aspects of literacy learning as 
participation in communities of practice and the interactional sociolinguistic per
spective (Cairney, & Ashton, 2002; Green, & Meyer, 1991; Knobel, 1999; Santa 
Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992, 1995), which foregrounds the interac
tive co-construction of literacy in home and classroom contexts. 

Influenced by these traditions to different extents, the chapters in this volume 
explore the negotiations developing writers undertake with the layers of contexts 
within which their texts and writing acts are situated and through which they acquire 
meaning. While individual chapters may single out and focus on one contextual 
layer at the expense of the others, the discussion is carried out against a background 
that encompasses a variety of terms, and assumptions on contextually situated writ
ing; as a result, in each chapter some notions are necessarily foregrounded, while 
others are less attended to or placed in the background. However, for readers to un
derstand if the individual chapters, through the claims they make, adhere to (or di
verge from) a basic set of premises on contextually situated writing, it is necessary 
that a more holistic perspective be outlined; this is presented in Figure 1. It is against 
this Figure that every chapter may be read and its argument may be appreciated. 

Two points are worth noting. First, the terms situated in the various layers consti
tuting Figure 1 have been given various readings, probably due to their divergent 
origins. While differentiated for the purposes of the analysis here, clearly, each layer 
cannot be studied in isolation from the rest but should rather be seen as representing 
a part in a system consisting out of many intertwined components. For the nature of 
each and every term to be understood and fully appreciated, therefore, attention 
should be given to the way this term interacts with and is shaped by the context or 
contexts invoked in each case. 

Secondly, the structure of terms presented in Figure 1 is rendered coherent 
through the notion of social practices (which, as Barton, & Hamilton, [2000] note, 
are invisible). This notion is used, after Barton (1994: 188) in reference to "common 
patterns of using reading and writing in any situation." To this end, I suggest (a 
point signalled in the subtitle of the volume as well) that analyses of writing should 
indicate that, in fact, linguistic forms and interactive exchanges in writing contexts 
reflect and instantiate community-valued textual practices (i.e., certain ways of us
ing language that pervade and give meaning to the texts produced and the genres 
valued in any community setting). How are these practices constructed? Individual 
chapters through classroom learning processes (traced through the texts produced, 
the participants involved, the activities constructed, and the artefacts employed) fo
cus on and analyze certain moments that are singled out from the rich intertextual 
history of meaning making practices that are constructed within a specific sociocul-
tural setting or local classroom community. As a result, chapters may give us 
glimpses only into a long-term and complicated appropriation process, pointing to a 
number of issues worth exploring further; even so, the issues addressed illustrate the 
complexity of the processes involved in the social construction of students as literate 
subjects: What does it mean to be a primary school student and communicate 
through written texts in this specific Norwegian, Greek or Swiss classroom? What 
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kinds of written texts are valued in secondary schools in France, England, etc. and 
how do students of a specific classroom community appropriate the culture of mean
ings that defines secondary education in this cultural context? 

Cultural context 

Social institutions as discourse communities or communities of practice 

Context of situation/text production: 
task, audience, expertise, genre 

Written text 

Reading and writing as literacy events / 
Activity types 

Writing pedagogies 

Figure 1. Writing processes and written texts in contextual layers 

Given Figure 1, the core premise running through and uniting all chapters in this 
volume becomes clear. This may be succinctly stated thus: 

Understanding written language, its uses and functions, depends on considering 
how writing, as a process and a product, is embedded in and co-constructed by 
participants in a variety of sociocultural contexts. These may range from local 
ones (capturing genre-shaped schemata) to more global contexts (i.e., schools 
and other discourse communities). On the other hand, written texts, through their 
lexicogrammar and patterns of organization, reflect and activate each of these in
terrelated contexts. 

While some chapters, following relevant research traditions, illustrate how schools 
(seen as macro-contexts) and writing pedagogies (seen as cultures of meaning that 
instantiate a specific set of premises around writing) shape aspects of language use 
in any given written text, others suggest that this relationship should not be inter
preted as straightforward or linear but as one which is negotiated by people as they 
use and redefine written texts in micro-contexts (classroom events). 
Building upon this Figure 1, we may argue, in line with Cicourel (cited in Gunnars-
son, Linell, & Nordberg, 1997: xii; see also Gunnarsson, 1997), that what emerges 
as important for writing research is to address the kinds of linkages established by 
participants between these different units within and across sociocultural communi-
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ties. Analyses need to capture the way by which macro-contexts (especially the val
ues and attitudes certain communities project towards written language and knowl
edge in general) are constituted in and through the sequential emergence of micro-
contexts (literacy events); link the texts produced in a specific school community to 
the social history of community-valued meanings; gain insight into the textual prac
tices in communities and attend to their interactive emergence. Apparently, inde
pendently of the size of the unit selected, analyses of writing can be more informa
tive if built on a more holistic perspective that views writing as a sociohistorical 
community resource. Borrowing a similar observation made by Prior (1995b) as a 
result of his analysis on L2 academic writing tasks (see also Ramanathan, & Atkin
son, 2000), we could argue that written texts, the tasks used in each classroom, and 
participants' patterns of response to these tasks make sense only if seen in terms of 
"a local history of participants' situated actions" (Prior, 1995b: 54; see also Prior, 
1991, 1995a). 

To clarify the perspectives proposed in this volume and indeed in the literature, it 
is important that I situate the various proposals presented under two distinct research 
orientations, instantiating what is referred to as the monologic versus the dialogic 
ways of defining contextually-embedded language use (see Linell, 1998). Monolo-
gism relies on the notion of the speaker/writer as situated within a clearly delineated 
context. Dialogic approaches pay more attention to the processes through which 
texts and contexts evolve together and shape one another. 

In what follows, I briefly oufline monologic and dialogic developments in re
search conducted on conversational interaction, and illustrate how these have been 
(implicitly or explicitly) used in the analyses of contextually-situated written texts 
and writing contexts. As to be noted, research on the way context shapes spoken and 
written interaction tends to follow a similar path, from initial accounts building on 
the clear-cut delimitation of text and context to proposals suggesting the interde
pendence of texts and contexts as two resources which emerge from one another. 

2.2 Context in Conversational Interaction: Monologic and Dialogic Approaches 

The best known proposals of context have been put forward by Malinowski and 
Hymes; context is basically defined as an objective and clearly-delimited set of fac
tors shaping language use. Malinowski (1923, cited in Duranfi, & Goodwin 1992: 
14-16) talks about the "context of situation", referring to all those extra-linguistic 
factors which have some bearing on the text itself (see also Halliday, & Hasan, 
1976). 

Building upon and refining Jacobson's tri-partite model of linguistic communica
tion (which consisted of the speaker, the listener and the message), Hymes (1974) in 
his ethnographic research relates social contexts to the processes of language use 
and interpretation; social context is segmented into a series of culturally important 
communicative units, namely, the speech situation, the speech event, and the speech 
act. These units are embedded within each other: speech acts are parts of speech 
events, which, in turn, cannot be understood unless situated within a speech com
munity; all these units reveal the ways by which communities make meanings. This 
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relationship between various contextual units is captured in Hymes' classificatory 
grid, known as the SPEAKING grid. The following component elements are in
cluded: Situation (setting and scene), Participants (their identities, such as age, gen
der, etc.). Ends (purposes, goals, outcomes). Act sequences (message form and con
tent). Key (the causal or formal style of speaking). Instrumentalities (channel [ver
bal, nonverbal, physical]). Norms (capturing both norms of interaction and norms of 
interpretation). Genre. Though Hymes' work represents a groundbreaking develop
ment in the ethnographic analysis of speaking styles across communities, and indeed 
these notions have been used in writing research as well (see section 3), Hymes' 
notion of the speech event - which is presented as a clear-cut entity - has been criti
cized as overly simplistic (see Duranti, 1997). 

Subsequent work instantiating the so-called dialogic approach to communication 
(proposed basically within conversation analysis, ethnomethodology and interac
tional sociolinguistics) has introduced important revisions to terms and notions, 
which were assumed to be given or pre-existing. What unites these research strands 
is the premise that analysis should proceed beyond the "objective" notion of context, 
as defined through the speech event (where interpretation is presented in a top-down 
fashion - from global background expectations to linguistic details - and participant 
roles are static) to trace the way by which speech events (and indeed the goals pur
sued and participants' roles) are interactionally constructed by all participants in
volved. In this approach, speech events are "locally produced, incrementally devel
oped," and, as such, they are seen "as transformable at any moment" (Drew, & Heri
tage, 1992: 21). Thus, speech events, such as an interview, though associated with a 
pre-established set of expectations, cannot be presented as the static implementation 
of these expectations; interviews are rather reconstructed in each case anew by the 
participants involved (see He [1998] on the applicability of this notion to the aca
demic context). This insight has important implications with regard to classroom 
interactions (and indeed interactions around writing, see section 3.3). The role the 
teacher and students assume in any classroom interaction cannot be seen as static but 
as interactively negotiated along with the classroom lesson and the learning activity 
that is co-constructed. The question is not "what does it mean to be an interviewer or 
an interviewee / a teacher and a student" but rather: "What does it mean to be a 
teacher and a student in this particular classroom?" "How do participants emerge as 
particular kinds of teachers and certain kinds of students?" 

In short, in the so-called dialogic perspective, the emphasis is no longer on the 
way by which certain, pre-established units constrain meanings and interpretations 
but rather on illustrating how participants themselves through various linguistic and 
paralinguistic signals - referred to as contextualization cues - construct and index 
the speech event, and provide, at the same time, each other with guidelines for the 
sequential interpretation of this activity (Gumperz, 1982a, 1982b; Schiffrin, 1987). 
Furthermore, in dialogic accounts, the clear-cut distinction between the speaker and 
the audience is seen as problematic (see subsequent extensions introduced by Goff-
man [1981] who replaces the notion of speaker by the "production format of the 
utterance", consisting of three basic roles: author, animator, and principal; the notion 
of the hearer is replaced by the "participant framework"). Dialogic perspectives are 
interested in exploring the joint construction of meaning, how speakers and hearers 
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arrive at shared understandings of each other's perspectives (referred to as intersub-
jectivity, He, 1998; Rommetveit, 1974, 1992). Jacoby, & Ochs have introduced the 
term "co-construction" to capture the "joint creation of a form, interpretation, stance, 
action, activity, identity, institution, skill, ideology, emotion, or other culturally 
meaningful reality" (Jacoby, & Ochs, 1995: 171). Proceeding even further, notions 
such as those of cognition, culture, identity, and expertise which, traditionally, were 
assumed to be distinct from language and interaction, are re-interpreted as socially-
constructed, i.e., as emerging out of interactive practices (Young, & He, 1998). 

2.2.1 From Context to Contextual Resources to Contextualization 

Seen from a more psychologically-oriented perspective, context has been interpreted 
as knowledge, i.e., as a set of resources people bring to any given situation for mak
ing and interpreting meanings. How do these resources operate when one enters a 
new community? Are these contextual resources static, i.e., should they be seen as a 
pre-established set of expectations brought to any communicative situation or as a 
dynamic and constantly evolving set of expectations people use and draw upon to 
make meanings? The more static approach to context has been developed by psy
chological research (Carrell, & Eisterhold [1988]; but see also Labov, & Waletzky 
[1968] on a different proposal on the notion of schema, related to narrative sche
mata), which, through the notions of formal schemata, frames, scripts, etc., singles 
out the cognitive dimension of contextual resources; these are seen as embodying 
the patterns of prior knowledge people draw upon and use to make sense of and act 
within the world (for its applicability to reading and writing, see McGee, 1982; 
Meyer et al., 1980). More dynamic approaches to the social nature of contextual 
resources (linking constructs developed in the sociology of language, rhetoric and 
composition research) have been developed within genre studies, which have illus
trated how, through genres and through specific textual patterns, one negotiates his
torically-situated meanings within the community. Rather than assuming the exis
tence of genres as pre-set or given categories, this research advices us that we rede
fine genres not just as "textual responses to recurring social situations but indeed as 
ways by which recurring situations are constructed" (Devitt, 1993, cited in Mayes, 
2003: 54). A different proposal on the social aspect of the contextual resources used 
in any act of language use and interpretation has been developed by Gee (1990) 
through the notions of primary versus secondary Discourses, defined as particular 
"ways of talking, acting, valuing, and believing" (Gee, 1996: 122-148); these may 
also encompass the tools, symbols, and objects people use for enacting specific, so
cially situated identities. 

But how do schemata relate to interactive units, such as those of speech events 
and literacy events (Basso, 1974) that are created within speech communities? The 
two proposals need not be seen as opposing. Thus, participants' knowledge sche
mata, and experiences of past similar events and social roles are a valuable resource 
to be used for the construction of any new interactive event. These resources are 
instantiated, and thus are made concrete as they unfold in the sequential, moment-
by-moment creation of any given speech event. 



12 T. KOSTOULI 

To incorporate this dynamic process, current research suggested that we shift our 
attention away from context as such to trace contextuaHzation, i.e., the strategies by 
which participants establish and negotiate meanings in various social interactions 
(Bauman, & Biggs, 1990). It is worth noting that, the contextual variables singled 
out in the past (such as ethnicity, age, etc.) as influencing language use, are no 
longer regarded a-priori as important. As Gumperz (1982a, 1982b) has illustrated, 
participants themselves indicate - through lexical, prosodic, phonological, and syn
tactic choices together with the use of particular codes, languages, and styles (re
ferred to as contextuaHzation cues) - which aspects of the context they regard as 
relevant for the interpretation of one another's meanings in an interaction. 

The implications of this dialogic perspective are very important, since they, in 
effect, suggest a new way of defining and assessing the notion of communicative 
competence. Note that in line with monologic approaches, communicative compe
tence has been presented as a discrete set of features to be acquired in contexts (Ca-
nale, 1983); dialogic perspectives foreground the situated co-construction of interac
tional competence (Young, & He, 1998). This new notion integrates the activities of 
speaking and listening, which, traditionally, were teased apart. The development of 
interactional competence is presented to be locally shaped, arising out of specific 
contexts. Indeed, in light of such developments, current pedagogical work in applied 
linguistics starts from the premise that speaking and listening/understanding should 
not be seen as existing independently of the interactive practices participants con
struct. 

What does this situated perspective entail with regard to the analysis of texts and 
the acts of writing which were traditionally defined in cognitive terms? As to be 
shown, though developed with respect to conversational discourse, this research has 
been used by writing researchers as a point of departure for conceptualizing the con
textual nature of writing and unveiling the processes involved in the construction of 
writing contexts. 

3 TEXT-CONTEXT INTERACTIONS IN WRITING RESEARCH 

3.1 Monologic versus Dialogic Perspectives in Writing and Literacy Research 

As Figure 1 indicates, the notion of context has been interpreted in many different 
ways in writing research. In what follows, however, I attempt to cut across this di
versity and illustrate that, in fact, relevant research points to two distinct disciplinary 
paradigms; these may be situated under the categories of "monologic/writing-" ver
sus "dialogic/literacy-oriented" research (for on overview of these approaches 
through a different terminology, see Lewis, 2001). While both perspectives address 
the contextual factors that shape the nature of writing, the way by which texts are 
positioned against contexts and the frameworks through which the text-context in
teraction is analyzed are quite distinct. It should be noted, however, that adopting 
one perspective versus the other is not a neutral choice. The use of different termi
nology to describe "similar" phenomena (writing versus literacies, composing proc
esses versus genre-mediated dialogic negotiations with community resources) entails 
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quite significant implications with regard to the types of units brought into the fore
front of analysis (written texts, literacy events and social practices), the analyses 
undertaken (from written texts as static units, to texts as dialogic processes), and 
even the pedagogical interventions designed. Interestingly, even in cases where the 
same unit, such as that of writing conferences, is selected for analysis by both re
search orientations, the methodological frameworks employed and the results ar
rived at tend to be radically distinct (see section 3.3 below). 

Writing research basically directs attention to texts and writing processes as situ
ated within specific types of contexts. This perspective builds on a certain way of 
conceptualizing the text-context interaction; whether focusing on texts or on writing 
interactions, these units are clearly delimited from their enveloping contexts. Con
texts are basically presented as preset scaffolds; certain contextual variables (such as 
age, social group, etc.) are singled out and their effect to the texture of written texts 
or writing interactions is traced through specific, quantifiable linguistic forms and 
interactive patterns. 

Stressing the mutually shaping relationship between texts and contexts, the other 
- more dialogic - perspective suggests that we attend to the social construction of 
written texts and writing activities, i.e., to the processes through which community 
members negotiate specific meanings; through repeated interactions, members es
tablish a certain community-valued perspective towards written texts. Attention is 
not directed to units as situated against contexts but rather to contextualization in 
Gumperz's sense, i.e., to the processes by which any given unit emerges out of con
texts which this unit signals and helps construct. Alternatively, we could argue that 
in research following along these lines, the unit of analysis selected is not the indi
vidual writer, the text s/he produces or the path a certain writer follows in appropri
ating community-valued genres, but the bi-directional interactive processes through 
which a group of people emerges as a community of learners; this is attained 
through collective processes, i.e., through learners' repeated patterns of interaction 
with one another and with community sociohistorical resources. From this more 
holistic perspective, then, texts and writing contexts play a central role in the con
struction of the culture of the community (Ramanathan, & Kaplan, 2000). As such, 
attention is directed toward illustrating how many different units, i.e., writing acts, 
texts, and practices, interrelate to index and constitute the interactively-built culture 
of a specific learning community, i.e., its intertextual history. 

S.2 From Situated Writing to Socioculturally Shaped Literacies 

3.2.1 On Written Texts in Contexts 

While initially syntactically-oriented work on writing tended to define writing qual
ity via sentence structure and T-units (Hunt, 1965, 1983; Loban, 1976), through Hal-
liday, & Hasan's (1976) work on cohesion, research attention shifted to the linguis
tic, micro-structural organization of texts. Writing development is traced by attend
ing to how writers (from different age and social groups) make increasing use of 
specific cohesive forms (for a survey see Grabe, & Kaplan, 1996); cohesion was 
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proposed to contribute to writing quality (Abadiano, 1995; Cox, Shanahan, & 
Sulzby, 1990). Though inserted in a very basic social context, written text produc
tion is basically seen as an individual activity. The bulk of this linguistically-
oriented research attended to specific features (such as connectives, adverbs, noun 
phrases, pronouns) which were coded, counted, and analyzed as writer's response to 
a specific, clearly-delimited contextual variable. Thus, a number of studies (note as 
an example, Crowhurst, 1987; 1991) have traced the ways children learn how to 
adapt their writing to different audiences or take into account generic features 
(Knudson, 1992; but also see Kirsch, & Roen, 1990). Though the results may be 
conflicting, the premise upon which the analysis is founded remains constant: the 
effect of audience and/or writers' increasing acknowledgement of generic features 
are identified through the differing use of specific linguistic forms (Collins, 1984; 
Colder, & Coirier, 1994; Perera, 1984). Writing quality - seen in decontextualized 
terms - has been correlated with the increasing use of certain linguistic forms 
(which are a-priori taken as indices of a more complex, maturational style) and later 
with patterns of topic structure (Witte, 1983). Similar developments may be noted in 
composition strands, where experimental and non-experimental research focused 
upon certain variables in predefined assignments (Applebee, 1981; Langer, 1986). 

A similarly static way of addressing the text-context interactions is noted in re
search which focuses on the relationship between macro-contexts (cultures, social 
groups) and text styles (see Grabe, 1987). An interesting example is work within 
contrastive rhetoric. Beginning with Kaplan's (1966, 1987) research, initially, most 
approaches to cross-cultural textual style tended to forward a rather linear correla
tion between culture (taken as a homogeneous contextual variable) and rhetorical 
style, with the two levels being linked by specific textual patterns. By asserting such 
a direct correlation between macro-factors and textual patterns, however, the intrica
cies of the particular rhetorical situation within which the writer operates have been 
largely ignored (see Thatcher, 2000). Subsequent work (note for instance Duszak, 
1997; Farrell, 1996), attested to the importance of other intermediate factors (such as 
those of the academic community and of academic genres) and suggested that these 
be incorporated in relevant accounts of contextually variable notions of academic 
achievement and writing quality. As a result of the above, the notion of ESL writing, 
though associated with the acquisition of grammatical and textual competence in a 
different language, has been since interpreted as a process during which students 
have to gain access to certain typified ways of making meanings that are socially 
distributed. 

To sum up, we may argue, following Tracy (1998: 6), that, the social tradition in 
writing suggests a very specific way of addressing the contextual elements that 
shape written texts; whether attending to the way macro-contexts (culture, social 
group) shape textual style or tracing the textual realization of the micro-context (i.e., 
attending to the way by which the individual writer assesses and responds to features 
of the immediate context of situation, such as task, text type, addressee, age), in all 
these cases, context is seen as a variable extraneous to the written text that can be 
fiilly controlled; as such, its influence on the text is quantifiable, and discrete, traced 
directly down to single isolated linguistic forms, rather than to discourse strategies 



MAKING SOCIAL MEANINGS IN CONTEXTS 15 

or co-occurrence of forms (see Biber, 1995; Connor, 1995) which instantiate func
tional concerns. 

3.2.2 Writing in Communities 

The introduction of new terms such as genres, literacy events and discourse commu
nities (Swales, 1990) with the refinements suggested, through the notions of com
munities of practice (Lave, & Wenger, 1991), and thick versus thin formulations in 
the description of communities (Kent, 1999), have led to important new ways of 
addressing the socially-constructed nature of writing; attention has been directed 
away from the analysis of specific units (texts or writing interactions) to the collabo
rative processes involved in the production of texts and writing activities; these 
processes acquire meaning as part of a locally constructed set of community values 
and literacy practices. 

Formed after Hymes' speech community, the notion of discourse community has 
been criticized for referring to a "determinate, static, autonomous, and predictable 
arena of shared and agreed-upon values" (Hyland, & Hamp-Lyons, 2002: 7) around 
language use. New perspectives brought about by subsequent research (for a review, 
see Ramanathan, 2002) illuminated the transient and sociohistorical nature of the 
meaning making processes that characterize a community of practice. Lave, & 
Wenger define a community of practice as "a set of relations among persons, activ
ity, and world" which exists over time and in relation to other communities (Lave, & 
Wenger, 1991: 98). Drawing upon the distinction between macro- and micro-
contexts, we could argue that the construct of "communities of practice" captures 
the sequential emergence of the so-called local cultures of meaning; these are not a-
priori given but are rather co-constructed by all participants involved, full commu
nity members and peripheral ones (see also Casanave [1995] for a similar point). 
This notion has specific implications as concerns the analysis of writing processes 
and literate practices. Apparently, in light of the above definitions, attention cannot 
be directed to schools as homogeneous social contexts that shape children's writing 
or to social groups in general but rather to the development of community-specific 
literacies, i.e., to the culturally-specific and situationally-bound ways by which read
ing, writing process and speaking acts are co-produced in the moment-by-moment 
emergence of interactive contexts; these contexts are constructed by the members of 
a specific school classroom, a specific middle-class or working-class home (see, for 
instance Gregory et al., 2004; Lacasa et al., 2002 ). The culture of this local commu
nity is reflected in and defined through the shared history of learning, the relations 
of mutual engagement and the development of a shared repertoire of negotiable re
sources accumulated over time (my underlining) (Wenger, 1998: 76). Thus, in place 
of static meanings, attention is directed to negofiated meanings; in place of secure 
understandings to the processes by which participants arrive at partial understand
ings or even misunderstandings (on this issue, see Bremer et al., 1996) - a process 
that is shaped in and through interaction; in place of common resources, attention is 
given to the diversity of perspectives participants bring to any given interactive 
event and integrate to arrive at intersubjectivity. 
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If, in light of the above, the literacy culture (i.e., the textual and interactional mean
ing making system) of a community is not statically imposed but is rather intertextu-
ally co-constructed by its members, it becomes clear that questions as to the best 
practices or pedagogical approaches through which we may teach writing in elemen
tary or secondary schools are rendered insignificant. While the limits that curriculum 
requirements and general guidelines impose to any local community cannot be dis
missed, nevertheless, in each case, teachers and students in their classroom commu
nities construct and redefine a specific version of this curriculum (Bloom, 1989). 
The interesting issues that arise are these: What does a given writing pedagogy sug
gest and how can we trace its sequential co-construction over time? What are the 
kinds of written texts created in the daily routine of classroom life? What kinds of 
values and positions towards written knowledge do teachers and students in this spe
cific school classroom or university department co-construct? 

The answers provided may be simply descriptive (describing what Russell 
[2002] calls the "depth" and "breadth" of genres within a community) or proceed 
further to unveil the ideological underpinnings of the resources valued in any given 
community. What kind of meanings are constituted and which are excluded from 
this community? What are the processes facilitating students' access to the appro
priation of these valued meanings? Drawing upon Luke, & Freebody (1997), we 
could argue that all school-situated acts of writing are not neutral but deeply politi
cal. The kinds of written texts children have access to, the kinds of meaning-making 
resources they are enculturated to use, and the interactive patterns powerful commu
nity members co-construct with students around these texts are not insignificant 
choices. They rather comprise a system which signals and enforces a certain selec
tion mechanism through which students are enculturated into becoming specific 
kinds of literate subjects. 

Interestingly, while most of the chapters in this volume build heavily on the no
tion of school genres as ideological resources valued within school communities 
(Ongstad, Donahue, Myhill, Kostouli), and others draw upon it, although they may 
not foreground it (Allal et al., Folman, & Connor, McAllister), a slightly different 
approach is expressed by Adler-Kassner, & Estrem. Adler-Kassner, & Estrem seem 
to downplay the notion of genre (and indeed the necessity of teaching academic gen
res), suggesting instead that research into situated writing should be concerned with 
helping students develop certain strategies that can be used in various, cross-
community contexts. This different perspective, in effect, introduces in this volume 
a long-held debate concerning local versus global knowledge; according to Carter 
(1990, cited in Beaufort, 1999: 7), this should not be considered as an either-or de
bate but rather as a continuum "that grows increasingly contextual with greater 
[writing] expertise." What is the relation, then, between literacy practices, genres 
and strategies? Since this issue differentiates the nuances of the argument different 
chapters of this volume advance regarding contextually-embedded writing, some 
clarifications on genres and strategies need to be made. 
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3.2.3 On Genres and Strategies in Communities of Practice 

Genre - a notion that pervades current accounts of language use, communication 
and language education - has been variously defined in the literature. Different pro
posals have been developed in: the New Rhetoric tradition, systemic-functional lin
guistics, Russian activity theory, rhetorical work on composition, as well as in vari
ous social constructivist strands (for a summary, see Hyon, 1996; Johns, 2002; Pal-
tridge, 1997). 

Genres have been described as relatively stable textual regularities associated 
with and constitutive of social practices (Cope, & Kalantzis, 1993), as configura
tions of semantic resources that members of the culture associate with a particular 
situation type (Christie, & Martin, 1997), as responses to social situations which are 
part of a socially constructed reality (Miller, 1984). Genres have been seen as part of 
the social processes by which knowledge is built up, maintained, transmitted in so
cial oganizations, such as academic disciplines, professions, high school and univer
sity programs (Bazerman, 1988; Berkenkotter, & Huckin, 1988, 1993; Yates, & Or-
likowski, 1992). 

In general, descriptions of genre have progressed away from the exclusive focus 
on the formal structure of the text itself (described in various ways by the Australian 
school of thought and by Swales' [1990] and Bhatia's [1993, 2000] ESP analysis of 
moves) toward more critical approaches which illustrate how genres, as organizing 
structures of meaning within a community, provide "expectations for the purpose, 
content, form, participants, time and place of coordinated social interaction" (Yates, 
& Orlikowski, 2002: 104). Current work aligns with a more generative approach to 
genres, which are no longer presented as ready-made forms to be statically used by 
students but rather as "situated forms of cognition" (Trosborg, 2000) that can be 
creatively reworked by writers, in light of their own purposes. Such a view grows 
out of the Bkhtinian notion of revoicing, which recognizes, on one hand, the power
ful role sociohistorically situated processes play in shaping discourse forms while, it 
acknowledges, on the other, the agency of the text producer and the significance of 
the immediate sociohistorical context within which textual interaction takes place. 
According to this approach, any text is rendered meaningful against historicized 
patterns of expectations that shape interaction within discourse communities. 

While the above work suggests that the construction of genres represents the 
writer's strategic response to a situation, apparently, such strategic choices are not 
similar to the types of strategies that have been invoked by previous, process-
oriented research (see Collins, 1998 and for an overview of the way post-process 
approaches address this theme, see Kent, 1999). The strategies most commonly-
referred to, i.e., knowledge telling and knowledge transforming (Bereiter, & Scar-
damalia, 1983; see also Collins, 1998), are seen in cognitive terms. Research atten
tion has been gradually attending to textual strategies, i.e., to the ways through 
which typical community meanings are made, and certain, community-valued posi-
tionings toward knowledge are communicated (Hyland, 2000, 2002). As research in 
systemic functional linguistics has aptly demonstrated, participation in the school 
community depends upon children's gaining access to school disciplines; English, 
history, mathematics, geography and science are literacy sub-cultures, which are 
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constructed and differentiated from one another through linguistic and textual 
choices (Martin, 1985; Lemke, 1990; Veel, 1997). In light of the above, then, textual 
strategies, such as the implicit versus explicit way of making cohesion (Michaels, 
1991), linearity versus digressiveness (Clyne, 1987), are reinterpreted as ways by 
which writers index their stance toward historically-situated community resources. 
If, according to Fairclough (1995), genres are among the main discursive forces in 
the "naturalization of ideology," any inquiry into genre should bring into the fore
front of analysis the way by which strategies may create certain meanings (over oth
ers) as well as establish certain power relationships, and ideological positions (for an 
overview, see Candlin, & Hyland, 1999). If, in light of the sociocultural perspective, 
cognition is socially situated and distributed (Forman, Minick, & Stone, 1993), it is 
worth questioning whether the various types of strategies can be detached from the 
local history of participants' communities, i.e., from the genres and the communities 
within which these strategies operate and which they help construct. Composition 
and discourse analytic research might need to inquire further into the way the cogni
tive and social dimensions of certain notions, such as that of "strategies", may be 
integrated. 

3.3 Writing Activities and Learning Trajectories in Community Settings: 
Sociocognitive and Sociolinguistic Perspectives 

The shift of emphasis from writing as a neutral, decontextualized skill to genre lit
eracies has led researchers to develop new methodologies for capturing the proc
esses of literacy learning. Given the multiplicity of literacies across communities 
and the functions writing acquires in and through contexts, it is by now well estab
lished that writing development cannot be seen as a process that follows a clearly 
defined path. Indeed, according to current accounts, the uses and functions of writ
ing cannot be simply transmitted (as in the conduit metaphor, see Reddy, 1979) from 
one participant to another (from the teacher to the students); students are encul-
turated into the genres and, thus, into the meaning making system of a transient local 
culture. In this respect, literacy learning can be traced through students' patterns of 
participation in reading and writing events. Through their increasingly more dy
namic participatory role in such social processes students do not simply contribute to 
the situated construction of writing acts and written texts (Faigley, & Hansen, 1985); 
they emerge as community members and may undertake a central role in the con
struction of the literacy culture of their local community. 

The perspectives developed in sociocognitive and sociolinguistic literature offer 
valuable insights on the way by which literacy is constructed through social activi
ties or literacy events. Sociocognitive research traces literacy learning through the 
unit of the activity type and the notions of apprenticeship, distributed cognition, me
diation, situated learning, and guided participation (e.g., Forman et al., 1993; Lave, 
& Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990; Wertsch, 1985, 1991, 1998). Following Leont'ev 
(1981), the "person-acting-in-context" (Cole, 1989, cited in Dias, 2000: 16) is pro
posed as the unit within which we may locate the situated co-construction of mean
ings. It is worth noting here that the highest level of analysis invoked, the level of 



MAKING SOCIAL MEANINGS IN CONTEXTS 19 

activity, is not just used in reference to the physical context in which participants 
function; this notion also encompasses participants' own sociocultural interpreta
tions of the context, its various requirements and tasks (see Lantoff, & Appel, 1994: 
17). This proposal is a very interesting parallel to arguments developed within the 
ethnographic and sociolinguistic analysis of classroom-mediated writing processes; 
in these research strands, attention is no longer directed to preset writing contexts 
but rather to the contextualization of writing or literacy events, i.e., to how these 
events are constructed by the teacher and the students as they negotiate writing in 
classrooms. 

Despite this variation and terminological plurality, all proposals in effect suggest 
this: students' learning about writing should be seen as an interactionally emergent 
process that can be traced through the paths or the trajectories students follow when 
participating in recurring interactive activities constructed within a certain local 
community. Children's understandings and gradually-developing definitions of writ
ing are formulated through the assistance or the scaffolding novice members receive 
by more expert participants, adults or peers (Hicks, 1997; Lave, & Wenger, 1991; 
Melzi, 2000; Rogoff, 1990; Tharp, & Gallimore, 1988). In light of this, it becomes 
clear that what researchers attend to is not learning as such (which is invisible) but 
how learning processes are displayed in the social contexts created by the partici
pants themselves; students' changing patterns of participation in the writing contexts 
(i.e., the changes from guided to independent participation) may be an indication of 
students' learning. As researchers from different fields have pointed out, children 
learn both what counts as literacy - what meanings and values should be attached to 
reading and writing in a specific community setting - as well as how they may sig
nal their status within the community and act in community-appropriate ways 
through the texts they construct, the actions they undertake and by attending to the 
way their actions are interpreted by other participants. 

An important issue that arises concerns the way by which these interactive proc
esses facilitate or hinder students' transitions from home informal literacy experi
ences to school-constructed literacy contexts (Heath, 1983; Michaels, 1981, 1987) 
and from school to workplace settings (Dias, & Parre, 2000). School contexts, of 
course, are not static but subject to considerable variation from one level (elemen
tary school) to the next (secondary school) and even from one subject to the next, 
since school subjects are redefined as cultural communities themselves (Moje, & 
O'Brien, 2001). As pertinent literature has indicated, children's acquisition of cer
tain, school-specific ways of making meaning may be, to a certain extent, facilitated 
or hindered, by matches or mismatches between children's own repertoire of textual 
schemata and interactive patterns and those school expects for displaying knowl
edge. What is of importance and should be noted is this: the congruence or diver
gence in Discourses - i.e., in the ways of speaking and talking about texts partici
pants adopt - are interactively negotiated; various mediational tools, including lan
guage, help children move beyond and integrate the divergent cultural resources 
children may bring to a classroom community; conflicts, and/or the attainment of 
intersubjectivity (i.e., of shared understandings) are thus co-constructed, and negoti
ated, in and through the mediation of the teacher or other peers. 
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A very interesting account of the conflicts children face when attempting to interre
late different social resources has been attested by ethnographically-oriented re
search on elementary school children's writing. Classroom writing may index a va
riety of social worlds these classrooms contain, each being associated with its own 
requirements and definitions on what writing is. In a relevant investigation, Dyson 
(1993) differentiated between three worlds - the official school world, the unofficial 
peer world, and the sociocultural community as realized in the classroom - which 
did not propose similar genres, themes, and ways of using language. As Dyson 
(1999) has argued, written text production in complex classroom cultures requires 
that children "differentiate not only phonological niceties and textual features but 
also social worlds - the very social worlds that provide them with agency and im
portant symbols" (Dyson, 1999: 396). This insight has been restated in Bakhtinian 
terms by more recent research, which suggests that text production should be seen as 
the partial re-enactment of prior texts; any current text revoices and redrafts, at least 
partially, previous discursive forms; indeed, current "practices and activity struc
tures" emerge "from previous (or relevant but different) contexts"; different terms 
have been used to capture this historically situated process (referred to as "intercon-
textual practices", "interdiscursive practices", and "intertextual practices", see Kam-
berelis, & de la Luna, 2004) of making meanings through texts and writing prac
tices; what should be noted is that developing writers draw upon prior resources "for 
imagining, negotiating and enacting practices and activities in the new contexts" 
(cited in Kamberelis, & de la Luna, 2004: 245). 

If, in line with the above, children's appropriation of school literacies is medi
ated, supported or constrained by the contextual environments created within class
rooms as learning contexts, important issues arise: What are the units created around 
texts and how do these shape children's acquisition of school literacies? What are 
the strategies facilitating (or hindering) children's move from the lower ground (i.e., 
what one can do in cooperation with more capable participants, adults or peers) to 
the higher ground (i.e., to what one can do on his/her own)? 

3.3.1 Writing Contexts in LI and L2 Literature 

In surveying the way LI versus L2 research responds to these questions, it is appro
priate that I re-introduce the distinction between monologic versus dialogic constru-
als of classroom writing contexts (usually writing conferences). The first approach is 
instantiated in the so-called process-oriented research (see Zamel, 1987 for a sur
vey). By situating readers and writers within a given or ready-made context, the 
writing conference (Connor, & Asanavage, 1994 and for a survey, see Ferris, & 
Hedgcock, 1998) and defining reader response through a set of comments teachers 
provide writers on their texts (Ashwell, 2000; Zamel, 1985), this perspective con
ceives of writing contexts in the same static way Hymes had developed for the no
tion of speech event (see 2.2. above). As such, the same crificism can be directed 
against these proposals. 

Let me begin by noting some of the issues this research suggests as important for 
investigation: How do expert versus less expert, native and non-native students par-
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ticipate in writing conferences? How do developing writers process the information 
on writing they draw from writing conferences? In all these cases, the focal unit se
lected (i.e., the interaction around writing) is seen as a self-contained entity that can 
be clearly delineated from its surrounding context. Context is presented as a modi
fier of the internal activity that occurs in individual language learners. While differ
ent types of contexts around writing (such as peer vs. teacher feedback, and teacher-
student vs. peer conferences) are compared and contrasted (Conrad, & Goldstein, 
1999, Freedman, & Sperling, 1985; Walker, & Elias, 1987; Zamel, 1985), basically, 
in these process-oriented approaches to L2 writing, writing conferences are taken as 
given, preset structures rather than as ongoing accomplishments that emerge through 
the contributions of all participants involved. Indeed, most of the classifications 
documented (mainly in L2 literature) tend to describe conference talk via a prede
fined set of categories (for a further discussion on this, see Ferris, & Hedgcock, 
1998;Paulus, 1999). 

Similar points can be made with regard to readers' feedback. While the signifi
cance of the feedback teacher give on their students' text is worth noting, in most 
cases, feedback is presented as a list of decontextualized comments; in a more dy
namic perspective, feedback can be seen as the instantiation of community-valued 
ways or strategies of reflecting upon texts; feedback is an integral component of the 
assistance that "expert" community members may give to developing writers so that 
they appropriate the Discourses of the school community (Anson, 2000; Ash well, 
2000). 

It is only recently that L2 writing research questions basic notions - such as that 
of writer expertise - which were previously accepted as straightforward (see, for 
instance, Crabbe, 2003). The more dynamic approach to writing contexts - which 
sees them as constructed by all participants involved (see 2.2. above for pertinent 
developments on spoken interaction) has been developed by work on the ethnogra
phy of classroom processes. Researchers, such as Green, & Meyer (1991), Mercer 
(1995, 1996), Nystrand et al. (1997), Wells, & Chang-Wells (1992), suggest that the 
expanding of one's competencies (including writing competencies) is shaped 
through people's active participation in the construction of a web of dialogic con
texts. Through her 3-year ethnographic study, Gutierrez (1994) illustrated how 
through interactive processes different scripts may be created, which are not neutral 
patterns of information exchange in schools but rather ideologically-laden mecha
nisms of information negotiation; these position students differently against school 
knowledge. Reinterpreting classrooms as local cultures or communities of meaning, 
ethnographically-based research (see Bloom, & Bailey, [1992]; Green, & Wallat, 
[1981]; Floriani, [1993]; the Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, [1992, 
1995]) suggested that literacy learning should be more profitably seen as a situated 
process of apprenticeship into secondary discourses (in Gee's [1990] terms). Atten
tion is thus directed away from the design of general writing pedagogies assumed to 
bring about certain clearly identifiable results toward the investigation of the social 
nature of each classroom and the way this helps students appropriate specific mean
ings while it excludes others from this process. 
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4 THIS VOLUME 

This volume presents cross-cultural evidence on writing as a contextually-shaped 
resource for communicating meanings. The data analyzed consist of texts and writ
ing contexts which illustrate the textual practices of different school communities 
across cultures. Data is drawn from British, American, Norwegian, French, Israeli, 
Brazilian, Swiss and Greek contexts. 

The research-based contributions to this volume, drawing from sociocognitive, 
sociolinguistic and composition research on writing, may be situated on various 
points along the continuum outlined in this introductory chapter, i.e., with some 
chapters being situated closer to the monologic and others aligning with the dialogic 
approaches to writing processes, and texts. The chapters draw on different research 
traditions (illustrative in authors' use of the terms "writing" vs. literacies) and em
ploy a range of methodologies. These extend from semi-structured interviews, used 
to capture participants' definitions of certain genres, to quantitative and qualitative 
descriptions of the micro- and macro-structural organization of texts, to the co-
construction of writing contexts within which the functions of writing are negoti
ated. 

The chapters interrelate through many different threads and can be read differ
ently, depending upon the type of context they are read against. Taking as a point of 
departure the domains (the discourse learning communities) that shape writing as a 
text and as an activity, a first distinction that could be drawn is between articles pre
senting writing and literacy practices in primary school (Spinillo, & Pratt; Ongstad, 
Allal et al., Kostouli), secondary school (Myhill, Donahue, Folman, & Connor), and 
academic contexts (Ferenz, McCallister, Adler-Kassner, & Estrem). When we take 
as our point of departure the types of data analyzed, we may distinguish between 
chapters which (i) focus on the linguistic and textual structure of various types of 
texts produced by children, and college students in either LI or L2 (Spinillo, & 
Pratt, Myhill, Donahue, Folman, & Connor), (ii) trace, through quantitative or quali
tative analyses, the types of interactions created between "expert" and "less expert" 
participants around written texts (Ongstad, Allal et al., Kostouli, McAllister, Adler-
Kassner, & Estrem) and (iii) attend to the social factors shaping writing processes, 
such as planning, in these contexts (Ferenz). Interactions may be further differenti
ated into those created by partners of equal status (peer interactions) and by partners 
with asymmetrical power (teacher-students) (see Allal et al., Ongstad on school 
children and by McAllister with regard to college students, which cut through both 
distinctions), giving us glimpses into the way learners manage interpersonal rela
tionships as well; in negotiating the various meanings of texts, students may seek to 
establish or redefine their relationships with the other community members who, as 
vocal or silent participants, may contribute to the construction of writing activities. 

The aspects of textual communication analyzed within school communities are 
as follows: 
• Participants' in- and out-of-school literacy experiences: How do the textual and 

multi-modal experiences children have acquired through their participation in 
out-of-school literacy contexts affect writing in school contexts? This question 
is addressed and answered by attending to formal school contexts in two ways. 
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a retrospective and a prospective one; some chapters (Spinillo, & Pratt; Myhill) 
describe how preschool literacy experiences provide children with a set of con
textual resources that can be brought to the construction of specific school-
valued genres; other chapters (Addler-Kassner, & Estrem) suggest ways by 
which knowledge acquired in a specific academic setting (first-year writing 
course) may be used in other communities and other relevant settings. 

• Text production: How do children use language in a specific text type? What are 
the ways by which children of different age- and sociocultural groups approach 
the production of various school genres? How do narrative schemata affect the 
construction of other genres (namely expository texts) in the school context? 
Are there cultural differences in the organizational patterns used for shaping 
meaning? Chapters by Spinillo, & Pratt, Donahue, Folman, & Connor address 
these issues. Text analyses range from those which are more social (tracing the 
linguistic forms and textual patterns children employ) to others which are more 
dialogic; the latter situate text production in the dynamic processes of negotia
tion students undertake with community-specific resources in the process of ap
propriating school discourse. Among the text types analyzed are narrative texts 
(Spinillo, & Pratt), texts constructed from sources and argumentative texts writ
ten on the basis of excerpts presented to students (Donahue, Myhill, Folman, & 
Connor). Different types of text genres are produced by college students 
(McAllister, Adler-Kassner, & Estrem). 

• Writing Contexts: Negotiation of meaning and divergent schemata on writing: 
Chapters by Allal et al., Ongstad, Kostouli, and McAllister address issues on the 
construction of literacy learning. These chapters focus on writing contexts, i.e., 
on the various forms of apprenticeship (which may not always involve overt 
teaching) by which "less expert" writers learn how to reflect upon the texts they 
or their classmates have produced. Among the issues raised are: How are differ
ences in textual schemata negotiated in the contexts of oral interaction? What 
role do different types of contexts (teacher-students vs. peer-peer interactions) 
play in shaping children's developing understandings of writing? 

School Communities: On Texts 
Spinillo, & Pratt's chapter focuses on Brazilian middle-class and street children's 
genre knowledge. It documents the different types of textual knowledge these chil
dren have acquired as a result of their out-of-school experiences and inquires into 
the way this knowledge relates to school genres. Analysis traces the criteria middle-
class and street children use when asked to identify and produce orally three types of 
genres, namely, stories, letters, and newspaper articles. As documented, the street 
constitutes an important - though little researched - literacy context. As illustrated, 
through their interactions with specific types of print (mainly newspapers), Brazilian 
street children acquire knowledge of a rather complex text genre, newspaper articles. 
Interestingly, this genre was not well developed in the middle-class children studied, 
who, in turn, faced fewer problems in producing and identifying stories and letters. 
Though psycholinguistic in its design, this study integrates participants' (i.e., chil-
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dren's) perspectives and points to a number of important issues concerning the con
struction of literacies in Brazilian home and street contexts. 

Myhill illustrates how British children's prior knowledge, conceptualized in the 
form of already-acquired formal narrative schemata and expectations for text layout, 
facilitates or hinders students in their secondary school writing. Myhill is not con
cerned with performing a detailed textual analyses of the texts produced by children 
of different age- and sociocultural groups, but rather with clarifying the notion of 
prior knowledge; its various constituents inform the different types of choices stu
dents make in their written texts (from register choices and thematic patterns to text 
layout). The analysis, mainly due to the linear relationships established between 
age/social groups and textual choices, may be seen as an instantiation of the social 
approach to writing. Myhill, however, hints at the need for a wider perspective, sug
gesting that the textual data need to be integrated with analyses of classroom nego
tiations around writing. When it is read from a different viewpoint, Myhill's paper is 
a clear-cut case of the many contextual layers shaping literacy learning. Note that 
Myhill outlines the genre pedagogy, which has been introduced in Great Britain with 
the aim to help children widen their repertoire of choices. Myhill's analysis of the 
problems students faced with writing school appropriate texts seems to suggest the 
need that we move away from proposals of writing pedagogies as static bodies of 
information about writing, which, when applied, would always lead to similar out
comes; writing pedagogies are better seen as a set of claims and assumptions guid
ing students and teachers when negotiating the meanings of their texts. This negotia
tion process, as Myhill suggests, is mediated by children's prior knowledge. 

Donahue focuses on the problems six French high school students faced when 
producing argumentative texts in secondary French schools. Her analysis aligns with 
a more dynamic conception of text construction; the appropriation of argumentative 
discourse is presented as a rather complicated process which requires that students 
undertake many steps and employ many different resources, including some which 
are not very creative, such as copying the ideas and the linguistic and textual struc
ture of the original text presented to them. Donahue accounts for text production 
within a Bakhtinian-informed dialogic perspective; this perspective suggests that 
written text production should not be seen as the acquisition of a static set of con
ventions; text production is rather seen as a dynamic negotiation developing writers 
undertake as they move with and against given resources, adopt, and divert from 
available textual patterns and forms to attain their own communicative ends. 

Working within contrastive rhetoric, Folman, & Connor attend to the culture-
specific ways Israeli and American high school students write from sources - a task 
that is universally applicable. Important similarities and differences are documented, 
although for both groups of children this proved to be a difficult task. Such differ
ences are accounted for in terms of the distinct writing contexts schools across the 
two cultures constructed. Thus, while contrastive rhetoric tended to invoke the no
tion of culture as an overarching, internally homogenous resource that envelops and 
shapes patterns of language use in any given text, Folman, & Connor seem to indi
cate that cross-cultural differences may in fact, be mediated by a variety of variables 
- including educational guidelines, and classroom processes. While the texts are 
analyzed in their very final stage (and thus we cannot get insight into the problems 
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students faced during this process and the choices they made to overcome these), the 
authors outline a very important framework for text analysis; this consists of an in
terrelated set of dimensions (comparable to Biber's [1995] proposal on register) 
writers have to integrate in order to produce a text that synthesizes information 
drawn from many different sources. 

School Communities: On Writing Contexts 
Ongstad analyzes a very interesting case of a writing activity constructed by two 
second grade boys in a Norwegian classroom. In this classroom, students could 
communicate meanings via different semiotic resources, such as drawing, playing 
and writing about their activities. Apparently, in this rich semiotic culture, the sig
nificance of written language had to be established. As Ongstad illustrates, the texts 
produced by the children cannot be fully understood, unless one deciphers the many 
different layers of contexts (including genres) which these students recognized and 
valued as important. The specific text analyzed reflects not just the degree to which 
the writer, a second grade student, understood school requirements about writing but 
also signals this student's peer world and the relationships he wishes to establish 
with his friends. As a result, the text produced - though poor on school grounds - is 
quite rich in terms of the aspects of the semiotic context it incorporates. 

Allal et al. describe three distinct Swiss classrooms in Geneva where teachers 
and 5* grade students negotiated the meaning of revision. Whole-class interactions 
are compared to peer interactions. Though the teachers were provided with the same 
instructional senario, interesting variations were noted across classrooms - a finding 
that corroborates suggestions noted in both sociocognitive and sociolinguistic litera
ture on the socially constructed nature of literacy learning; the discussion illustrates 
the role classrooms as contexts play in foregrounding certain kinds of writing com
petences as more important than others. As Allal et al. note, the activity of text revi
sion should not be interpreted as a given or a statically implemented one; this is 
rather a dynamic process whose meaning is shaped through the interactions between 
the specific participants involved, their level of knowledge, and scholastic achieve
ment. 

The finding underlying Allal et al. is taken up in Kostouli's paper which ana
lyzes, though with a different methodology, two writing conferences constructed in 
two 5* grade Greek classrooms, one with a predominantly working-class and the 
other with a middle-class population. Though a similar philosophy was implemented 
across classrooms, the analyses illustrate that different writing contexts were, in fact, 
constructed. Through the data attested, we get information on the discourse proc
esses through which children of different sociocultural groups gain access to literacy 
learning and on how the learning contexts created through talk within each writing 
conference may in fact, limit or facilitate children's access to learning opportunities. 

Academic settings 
The final group of papers focuses on writing processes in academic settings. Focus
ing on the activity of planning - an activity usually described in cognitive terms -, 
Ferenz illustrates that even students' choice of a specific language, LI or L2, during 
the planning of a research paper, is socially conditioned; this may indicate writer's 
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consideration for community values, his/her wish to project an academic identity 
and gain membership into a specific social writing network. 

McAllister's study, through the analysis of college writing, sets out to investigate 
a correlation assumed to be given: does interaction lead to writing improvement? To 
explore this, McAllister focuses on texts produced over the course of a single semes
ter by students writing papers under three different conditions: independently and in 
permanent versus changing groups. The semi-experimenal design aligns with the 
social approach to writing contexts; the three group conditions are seen as three dis
tinct contexts shaping writing improvement. Although analyses do not trace aspects 
of interaction in detail, participants' perspectives are included and the discussion in 
this chapter provides us with important glimpses into the negotiations students un
dertook with each other. The findings indicate that there were benefits to all groups 
as regards the quality of their final products; however, the students in permanent 
groups approached and constructed the activity of writing in line with a more so
cially-oriented pedagogy. 

Adler-Kassner, & Estrem's chapter presents the first-year writing program the 
two authors have designed and implement at Eastern Michigan University. This 
course builds on the premise that writing in any context, in school or out, should be 
seen as a situated, public act that makes sense within a constellation of literacy prac
tices. The assignments and their sequencing are presented in detail; as the authors 
indicate, the whole approach aims to challenge the notion that college-level writing 
courses should focus exclusively on helping students enter an "academic discourse 
community"; the authors' (and the course's) focus is on helping students become 
fiexible writers. 

Future developments. As a way of conclusion, reference should be made to some 
research threads developing out of this work. Given the interaction between texts 
and contexts (captured in Figure 1), it appears that in the future, the inquiry into the 
contextually shaped nature of writing (a topic addressed in this volume) needs to be 
revisited in a broader perspective that would explore writing (texts, acts, and proc
esses) as part of an intertextually constructed web of community-valued literacy 
practices. This introduction suggested a way by which notions and terms from paral
lel-running fields may be integrated. Further reseach on real data is needed to illus
trate how such a reconceptualization would work in practice. 
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Abstract. Texts are an integral part of people's everyday lives in current literate societies. People deal 
with texts in a variety of social settings: at home, at work, at school and on the streets. Indeed, children 
may learn a lot about texts by observing adults using them, by looking at print materials, by being read to 
or by reading books, newspapers, letters and so on themselves. But are these textual experiences the same 
for all children? How do different social contexts shape children's experiences with texts and written 
language in general? This chapter addresses these questions and provides answers on the basis of data 
drawn from a specific cultural context, the Brazilian context. It is expected that some groups of Brazilian 
children (such as middle-class children) would have frequent encounters with a broad range of text genres 
and, as a result, their generic textual knowledge would be quite rich. In Brazil, however, we find a special 
group of children - the street children - who do not live with their families, and do not attend school. 
What do street children know about texts? Where does their knowledge come from? To explore these 
issues, we devised a study in which Brazilian middle-class and street children were asked to produce and 
identify different text genres: a story, a letter and a newspaper article. We also talked informally with the 
children about their exposure to these genres in contexts created at home, at school and on the streets. The 
results show that streets can be regarded as an important literacy environment to street children just as 
home and school is to middle-class children, and that children's generic knowledge is mediated by the 
social practices around certain types of texts children from different social backgrounds engage with. 

Keywords: text genres, stories, newspaper articles, letters, textual knowledge, meta-textual awareness, 
home literacy, school literacy, street literacy 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Home, School, and the Street as Literacy Contexts 

Knowledge about written language (e.g., its uses and functions) and about different 
types of texts is crucial for people's effective participation in society. This knowl
edge has acquired greater importance in current literate societies, where written texts 
are the basic means of communication between people in the most diverse circum-
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stances of their everyday lives. However, people's contact with and experiences 
with written language and texts may vary depending upon many factors. Important 
research has been conducted in a variety of sociocultural contexts to clarify the na
ture of these factors and illustrate the extent to which these shape children's literacy 
development. 

Research conducted on many different sociocultural groups has attested interest
ing findings on children's experiences with texts in informal contexts and has de
lineated the way this knowledge shapes children's success at reading and writing 
activities used in formal learning situations (Heath, 1983; Scollon, & Scollon, 1981; 
Wells, 1985). Children's acquisition of literacy skills is usually described as the re
sult of a long-term process that takes place through children's participation in vari
ous interactive contexts created at home, at school, and on the streets (e.g., Carraher, 
1984, 1986, 1987; Ferreiro, & Teberosky, 1982; Neuman, & Celano, 2001; Purcell-
Gates, 1996; Purcell-Gates, & Dahl, 1991; Scribner, & Cole, 1981). However, as 
documented by several researchers, within and across sociocultural groups different 
contexts may be created around written language; these, in turn, shape different 
routes in children's acquisition of reading and writing skills (e.g.. Heath, 1982, 
1983; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Rego, 1985, 1995; Senechal, LeFreve, Thomas, & Daley, 
1998; Scollon, & Scollon, 1981; Teale, 1986; Teale, & Sulzby, 1989). These con
texts, which instantiate socioculturally valued practices around written language, 
influence children's access to various print resources, determine their motivation to 
read and write, and, ultimately, affect children's level of literacy achievement in 
school. 

In general, research has attested that children from middle- and upper-class 
backgrounds have broad access to and ample experience with written materials at 
home. Their home literacy environment provides them with many opportunities to 
use written language and observe its nature and functions: middle-class children 
may spontaneously explore print materials on their own; they may observe adults' 
activities with written language (e.g., reading letters, books, newspapers, magazines; 
writing letters, writing to-do lists, shopping lists, taking notes) and they may interact 
with adults in reading and writing activities (storytelling, story reading, writing chil
dren's and relatives' names etc.). Children and parents in middle- and upper-class 
households tend to engage more frequently in interactions which involve direct in
struction about literacy (e.g., DeBaryshe, 1995; Fitzgerald, Spiegel, & Cunningham, 
1991; Senechal, LeFreve, Thomas, & Daley, 1998). These situations do not consti
tute frequently occurring experiences for working-class children, whose parents are 
not well-educated or may be illiterate. Indeed, for many working-class children, 
school may be the only context where they interact with written language as little 
reading and writing is done at home where written materials may be rare, if not non
existent. In short, the significance of home literacy experiences has been well docu
mented by a number of studies. However, home, as a particular type of literacy envi
ronment, may foster different kinds of skills. What are these skills and how do they 
relate to the literacy skills expected to be used in school? 

Directly relevant in this regard is the research by Senechal, LeFreve, Thomas, & 
Daley (1998), which explored the relation between home literacy experiences and 
the development of oral and written language in middle- to upper-class preschool 
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and first grade American children. Two literacy experiences were analyzed: the sto
rybooks parents read to their children (an activity occurring from the time children 
were 9 months old), and the instructions they gave their children on reading and 
writing. No correlation was found between storybook exposure and direct instruc
tion on reading and writing - a finding which reveals that these activities may not be 
necessarily associated. Interestingly, for the first-graders, book reading and informal 
literacy experiences at home were found to predict the development of oral language 
skills only, whereas parents' directive teaching and experiences that included more 
formal interactions with print predicted the development of skills related to written 
language only. As stressed by Senechal et al. (1998), home literacy experiences 
should not be considered a unitary construct; rather, storybook reading and parents' 
teaching may be independent experiences, with different links to early literacy skills 
and to reading acquisition. 

Purcell-Gates (1996) described the ways by which working-class families in the 
USA use print materials at home, and explored the relationship between these uses 
and the kinds of literate knowledge children brought to school. In-home observa
tions were focusing on the literacy events in which a focal child participated; his/her 
knowledge of written language was examined through a set of tasks intended to cap
ture his/her success at learning to read and write in school. The results showed that 
in some of the families there was a great deal of reading and writing done, while in 
others these activities were infrequent. The type of print used by the latter group of 
families was restricted to reading container texts (milk cartons, cereal boxes, can 
labels), coupons, TV notices, and writing to-do or grocery lists. Complex texts, like 
stories, letters, and newspaper articles, were not widely used. It was noticed that 
children who held a more sophisticated knowledge of written language were those 
who experienced activities that involved the use of language for creating structurally 
and linguistically complex types of texts; it was this use that proved to be more 
beneficial toward improving children's knowledge about written language. 

Working in a different culture, Carraher (1984) provided interesting evidence on 
the attitudes working-class Brazilian mothers had toward literacy, which, in turn, 
shaped their homebound uses of literacy. From the mothers' perspective, literacy 
had essentially a face-saving function: illiteracy stigmatizes the individual and it 
should not be exhibited. In relation to the everyday uses of literacy at home, it was 
found that the majority of the participants reported uses associated with simple ac
tivities, like reading and writing letters; interestingly, only a third of them read 
books, newspapers and magazines. Children's books were practically nonexistent at 
home, and even mothers who were literate very seldom read books to their children. 
It was found that children whose mothers read stories or letters to them were more 
likely to succeed in school. 

Spinillo, Albuquerque, & Lins e Silva (1996) outlined the way by which differ
ences in socioeconomic background shape Brazilian children's understanding of the 
uses and purposes literacy serves in their lives. Using a clinical interview technique, 
Spinillo et al. (1996) asked middle- and working-class first graders a very simple but 
key question: "What is reading and writing good for?" Middle-class children re
ported a large variety of uses and purposes for written language in their everyday 
lives: reading and writing letters to relatives and friends, reading and writing notes. 
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scanning the newspaper for information on the date and place of a theatre play or of 
a movie, reading books, comics, magazines etc. Interestingly, this group of children 
associated the acquisition of literacy with school success and the development of 
high-level intellectual abilities. On the other hand, for working-class children, be
coming literate basically meant being intelligent, being able to achieve school suc
cess, ridding themselves of the stigma of being illiterate, and being able to get a 
good job and salary to support their families financially. These findings are consis
tent with those reported by Carraher (1984, 1986, 1987) which illustrated that, in 
contrast to middle-class children who attribute immediate social uses and functions 
to literacy, working-class children attribute to literacy uses and functions that were 
related to future activities and gains. 

A different line of research has demonstrated that, besides the home and the 
school, there is a third but equally important type of literacy environment, the street. 
Streets are a place full of print material of all sorts - signs, logos, words, sentences 
etc. - which serve a variety of literacy purposes. Despite the fact that much reading 
is done on material found on the streets, this environment has not, as yet, received 
much attention. Yet, in some cultures, such as Brazil, there are children who actually 
live on the streets. Brazilian street children do not live with their families and do not 
attend regular schools. The street is the only literacy environment available to this 
group of children, and under these circumstances, streets might be as important to 
their literacy development as home and school is for middle- and upper-class chil
dren. It is, therefore, worth investigating how, through this print-rich environment, 
these children gain access to written language. 

Neuman, & Celano (2001) conducted one of the few studies that analyzed the 
nature of this literacy environment. This study investigated the kinds of access 
American working- and middle-class children had to various types of print. Analy
ses were carried out within the neighbourhoods where the families lived, and were 
centred on: (a) the types and variety of print materials found on the streets: books, 
magazines, newspapers, signs, product labels, street signs, logos (Pizza Hut, 
McDonald's) etc.; (b) the reading done in public places, such as bus stops, coffee 
shops, restaurants, convenience stores, bookshops, drugstores, grocery stores etc.; 
and (c) the access to books in child-care centres, schools and public libraries. This 
ecological analysis showed that there was a considerable disparity between chil
dren's access to and exposure to print materials and the kinds of opportunities chil
dren were offered to read this material. In contrast to middle-class children who had 
at their disposal a variety of opportunities for understanding the forms and functions 
of reading, working-class children lacked exposure and experience with print, and 
the environmental features in working-class neighbourhoods were not propitious to 
reading. 

Building on and extending this line of research, this chapter explores Brazilian 
middle-class and street children's knowledge about different text genres. The analy
ses presented below describe the similarifies and differences in children's generic 
knowledge in terms of certain features that typify these text genres (content, struc
tural organization, function) and suggest hypotheses regarding the social origin or 
the social contexts shaping the differences that were found. 
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1.2 Children's Knowledge about Text Genres^ 

Children's genre knowledge can be deciphered by gathering information on chil
dren's ability to produce (through spoken or written language) different types of 
texts, such as narratives (stories, personal narratives), informational texts (news re
ports, science reports), personal letters etc. (e.g., Cain, & Oakhill, 1996; Hicks, 
1990; Kamberelis, & Bovino, 1999; Langer, 1985; Spinillo, & Oliveira, 1999; 
Zecker, 1996). We can situate the work conducted in this area under two research 
strands, one following a psycholinguistic experimental design, and the other the so-
ciocultural paradigm. While in the former tradition, it is the researcher who selects 
specific genres and sets up experiments to assess different aspects of children's 
genre knowledge, in the latter tradition, attention is focused on school genres, that is 
on text types actually produced by children within classrooms. 

The studies conducted so far in both strands have investigated children's ability 
to produce texts that exhibit the basic characteristics of the macro- and/or micro-
structural organization of different genres (see Langer's [1985] work on stories, in
formational texts, and personal letters; Zecker's [1996] analysis of stories, letters, 
and grocery lists on three different occasions; Kamberelis, & Bovino's work [1999] 
on fictional stories and science reports). Other studies traced children's developing 
ability to employ various linguistic forms (connectives, tense forms) in ways appro
priate to the genre under investigation (Hicks, 1990; Spinillo, & Oliveira, 1999). The 
findings documented so far on text production by pre-schoolers and early elemen
tary schoolchildren may be summarized as follows: (1) children are more familiar 
with stories than with other types of texts, at least as concerns the construction of 
well-formed texts; (2) children at the early elementary school level are capable at 
distinguishing between different types of texts in their productions; (3) there exists a 
developmental progression in text production, which is most evident between the 
first and third grades of elementary education; and (4) children's texts improve con
siderably when produced in situations where children receive interactional scaffold
ing by adults. 

Although important, production tasks alone cannot properly capture all relevant 
facets of children's knowledge of text genres, such as children's capacity to deliber
ately reflect on the structure and linguistic conventions that characterize a particular 
genre. This ability is referred to as meta-textual awareness. 

Numerous linguistic levels have been employed in classifying the different types 
of metalinguistic awareness; these, as proposed by Garton, & Pratt (1998) and Pratt, 
& Grieve (1984) consist of: phonological awareness, word awareness, syntactic 
awareness, and pragmatic awareness. Gombert (1992) adopts a similar classification, 

"Text type" usually captures differences with respect to patterns of organization in texts; 
"genre " is used in Australian and North American research in reference to classifications of 
communicative events or to units of social action. Genres usually refer to a higher-order level 
capturing a meaning potential, i.e., a set of obligatory and optional elements which are vari
ously realized by language producers in their texts. The term of text genre used in this chapter 
reflects a combination of these perspectives; it captures both the set of choices available to 
language producers and the texts produced which instantiate some of these choices. 
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but adds a new element to it: meta-textual awareness. This is defined as the capacity 
to reflect on the structure and organization of texts. This capacity requires that the 
individual focuses on the text, is familiar with the properties that characterize it and 
distances him/herself from its use. 

Few studies have considered children's textual knowledge from this perspective. 
Even fewer are the studies (Albuquerque, & Spinillo, 1997, 1998; Rego, 1996), 
which deal with children's textual and meta-textual knowledge in cultural contexts 
other than American. Interesting questions arise in this respect. Do children across 
cultures use the same set of criteria? In what order are macro-structural patterns em
ployed compared to features and elements that refer to the micro-level organization 
of a text? 

Rego (1996) has examined the criteria adopted by 7-year-old Brazilian children 
to define stories. Conventional stories, stories with unconnected events, and incom
plete stories were presented in both long and short versions on four separate occa
sions throughout the school year. Based on the justifications given, the criteria chil
dren used in their judgements were: the size of the text (long texts were considered 
stories, while short texts were not); and the presence of a typical story beginning 
("Once upon a time..."). As documented, it is by about the age of 8 that children 
come to develop an awareness of the formal characteristics of a narrative text and 
adopt the story schema as a criterion in their judgements. 

A similar study has been carried out by Albuquerque, & Spinillo (1997), who in
vestigated the criteria 5-, 7-, and 9-year-old Brazilian children used to discriminate 
between different types of texts. A text was read to each child who was asked to 
identify it as a story, a letter, or a newspaper article. Justifications were asked after 
each response. It was observed that the criteria adopted by the children incorporated 
linguistic features, the social function of the text and matters of content. Interest
ingly, identification criteria varied as a function of the text genre: newspaper articles 
were generally identified through content alone (real and of public interest); letters 
were identified through content (personal and emotional) and through function (say
ing something to someone); and stories were identified through content (fictional), 
as well as linguistic and structural criteria. In general, structure was not often util
ized as a criterion. The authors concluded that children's capacity to identify texts 
belonging to different genres progresses from the use of undefined criteria to the use 
of precise criteria that vary in regards to the genre under analysis. 

In a later study, Albuquerque, & Spinillo (1998) sought to determine if 5-, 7-, 
and 9-year-old children were capable of reflecting on the structure of different texts 
if they were presented with incomplete texts, that is, with texts in which some of 
their constituent parts were omitted. The children were asked to determine if texts 
from three different genres (stories, letters and newspaper articles) were complete or 
incomplete, and to justify their response. A large number of children were found to 
use structure as a criterion in their judgements and especially in relation to text types 
(such as stories and letters) whose structure is more clearly and conventionally de
fined, and is, therefore, more evident, than the structure of a newspaper article. 
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2 THE PRESENT STUDY 

Building upon and extending research conducted along the lines of the psycholin-
guistic paradigm, this chapter sets out to investigate children's knowledge of differ
ent text genres in two different situations: text production and text identification. 
Two groups of 24 Brazilian children participated in this study. One group consisted 
of middle-class children aged 7-8 years attending the first grade of elementary 
school. The other group consisted of working-class street children aged 9-10 years 
who had lived on the streets for at least one year and had little contact with their 
parents. Most of them were illiterate, although a few of them had once attended part 
of the first grade. We investigated groups with rather distinct social and schooling 
characteristics so that we could capture (what we hypothesized to be) the wide range 
of different text genres these groups of children would have expectations about and 
make some suggestions as to the types of social contexts fostering such differences. 

Brazilian street children live on the streets of big cities and come from extremely 
poor families. Many of them leave home to escape domestic violence and poverty. 
They believe that on the streets they will find freedom, they will be respected, and 
will have better financial opportunities. Some of these children do not abandon their 
families completely, and help their parents and younger siblings financially. They 
form unstable groups, which co-exist, in accordance with the area where they live, 
and the trading activities they engage with. It is not unusual to find these children 
begging on the streets, or taking part in informal commercial activities, such as sell
ing fruit and sweets in street corners, washing car windscreens at traffic lights. Some 
of them have, at some point in their lives, got involved in minor criminal acts, or 
even committed more serious crimes. They have a history of failure and dropouts in 
the education system. Together with other children, adolescents or even homeless 
adults, these children sleep in shelters, or on the streets outside shops, in car parks, 
and other public places such as squares and parks. Some of these children receive 
support from government and non-governmental institutions.^ 

2.1 Procedure and Experimental Design 

All participants were interviewed individually in two sessions by the same examiner. 
In the first session, they were asked to produce an original story, a letter, and a 
newspaper article orally (Task 1 - Production of text genres). In the second session, 
children were read a text and were asked to judge whether this was a story, a letter 
or a newspaper article (Task 2 - Idenfification of text genres), and justify their re
sponse. Both sessions were audio-taped and transcribed for analysis. 

In Task 1, children in each group were divided equally into three different orders 
of text presentafion. In Task 2, the experimenter read nine texts (see Appendix A for 
some examples translated in English) one at a time, and the order of presentation 

More information about this sector of the population, which lives in a context of social ex
clusion, can be found in official documents and in several scientific publications in Brazil 
(e.g., Campos, Del Prette, & Del Prette, 2000; Carlo, & Roller, 1998; Craidy, 1998; 
Ferreira, 1979; Martins, 2002). 
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was randomized with the restriction that texts of the same genre would not be read 
in succession. The text genres selected were those existing literature suggests are 
important components of the literacy culture created in children's homes (though to 
different degrees); it is, therefore, expected that children will have directly or indi
rectly interacted with them from their preschool years. 

2.2 System of Analysis Adopted in Task 1 

Studies of children's generic development (Kamberelis, 1999) have demonstrated 
that in their initial attempts at text production children seem to have greater control 
over the global or schematic or macro-structural level of the text than over its micro-
structural elements. This finding formed the basis in our selecting the classification 
criteria we use in Task 1. Task 1 explored the extent to which children's texts ad
hered to the set of conventions for the type of macro-structural organization and for 
the information (or content) that is expected to be used in each of the three genres 
under investigation. The texts produced were classified into three general categories, 
and analyzed by two independent judges. A third independent judge, whose classifi
cation was considered final, resolved cases of disagreement. The categories identi
fied are described and exemplified below."' 

Story Production 
On the basis of their macro-structural organization, each story was assigned to one 
of three categories identified by previous research (see Rego, 1986; Spinillo, 2001; 
Spinillo, & Pinto, 1994)."* These were the following: 

Category I (non-stories): This category contains non-stories, texts that consisted of 
simple descriptions of actions without any characteristic of story style (i.e., conven
tionalized story openings or closings). Some of the children produced a report of a 
personal experience, a song, a rhyme or a passage from the Bible. Examples: 

Deus fez as plantas e todas as arvores. Deus fez o mar e a terra. Deus fez as arvores e os 
animals de todos os tipos. Deus fez o homem e a mulher. Deus gosta do que criou. (God 
made the plants and all the trees. God made the seas and the land. God made the trees 
and animals of all types. God made man and woman. God liked what he had created.) 

Eu, meu primo e meu amigo estava nadando na piscina. Meu avo chegou e pediu pra 
gente sair da piscina. A gente se escondeu debaixo da dgua. Ai ele pulou na dgua e ele 
chou a gente Id. Foi isso que aconteceu naquele dia. (Me, my cousin and my friend were 
swimming in the swimming pool. My godfather arrived and asked us to get out of the 
swimming pool. We hid ourselves under the water. Then he jumped into the water and 
he found us there. That is what happened the other day.) 

The general argument as to the schematic structures or superstructures characterizing text 
genres and specifically stories, letters and newspaper articles is taken from Van Dijk (1992, 
1995, 1997). 

These categories are based on story grammars (e.g.. Brewer, 1985; Johnson, & Mandler, 
1980; Mandler, & Johnson, 1977; Prince, 1973; Stein, 1982, 1988). 
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Category II (incomplete stones): Some of the texts included in this category con
tained the beginning of a story, introducing the setting and characters with conven
tional story openings (e.g., "Once upon a time" or "One day..."). They also con
tained an event with information that marked some changes in the character's envi
ronment. The stories were regarded to be incomplete if they did not contain a resolu
tion and a closing. Example: 

Era uma vez uma galinha que queria fazer uma casa. Ela construiu uma casa. Mas ela 
queria uma casa com janelas para poder morar com seus pintinhos. (Once upon a time 
there was a hen who wanted to build a house. She built a house. But she wanted a house 
with windows to live in with her little chicks.) 

Category III (complete stories): This is used in a general way to include texts which 
contained a central event with a resolution of the plot; conventionalized story open
ings and closings were also present, though some stories did not contain both. In this 
study, we are not interested in analyzing all possible sub-categories of stories, as 
other studies were, such as Berman, & Slobin (1994) on English, German, Hebrew, 
and Turkish children; Shapiro, & Hudson (1997) with American children and 
Spinillo, & Pinto (1994) with Italian and English children. Example: 

Era uma vez uma menina que jogava futebol. Ela caiu. A mae depressa levou ela pro 
hospital. O medico disse que era um cortezinho, mas ela nSo acreditou e come90u a 
chorar. Quando elas chegaram em casa a av6 olhou para sua netinha e come90u a cho-
rar. No outro dia a menina estava melhor e sua mae e sua vov6 fez uma festa para a 
menina e suas amigas comemorar. (Once upon a time there was a girl who was playing 
football. She fell down. The mother quickly took her to the hospital. The doctor said that 
it was just a small wound, but she did not believe him and started crying. When they got 
home grandmother looked at her little granddaughter and started crying. The following 
day the girl was better and her mother and her granny made a party for the girl and her 
friends to celebrate.) 

Letter Production 
Each letter was assigned to one of three categories, previously identified by Albu
querque, & Spinillo (1998), as follows: 
Category I (non-letters): These texts consisted of sentences without any characteris
tic of letter style. Some of these texts were a comment, an expression of a wish or a 
brief message. Examples: 

Quero ver minha irma que mora em Olinda. Faz um tempao que eu nSo vejo ela. (I want 
to see my sister who lives in Olinda. I haven't seen her for ages.) 

Eu quero dizer que eu consegui dinheiro ontem. You comprar um rel6gio para mim. (I 
want to say that yesterday I've got some money. I will buy a watch for me.) 

Category II (incomplete letters): Some of the letters were messages of affection ad
dressed to someone (addressee). Others contained some exchange of information 
between two people in which the sender revealed some personal information. How
ever, some elements peculiar to letters were omitted, such as the sender, the greet
ing, a farewell that closes the text, place and date. Example: 

Mamae, tenho saudades de voce. Volte logo. S6 isso. Carinho. Rebeca. (Mommy, I miss 
you. Come back soon. That's all. Love. Rebeca.) 
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Category III (complete letters): These contained all of the elements that are obliga
tory in letters: the name of the sender, the addressee, the greeting, the farewell, 
place, and date. The communicative nature of a letter was clearly identified: ques
tions were asked about how the addressee was; and the sender gave information 
about him/herself Example: 

Recife, 5 de maio de 1999. Sue, Como vai voce? Eu estou boa. E voce? Estou gostando 
de morar aqui em SSo Paulo. Minha familia vai bem. Meu pai e eu estamos aqui em Sao 
Paulo. Minha mae resolveu ficar em Recife mais um pouquinho. Estou com saudade de 
todo mundo ai, principalmente de voce. Eu gosto de voce muito. Lembrangas para min
ha professora Tia Rosa e para os outros professores do colegio. Daqui a alguns meses eu 
chego de volta. Carinho. George. (Recife, May 5, 1999. Sue, How are you? I am fine. 
And you? I like living here in Sao Paulo. My family is doing fine. My father and I are 
here in Sao Paulo. My mother decided to stay in Recife a bit longer. I miss all of you, 
especially you. I like you very much. Send my love to my teacher Rosa and to all the 
teachers at school. In a few months I will be back. Love. George.) 

Newspaper Article Production 
Each newspaper article was assigned to one of three categories, based on those iden
tified by Albuquerque, & Spinillo (1997, 1998). 
Category I (non-newspaper articles): These consisted of comments, opinions or a 
report of a personal experience about a tragic event. Some of the children produced 
a text that consisted of telling personal news to someone. These texts were produced 
in a narrative rather than in an informational style. Examples: 

Hoje em dia, as pessoas estao ficando malucas com o transito. Elas nao obedecem a ve-
locidade e correm muito e matam o povo. Muita gente estd preocupada. Tem que fazer 
alguma coisa. (Nowadays, people are going crazy because of the traffic. They do not 
obey the speed limits and they are running over and killing people. Many people are 
worried about this. Something must be done.) 

Era uma vez que eu vi uma batida de carro. {Once upon a time I saw a car accident.) 

Category II (incomplete newspaper articles): These were restricted to the descrip
tion of a tragic event (car crash, robbery, disaster etc.) or to the presentation of an 
event or a theme that was of public interest (election, economy, sports etc.). Texts 
that corresponded to news headlines were also included in this category. Examples: 

O presidente aumentou tubinho. (The president increased all the prices.) 

Brasil 6 o campeao do mundo. (Brazil is the champion of the world.) 

Category III (complete newspaper articles):^ These texts consisted of a headline 
followed by the main topic and information on facts that occurred (what, when, 
where, who, why). However, these elements were not always simultaneously pre
sented within a single text. It was also observed that children used the indefinite 
article (a or an) instead of the definite one (the). The texts produced were in an in-

Information is drawn from Teberosky (1990, 1992) who discusses the conventional compo
nents that characterize this type of informational text. For a detailed discussion about the 
prototypical structure of journalistic texts, see Lage (1987). 
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formational style resembling the prototypical structure of a newspaper article. 
Example: 

Policia invade uma favela. Na noite passada a policia invadiu uma favela em Recife 
para pegar armas roubadas nas casas das pessoas. Uma pessoa ficou ferida no tiroteio 
com as pessoas que moravam Id e os policiais. (Police invade a shantytown. Last night 
police invaded a shantytown in Recife to get stolen weapons in people's houses. One 
person was hit in a shootout between residents and police officers.) 

2.3 System of Analysis Adopted in Task 2 

The data were coded in two ways: the number of correct responses and the types of 
justifications given. Each justification was further analyzed according to the criteria 
children adopted for identifying each type of text. These were as follows: 

Undefined: No justification was presented or the criteria adopted were not specified. 
Social function, The criteria adopted were based on the functional aspects of the text 
character and content: (what it is for, when it is used), on the characters presented in the text, 

and on its content. 
Linguistic conventions The criteria adopted were related to the linguistic features of the text 
and structure: (linguistic conventions and style) and to its structure (beginning - end

ing). The use of these criteria demonstrated that the child had some level 
of meta-textual awareness. 

A detailed presentation of the types of justification given by the two groups of chil
dren on stories, letters, and newspaper articles is presented in Table 1. On the basis 
of the justifications given, each child was assigned to one of three levels of meta-
textual awareness in relation to each type of text. Thus, the same child, for instance, 
could be classified in Level 1 in relation to stories but in Level 2 in relation to let
ters. These are as follows (see also Albuquerque, & Spinillo, 1997, 1998). 

Level 1: Children who used undefined criteria in all of their justifications. 
Level 2: Children who used function, character or content (or a combination of them) in all or in 

most of their justifications. Children who used undefined criteria or structure/linguistic 
conventions in one of their justifications were also situated in this group. 

Level 3 Children who used structure and linguistic conventions to identify the three texts of the 
same genre. Children grouped in this level identified the texts correctly. 
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Table 1. Examples of children's justifications in Task 2 (Identification of genres) 

Criteria 

Undefined 

Social Func
tion, Charac
ter, Content 

Linguistic 
conventions. 
Structure 

Story 

I don't know. 

It's a beautiful story. 

It is a story because it isn't 
true. 
It is a story because it's 
about childish things. 
It is a newspaper article, 
because something tragic 
happened to the poor little 
dog.' 
Because you said "Once 
upon a time" in the begin
ning. 
It has the beginning "Once 
upon a time." And it has 
the last bit that says how 
the story ended: "happily 
ever after." 

Letter 

I know. I've seen a letter 
before. 
I guess this is a story. 

Because there is a person 
who sent a letter to another 
person to read. 
She is inviting the girl. So 
we may guess it is a letter. 
Because the girl sent her 
love to him. 

It is a letter because it has 
the date and the place. 
Because it has "Dear." 
When we write a letter we 
begin with "Dear" and then 
we say a lot of things. 
It is a letter because it be
gins the way we learned 
with Miss Andrea. This is 
the way we learned. It has a 
farewell and the name of the 
person. 

Newspaper article 

I saw it on TV. 

I have seen it in the 
newspaper. 

It is about a politician. 
It is important. Every
body must know this, the 
vaccination, the illness. 
It is about violence. 

They say the day to get 
the medicine. They say 
the date and that the 
vaccination is only for 
children. 
It has a title (the head
line). They say what is 
happening in the city. 
And when things hap
pened. 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Text Production 

The relationship of text categories (i.e., categories of texts produced in each genre) 
to social groups was explored by means of Kolmogorov-Smirnov analyses carried 
out separately for each text. 

As shown in Table 2, there are significant differences between groups, as regards 
story production (p <.01). This was due to the high frequency of Category III among 
the middle-class children, whereas the stories produced by street children were basi
cally situated in Category I. This result suggests that the texts produced by middle-
class children conformed to the structure that characterizes stories, whereas those 
produced by street children did not. 

' Some of the justifications in this table are for incorrect identifications. 
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Table 2. Number and percentage (out of 24 productions) of the categories of text genres pro
duced by children 

Categories 

Story 
I 
II 
III 
Letter 
I 
II 
III 
Newspaper 
I 
II 
III 

Middle-class children 

article 

no. 

5 
6 

13 

4 
11 
9 

10 
9 
5 

% 

20.8 
25.0 
54.2 

16.7 
45.8 
37.5 

41.7 
37.5 
20.8 

Street children 

no. 

12 
7 
5 

17 
29 

0 

4 
10 
10 

% 

50.0 
29.2 
20.8 

70.8 
29.2 

0 

16.6 
41.7 
41.7 

Significant differences were found between groups in relation to letter production 
(p<.001). This occurred because of the fact that a large percentage of the letters pro
duced by street children were classified in Category I, with none of them achieving 
Category III, whereas most of the letters produced by middle-class children were in 
Category II and III. In relation to newspaper articles, significant differences were 
also documented between groups (p<.05). Interestingly, more newspaper articles 
produced by middle-class children were situated in Category I compared to those 
produced by street children, and there were many more newspaper articles in Cate
gory III among street children than among middle-class children. 

As a whole, middle-class children produced complete and well-formed stories. 
This group of children was also good at producing letters, though most of their let
ters are not as well formed as their stories were. On the other hand, street children 
tended to produce texts that cannot be considered stories or letters (Category I), but 
they were able to produce fairly good newspaper articles. Actually, the percentage of 
texts that did not correspond to newspaper articles was very low (Category I: 16.6%) 
in contrast to the high percentage of productions that were classified as well-formed 
texts (Category III: 41.7%). 

3.1.1 Types of Children's Errors when Producing Different Text Genres 

Table 3 presents the types of errors children made when producing a text genre. The 
term "error" is henceforth used to refer to textual choices children made and which 
did not correspond to the conventions of the genre (presented under Category III for 
each text genre) requested by the examiner. 
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Table 3. Frequency of children's errors when producing stories 

Types of error Middle-class children Street children 

Personal experience 2 8 
Description of actions 3 0 
Song, rhyme 0 2 
Passage from the Bible 0 2 

As can be seen from Table 3, very few middle-class children interpreted stories as a 
description of actions or as reports of a personal experience. On the other hand, 
street children produced a report of personal experience rather than a fictional story. 
It seems that for these children a story is defined as a real life account, that is, a re
port of factual events that happened to them. Table 4 summarizes the results with 
regard to letters. Middle-class children's mistakes did not concentrate on one par
ticular type of error. However, the most frequent error detected among street chil
dren was that for them a letter means expressing one's wish, and contains a report of 
a personal experience. 

Table 4. Frequency of children's errors when producing letters 

Types of error Middle-class children Street children 

Personal experience 0 4 
Wish 2 12 
Message 2 1 

Table 5. Frequency of children's errors when producing newspaper articles 

Types of error Middle-class children Street children 

Personal experience 3 2 
Comments, opnions 7 2 

Inspection of the errors children made with regard to the newspaper article (Table 5) 
revealed that, instead of producing a newspaper article, middle-class children ex
pressed an opinion about a factual and public event. It seems that they had in mind 
the typical content that characterizes this type of text. Nevertheless, street children 
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rarely made this type of error. As a whole, the common error street children made 
was to produce a report of a personal experience, and this was particularly so in rela
tion to stories. Middle-class children, however, did not display any systematic pat
tern of error. 

3,2 Identification of Text Genres 

Differences between groups in relation to correct identification of the three text gen
res (see Table 6) were explored by means of T-test carried out separately for each 
genre. 

Altogether, middle-class children's percentage of correct identification was 
higher (92.6%) compared to the percentage observed among street children (61.5%). 
Middle-class children performed significantly better than street children in relation 
to story and letter identification (p<.01). However, no significant differences were 
found between groups in relation to newspaper articles (p>.05), since both groups 
obtained a high percentage of correct identification. These results indicate that mid
dle-class children were able to identify texts instantiating all three genres correctly, 
whereas street children experienced difficulties with stories and letters, in particular 
with letters. For street children, newspaper articles were easier to identify than the 
other two genres. 

Table 6. Number and percentage (out of 72) of correct responses given in text genre 
identification 

Story 
Letter 
Newspaper article 

Middle-class children 
No. 

64 
65 
71 

% 

88.8 
90.3 
98.6 

Street children 
No. 

41 
34 
58 

% 

56.9 
47.2 
80.5 

3.2.1 Types of Children's Errors when Identifying Different Text Genres 

We also analyzed children's mistakes when identifying text genres (see Table 7). As 
middle-class children's mistakes were few, it was not possible to identify any par
ticular pattern of error. On the other hand, street children tended to judge letters and 
newspaper articles as if they were stories, and to consider of stories as if these were 
newspaper articles. It is indeed difficult to explain such a result, since most of the 
justifications offered for their incorrect identifications were based on undefined cri
teria. However, in some of the justifications given, it was observed that children 
were influenced by the fact that one of the stories (see Appendix A) included a poli
tician (a mayor) as a character. As this character is often found in newspaper arti-
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cles, it is possible that children were misguided by the presence of this character, 
believing that this particular story was a newspaper article. 

Table 7. Frequency of errors children made when identifying different genres 

Middle-class children Street children 

identified as identified as 

Stimulus Story Letter Newspaper Story Letter Newspaper 
article article 

Story 
Letter 
Newspaper article 

. 

5 
1 

2 
-
0 

6 
2 
-

. 

33 
14 

9 
-
0 

22 
5 
-

3.3 Levels of Meta-textual Awareness 

The relationships of levels of text genre identification to sociocultural groups were 
explored by using Kolmogorov-Smirnov analyses carried out separately for each 
type of text genre (see Table 8). 

Table 8. Number and percentage (out of 24 responses) of children in each group by text genre 

Genre 

Story 

Letter 

Newspaper article 

Levels 

I 
II 

III 
I 

II 
III 

I 
II 

III 

Middle-class children 
No. 

0 
16 
8 
1 

13 
10 
0 

24 
0 

% 

0 
66.7 
33.3 
4.2 

54.2 
41.6 

0 
100 

0 

Street children 
No. 

16 
8 
0 

18 
6 
0 
9 

15 
0 

% 

66.7 
33.3 

0 
75 
25 

0 
37.5 
62.5 

0 

There are significant differences between groups, as regards the levels in which 
children were classified when identifying stories (p<.01), letters (p<.01) and news
paper articles (p<.05). In relation to the identification of stories and letters, as a 
whole, middle-class children tended to concentrate in Level II and III whereas most 
of the street children were classified in Level I and none of them reached Level III. 
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In relation to newspaper articles, it was observed that middle-class children were all 
in Level II, whereas street children were in Levels I and II with none from either 
group being in Level III. It is noteworthy that children in both groups concentrated 
in Level II. This means that, though the differences between groups were statisti
cally significant, they were not as large as they were for stories and letters. Hence, it 
seems that when identifying newspaper articles, children in both groups tended to 
show a similar pattern: they never used the structure of this genre and its linguistic 
features as criteria in their identification. Instead, they used the content, the charac
ters and the social function related to this text genre. 

3.4 Talking with Children about Text Genres 

Several weeks after the application of the two tasks described above, we met with 
some of the children again (10 children from each group) and had informal discus
sions with them about their exposure to stories, letters and newspaper articles at 
home, at school and on the streets. The conversations, which did not follow a rigid 
format, revealed that middle-class children were indeed experiencing a home liter
acy environment similar to that already described by several authors (e.g., Carraher, 
1984, 1986, 1987; Purcell-Gates, 1996; Teale, 1986). At school, these children had 
more contact with stories than with letters and newspaper articles. Street children, on 
the other hand, had more contact with newspaper articles than with texts belonging 
to the other genres. Even though illiterate on school standards, these children "read" 
the news in newspapers placed on the front door of state agents in the street corners 
through the literate teenagers who interact with them on the streets. They would of
ten watch TV from the window of a pub, of a restaurant or when visiting friends that 
still lived with their parents in a shantytown. In fact, some of these children listen to 
many different programmes on the radio everyday. 

It is noteworthy that these children are eager to be well-informed about the news 
in the newspapers. The passage below extracted from an interview with a 9-year-old 
boy deserves a comment: 

"When I was at school, my teacher used to read stories to us. This was what I liked best 
about school. Now that I have grown up and that I am on my own, I like to be read the 
news in the newspaper. It is more exciting than stories and homework. I like to know 
about people who got killed, as it happens in the movies. Once my friend's brother was 
shot by the police and his name was in the newspaper. For me he was a hero." 

Whereas the vast majority of the news in the newspapers is not directly related to 
people's lives, several pieces of information in newspaper articles may play an im
portant role in the lives of the street children. As illustrated by the passage above, 
the newspapers may inform them about people close to them. This is probably the 
reason why street children associate newspaper articles with personal accounts. On 
the other hand, it is unlikely that such reports are part of the day-to-day lives of 
middle-class children. 

The most interesting data from our informal conversations were obtained when 
asking a very simple set of questions: "What is a story? What is a letter? What is a 
newspaper article?" Although children's responses have not been analyzed in full, it 
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seems important to discuss what these definitions express (see Tables 9, 10 and 11, 
respectively). 

Table 9. Examples of children's definitions of a story 

Middle-class Children Street Children 

It is a text that begins with "Once upon a time." 
It has a title like the "Sleeping Beauty," "The 
Three Little Pigs," "Snow White." 
A story is a text. It has to have characters, dia
logue. It has to make sense because whoever 
reads it wants to understand the story. My 
teacher always says that. 

It is a text that has a beginning, an end and a 
middle. It begins with "Once upon a time." 

Story? It is when you tell a lie, that is a story. 
Something that is not true. 
A newspaper has many stories about people's 
lives. Sometimes is the story of someone you 
know. 

A story has pictures, pages, a cover and many, 
many letters. I like the colours of the pictures. 
It is something about your life, something that 
happened to you and to your family. 

The responses given by middle-class children indicate that they are aware of the 
linguistic conventions and formal structure typifying stories. For instance, a child 
made a remark about the school setting as the origin of their knowledge of stories: 
'\..My teacher always says that," On the other hand, street children focus on the 
content of stories: fictional ("... Something that is not true") or factual (" ... many 
stories about people's lives."). No mention was made by the street children about 
the linguistic conventions and the structure that is typical of stories. One may won
der whether such knowledge is developed through school activities. 

Table JO. Examples of children's definitions of a letter 

Middle-class Children Street Children 

It is what they deliver to our home. After we 
write it, we put it in an envelope. We have to 
say that we miss the person, what we want 
for Christmas. We may send a letter to Santa 
Claus. 

A letter is when you say "I love you." I don't have 
a boyfriend. So, I don't send letters or receive 
them. 

It is when you send a kiss to somebody. Or a hug. 

It is a message that you send to someone. It We send it by post when we cannot talk by phone. 
must have the date, the person's name, I 
mean, the name of the person who sent it. 
And the name of the other person. 

If the person does not have a telephone you have 
to write or send a message through another per
son. I don't know how to write, so I send my 
mother a message through my brother. He visits 
her sometimes. 
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As attested, for middle-class children, letters are defined in terms of their social 
function, which is to establish communication between two people who are not in a 
face-to-face interaction. This group of children is aware of the formal structure of a 
letter, and of its content (factual and personal) and has a clear understanding of the 
procedure required to send a letter. In contrast, street children's definitions of letters 
are more limited. These definitions basically exemplify the fact that letters: (a) are 
restricted to an affective message addressed to someone; (b) establish communica
tion between two persons who are not in a face-to-face interaction; and (c) are orally 
produced messages. 

Despite the differences between them, middle-class and street children agreed on 
the idea that letters are for communication between two people who are far from 
each other. 

The definitions offered by children in both groups on newspaper articles (see 
Table 11) involved information that is factual and of public interest, and information 
about tragic events. This indicates that the content is a very salient aspect in news
paper articles. Street children's definition also included the headlines of the newspa
per, and this suggests that they might have some understanding of the structure typi
fying this text genre. 

Table IL Examples of children's definitions of a newspaper article 

Middle-class Children Street Children 

When you watch TV they talk. They tell you eve- If I say: "I have news for you." Then I tell you 
rything that happened. what happened to me. 

It has information about the whole world. And The newspaper tells what happened to a per-
about things that happened in your own city. son. 

We see it on TV or we listen to it on the radio. 

They talk about a war, about a car accident. 
They say that somebody died. 

They say what happened yesterday: "They 
crashed" or "The police killed the thief" 

4 CONCLUSION 

This investigation set out to unveil the types of genre knowledge Brazilian children 
from different sociocultural backgrounds had acquired as a result of their literacy 
experiences. The questions addressed and the findings attested are summarized be
low. 

Question I: What do Brazilian children of different sociocultural backgrounds know 
about texts? Is their knowledge significantly different? 
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Most research on the way by which children from different sociocultural groups 
produce different types of oral and written texts has documented the distinct ways 
by which middle-class versus working-class children (especially in the American 
context) use language in a text (usually in narrative texts). Indeed, working-class 
children are found to use language in ways not valued by the school system. This 
study attests results which suggest that crude differences may need to be qualified in 
relation to specific text genres. Rather than described in general as less competent 
users of language compared to middle-class children, street children are shown to 
have sophisticated knowledge of a specific and rather advanced text genre (newspa
per articles) with which middle-class children are not very familiar. Specifically: 
With regard to specific text genres (letters and stories), it was noted that middle-
class children's knowledge was superior; middle-class children were able to produce 
well-formed stories and letters, although their letters were not as sophisticated as 
their stories. When asked to identify stories and letters, middle-class children were 
significantly more successful than street children. On the basis of the justifications 
they gave, middle-class children achieved the most sophisticated level of meta-
textual awareness in relation to story and letter identification, whereas none of the 
street children was able to achieve this. Interestingly, street children experienced no 
difficulties with newspaper articles. 

Certain issues that this research did not address are worth considering. We may 
begin by noting this with regard to the analyses undertaken: The macro-structural 
categories employed for the description of stories are those proposed by researchers 
working with story grammars. Although relevant, these categories are too narrow to 
capture the range of generic resources children of different sociocultural groups ac
quire in school and in out-of-school contexts. To this end, further research is needed 
to illustrate whether the criteria used in this study (function, patterns of macro-
structural organization, linguistic forms) coincide with or diverge from the criteria 
employed by Brazilian adults (parents, teachers) who define and negotiate these 
types of texts along with the children in the context of specific activities (storybook 
reading, analysis of stories etc.). How often are stories, letters and newspaper arti
cles discussed in middle-class home- and school contexts? How do children's defini
tions emerge from these interactions? Are there differences in home- versus school-
specific ways of defining such text genres? Subsequent research should address 
these issues and indeed proceed beyond the limited set of text genres selected in this 
study to unveil the range of genres (reports, science reports, etc.) Brazilian children 
from different sociocultural groups produce and reflect upon in a variety of contexts. 

Question 2: How can such differences in children's textual and meta-textual knowl
edge be accounted for? 
Note that the analyses documented in this chapter required that children, first, use 
language in the form of a specific type of text (Task 1) and, secondly, focus upon a 
text, and analyze it in terms of its constitutive or typical features. How can chil
dren's different responses to these tasks be accounted for? The findings in our study 
might be interpreted in terms of the different literacy environments middle-class 
children and street children have access to in their everyday lives and in terms of the 
different kinds of experiences with texts these children have in these contexts. The 
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data gathered from the interviews are clearly insufficient to illuminate the complex
ity of the communicative processes at play in both home and school; the data, never
theless, provide a first indication as to the literacy environments middle-class and 
street children live in and to the similarities in the kinds of text genres middle-class 
Brazilian children are exposed to at home and at school; for street children, streets 
are the main (perhaps the only one) literacy environment they have, and the experi
ences with texts (which are not analyzed as objects) provided by the streets are the 
source of their knowledge about texts. 

Meta-textual awareness is an ability that is, to some extent, acquired by children 
attending school. Usually in classroom-enacted social activities, students are re
quired to revise their texts, to correct a sentence, to look for a specific word in a sen
tence or in a paragraph - in short, they learn specific patterns of response to different 
types of texts (Shine, & Roser, 1999). As we noted in our introduction, these activi
ties may constitute frequently-occurring ones in middle-class homes where parents 
explicitly teach their children about how to read and write. While frequency of oc
currence may be a factor to be considered, the texture of such activities is another 
factor worth attending to. This is hinted at by the following discrepancy with exist
ing findings this study documented. As evidenced by existing research, middle-class 
children in their homes have a wide range of print material available (including 
newspapers). Interestingly, this study illustrated that Brazilian middle-class chil
dren's knowledge of newspaper articles is not well developed. Apparently, there 
may be differences in children's access to and use of these types of texts and in the 
richness of the interaction middle-class and street children have around newspaper-
articles. These differences need to be explored. 

In light of the above, then, it becomes clear that claims as to the correspondences 
between "home" and "classroom-bound" contexts focusing on text production and 
identification need to be further investigated with more data. Data from different 
cultures could enrich our understanding of the role specific classroom contexts play 
in children's developing textual knowledge and trace the kinds of textual experi
ences children bring with them to school. How can school enrich children's limited 
experiences and knowledge about texts? Through what activities can children's tex
tual and meta-textual knowledge develop? Further research from different cultures 
can provide interesting answers to these questions. 

Finally, further analyses need to be undertaken on street literacy. Although this 
study has presented some interesting findings on this literacy context, future re
search is needed to (a) investigate further the kinds of literacy streets promote and 
how these literacy experiences affect children's textual knowledge; and (b) carry out 
more detailed comparisons between street versus school literacy. Relevant is the 
distinction between street children and other groups of children. Street children form 
a distinctive group that differs substantially from working-class children in that 
working-class children spend only a limited amount of time on the streets, whereas 
street children actually live on them. In addition, working class children attend 
school regularly whereas street children do not, and, unfortunately, the possibility 
that in the future they will be engaged in the educational system is very low. 
In carrying out such analyses, it becomes clear that one needs to pay particular atten
tion to the way this literacy environment is mediated by adults (parents) and is made 
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interpretable to different groups of children and/or by text knowledge children have 
acquired in school. The role of street literacy needs to be foregrounded because, as 
Carraher noted, "...being literate is also a "way of being," a way of carrying out 
social transactions in a literate society" (Carraher, 1987: 95). Current research has 
begun to reflect this understanding by including within its focus a wide range of 
contexts and children's experiences with language and texts. As it is by now well-
established, it is this access to a wide range of meaning making resources which 
renders one a literate subject. 
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APPENDIX A: EXAMPLES OF TEXTS READ TO THE CHILDREN IN TASK 2 
(TEXT IDENTIFICATION) 

Stories 

Once upon a time there was a farmer. He had a very naughty little dog. One day the little dog 
found a snake in the farm and bit its tail. The snake immediately bit the dog and the dog died. 
The farmer got very angry and cut the snake's tail off The snake took its revenge on the 
farmer, and killed some of his cows. The farmer then realized that he couldn't keep up with 
the snake and decided to patch things up. One day he waited for the snake. When he saw it, he 
offered it food and asked it to stop killing his cows. The snake agreed and from that day on, 
never killed any of his cows. 

Letters 

Recife, 2"̂  April 1992 
Dear Roberto, 
How are you? We are all well here. How are things at school? Are you working hard? If you 
work hard you won't fall behind, and as soon as school is over you can come and stay with us 
on the farm. There is lots to do here, and you'll have a great time. Peter can hardly wait to 
have you to play with. We are looking forward to seeing you. Lots of love. Auntie Jane. 

Newspaper articles 

Man dies at work 
The bricklayer S.C., 19, died yesterday afternoon after falling from the 13**̂  floor of lemanja 
Building in the centre of the city. The accident happened at 2pm, and though the builder was 
immediately taken to the City Hospital, he died before he could receive any medical assis
tance due to his serious wounds. 
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Abstract. The project Genre, positionings, and task ideologies studied primary school students' task 
positionings. The basic aim of this chapter is to outline parts of the triadic semiotic framework used in 
this project and illustrate how this relates to a specific text and its context. This study focuses on second 
grade students in a Norwegian primary school, where a physical workshop ("verksted") was used to 
stimulate writing. The theoretical framework functions as a basis for interpretations of a text written by 
Ren6 (aged 8). Videotaped incidents and the final version of the written text Ren6 produced allow for a 
problematizing of school writing as a context for meaning making. The semiotic and communicative 
approach advocated draws from the work of Bakhtin (1986), BUhler (1934), Habermas (1984), and Halli-
day (1978). The main idea is that communicators, while uttering, are positioning themselves by and be
tween the mutual dynamics of expressivity, which is connected to form, referentiality, which is connected 
to content, and addressivity, which is connected to action. Rent's text is interpreted in detail from these 
different positionings. Thus, the close dynamics of a text's form, content and use (or more precisely struc
ture, reference and action) becomes the main focus. The text is interpreted in detail from different posi
tionings. The analyses reveal that writing should be seen as a delicate, simultaneous interplay between 
expressing, referring and acting, as well as between utterance and genre. The student, Ren6, when writing, 
is seen as searching for ways to mean by positioning himself between these major aspects. Finally, the 
notion of validity is problematized in order to relate more adequately to the openness of an interpretative 
approach. It is suggested that to avoid disciplinary onesidedness, research on writing should validate itself 
by making explicit its own ideological positionings within this triadic, semiotic communicative frame
work. 

Keywords: genre expectations, school writing, self-positioning, semiotic meaning, writing tasks, triadic 
theories 

1 INTRODUCTION: POSITIONING THE RESEARCH 

This chapter problematizes a student's positioning vis-a-vis a general writing task 
given in a primary school that implemented a process-oriented writing pedagogy. A 
play-like workshop (Norwegian: "verksted") was used as an activity to stimulate 
writing. The specific text under investigation is written by Rene, aged 8, and can be 
seen as the result of outspoken and implicit task expectations that give a scope for 
making meaning in the school culture. 
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In carrying out the interpretations, the discussion positions itself deliberately above 
the traditional choice between an inductive or a deductive inquiry. Writing research 
is often squeezed between induction or deduction as ways of reasoning. These two 
regimes, which are established by scientific disciplines, may obstruct the possibili
ties for developing a more holistic or general understanding of the many aspects 
involved in writing. The discussion in this chapter, rather than starting from a given 
theory applied to prove empirical data or vice versa, follows, partly, the Peirceian 
idea of abduction. This implies giving priority to hypotheses and balances between 
theoretical and empirical aspects in the processes of reasoning rather than assigning 
priority to either induction or deduction. The point is not to present conclusive re
sults, but to advocate for, and exemplify how a communicative and semiotic frame
work could be an explicit part of the research conducted on writing. This approach is 
chosen because it seems closer to teachers' everyday situation and experiences, 
while at the same time being anchored in theory. 

In light of the above, this chapter, methodologically aims, on one hand, to out
line a triadic, social-semiotic perspective within which I situate detailed interpreta
tions of a specific text and its context. On the other hand, on a meta-level the discus
sion addresses a more overarching issue, as I present a theoretical framework that 
can clarify and exemplify the dynamic relationship between utterance/text and 
genre/context. Hence, this chapter tries to illustrate how such a shift in research 
positionings and the teachers' reading of students' texts could be materialized. A 
short text produced by a student, its contexts and the framework used for the analy
sis of the text-context interaction are analyzed via the concept of discursive pô -zY/ow-
ing, which is outlined in detail in various sections of this chapter. In the last part of 
this chapter, I interpret and exemplify, ending with a brief evaluation of the frame
work. 

2 CONTEXTUALIZING THE TEXT AND THE CONTEXT 

2,1 School Writing or Meaning Making? 

The text analyzed in this chapter comes from a larger project entitled Genre, posi
tionings and task ideologies, which set out to investigate Norwegian students' task 
positioning(s) in a primary school in Oslo, Norway (Ongstad, 1996, 1997). The 
school teachers had decided to offer a workshop to their second-graders every sec
ond Tuesday. 25 students were placed on five different "stations" in an activity-
room working with clay, fabrics, sandbox, woodwork, and wooden bricks. 

We should note that these children came from play and everyday activity in 
families and kindergartens to be rather rapidly socialized to school, lessons, and 
classrooms. That writing could follow activity and could actually be about it was for 
some children beyond their imagination. The first day the following sceptical reac
tion was videotaped when teachers explained to the children what to do: You can't 
[possibly] write about something you have made! Connecting the two was un
thinkable. 
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The workshop, however, is both different from and similar to children's former ex
periences. It represents a mixture of routine and freedom. On the one hand, one can 
register firmness, stability, repetition, regularity and order. The children always find 
their things by themselves at the beginning of the day and tidy up the room at the 
end. The workshop takes place in the same room time after time and follows the 
same procedure. The children often copy each other in what to make, play, build, 
and write. 

On the other hand, one could notice that the workshop-books on which the chil
dren write contain different kinds of texts, such as reports and stories. The teachers 
are open-minded. One can write facts, fiction or faction. The room is no "class
room," but a student-governed site for activity, a variation from the daily routine, 
with new stations, ideas and experiences each time. One can prioritize to "make" 
more and write less. There is an air of real freedom, although with risk for regula
tion. One interesting case is worth noting: In February a stand-in teacher wanted to 
tell Nils, one of the students, what to do. After a long discussion the stand-in 
teacher's last argument was that he was the teacher, to which Nils just stated with 
firm conviction: We decide what to do, not the teacher! The supporting reactions 
from the other kids left no doubt. 

Throughout the year, the children's activities and the writing done were video-
recorded by the researcher (me). This article then focuses on a text written by Rene, 
after having been building with bricks with his friend Anders. The writing was done 
in his workshop-book after the completion of the physical activity. The relationship 
between the text and the sequence of happenings that led up to it offers an opportu
nity to raise and discuss some basic questions about the relationship between genre-
related, process-oriented, collective school writing, on the one hand, and subjective 
textual meaning making, on the other. One can trace the relationship between the 
genres of work/play and genres of writing and at, the same time, attend to the com
radeship between the two boys, Rene and Anders, while building, drawing, and writ
ing. Further, one can contrast the concrete building and writing with the immanent 
deeper meaning these activities may have had for the students, by analyzing their 
utterances as well as their body language and their emotional self-positionings. Fi
nally, one can trace, between the lines of Rent's text, genre-dependent expectations 
inherent in institutional writing and illustrate how these may function as encultur
ation to school writing. 

I textualized the recording as a sequence of descriptive and impressionistic ele
ments, with the intention to try to get through in writing a feeling of how talk and 
emotional reactions were connected to the activity itself One argument for this in
terpretative choice was to find a form that would be recognizable and hence relevant 
to both writing researchers and practising teachers (though it should be admitted that 
hardly any such textualization can avoid the subjectivity of the interpreter). 

2.2 A Student Text and its Context 

Workshop, class 2x, City School 14, April 1994. The translated excerpt is from Ongstad, (1997: 312-
315). The pretext is shortened to approximately 15% of the original Norwegian text before translated into 
English by me. It should be underlined that the translation of the somewhat impressionistic style is hardly 
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idiomatic. Left-out text is marked with (...) Time in minutes from the start of the video-camera is marked 
for each new slot. The main function here is to contextualize Rent's text. This particular focus has gov
erned the excerpt from the original. 

2.55. Whistling. Anders, while conscious and estimating fetching bricks: Are you going to 
build a pyramid? Rene: That's not before I've finished this. Anders' building is built 
in an Inca pyramide-like style, with square caramel-shaped bricks sized 4x4x2cm. 
Minutes later, mostly to himself: That's it. Looks up, and for a short moment straight 
into the camera lens. Says, to Rene, but loud enough for everyone to hear: The 
pyramid is finiiiished! (...) 

15.55. Rene "play-walks" with his fingers in the staircase he has finished: / am going to 
make it like this [you]. Anders, look here then! Finds a long brick as a connection 
between the fioor and the castle-palace. Repeats: Look here then, Anders. Look then. 
(...) 

33.40. Rene sits on his knees, now parallel with Anders, both with their backs to their 
building(s) [which have now grown into one large construction]. They look at each 
other, but do not say anything. Rene opens his workshop-book. Catches sight of a 
drawing he has made earlier, points and says: Here is my Olympic hill. Anders bends 
forward, pretends that the finger is a ski-jumper and makes a sound, oooeeyy, while 
performing a flight, and lands after a mega-jump outside the "hill" (and the book). 
Smiles satisfied. (...) 

34.40. Rene makes, just as satisfied, an after-movement as if he inspects the profile of the 
jumping hill. They look silently straight out in the air, gazing at nothing in particular. 
(...) Rene starts counting with a very rhythmic voice: One, two, three, four, five, six. 
Looks for precisely how many rows of bricks there are in what he is drawing. (...) 

51.30. Sol, the teacher, is approaching them. Says calmly: The two of you should get started 
with writing and stuff. Rene: Yes, yes, we are writing, and playing a bit. His voice is 
a bit "high spirit ascending" signalling a certain emotional state. Says: Write? We 
are just drawing, don 'tyou see? Sol: Yes, yes, yes. (...) 

60.40. Rene is plodding with the Norwegian word palass [English: palace]. His pencil is 
resting a long time on the s. They are twaddling again. Mostly Rene. He disturbs 
Anders by trying to hit and to direct Anders' pencil. Anders just smiles, he is not 
annoyed. Laughs. Finds the Indian rubber. Rubs. Rene turns to his book again. 
Reads his own sentence: / have built a palace. Says suddenly while he grasps the 
rubber: I? We. We have together. We have built a palace. I and... Rubs out "F' (...) 

72.30. Annemari (teacher) passes by: This was rather short writing. Anders: / can't make 
up any. Annemari: / have heard that you have been telling and playing. Why don't 
you write about that? It's OK to have that in the books. (...) Rene: When he was 
video recording, I made faces. Will I write that up? (...) 

73.20. They start working again. Rene: Is "klosser" [Norwegian] written with two I's? 
Repeats the question. Anders: No. He takes a look at Rene's book, and says, half 
giggling while he stretches the length of the o-sound to the extreme: // says 
''kloooser'' [Norwegian]. Laughs. It says "kloooooser!" Rene gets uncertain and 
changes o to a. Anders laughs even more, although not sneering or gloating. Says: 
It's written with o and double s. Rene rubs it out. (...) 

74.40. Anders writes: While we were drawing, we twaddled. After the last word, he ex
presses, almost singing: That's it. Then we are finiiiiished, and closes the work con
tent, with a bearable clash. [Rene later, some other day, added a last sentence, it was 
difficul too putugeder. I will return to this fact later. Since spelling is one of the is
sues, I have deliberately made up different faults in the English version at various 
places. A copy of the original text and drawing is cited in the Appendix]. 
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12/4 We have built 12/4 Vi har bygd 
a palac it became et palas det ble 
nice we used fint vi brukte 
bricks. I klosser. Jeg 
coperated with joba samen med 
Anders. We twadled Anders.Vi tula 
a bid. Ren6 and lit. Ren6 og 
Anders livd Anders bode 
thar. it was daer. det var 
difficul too vanskeli ĝ 
putugeder. seteisamen. 

3 THEORY AND APPLICATIONS 

3.1 Outlining the Framework 

In surveying writing research, both Nystrand, Green, & Wiemelt (1993) and 
Ongstad (2002a) noted a clear historical tendency on the part of the researchers to 
overemphasize specific aspects of the writing process, such as control of forms, con
tent organization and communicative purpose. As a result, distinct writing ideolo
gies have emerged, such diS formalism, semanticism Sind functionalism. Although this 
tendency was more significant, though onesided, in the past, probably due to rather 
simplistic models of language that prevailed at the time, one could argue that even 
current research on writing is faced with the challenge to overcome onesidedness 
and move beyond or integrate issues from competing paradigms (Faigley, 1986; 
Habermas, 1998; Ongstad, 2002a). Directions such as creative writing, process-
oriented writing, different genre approaches, constructivism, socioconstructionism, 
dialogism, post-structuralism, systemic functional grammar (SFG) may all tend to 
frinction partly with blinkers. They tend to chose a corner of the vast field of 
language and communication that historically has proved to be relevant for writing 
as a phenomenon. 

In the discussion that follows, I present some basic components of a necessarily 
simplified and more general framework which may be useful to both problematize 
onesidedness and to suggest ways through which it may be overcome (for fuller 
versions, see Ongstad, 2002a, 20002b). A central notion this framework builds upon 
is that of positioning. This concept, which has been partly generated from several 
different frameworks, will be applied to and exemplified by my interpretative 
positionings of Rene's text. 

According to Bakhtin (1986), Buhler (1934), Habermas (1984), Halliday (1978, 
1994), Martin (1997) and Ongstad (1997, 2002a, 2002b, 2004) signs, utterances, 
texts, discourses, genres, and contexts - in short, all main aspects of communication 
- are basically seen as triadic. To utter and hence to interpret is a dynamic and 
never-ending balance between the aspects of form, content and use in any utterance, 
short or long. Any physical phenomenon has form as it appears to our senses. 
According to a Saussurean view the verbal sign will use a certain form as a signifier 
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for a certain signified content. This form is structured and refers to something, and 
hence these form a complementary, dyadic sign. However, Bakhtin (1986) opposed 
this view and claimed that in real life communication, in utterances, the expressivity 
of form, the referentiality of content and a third aspect, the addressivity of the 
action, will form an unseparable triad. 

Thus when I, for instance, say or write to my students: Write! the form is what 
one can hear or see, in this case letters and an exclamation mark. Further are all 
aspects of what it means to write, implicitly referred to as content, and finally the 
exclamation mark helps underline the addressivity and, hence, the utterance as an act 
I want them to perform. However, for an utterance to make sufficient sense a context 
or a genre is needed as well. Therefore, at the same time, any utterance will be 
dependent on the subtle interplay between the said and the unsaid. Accordingly, one 
should differentiate between the level of utterance/text and the level of 
genre/context. 

Thus, in any act of uttering, two main processes are involved in a parallel way. 
There is firstly, if we refer to Figure 1, a "horizontal" (A) blending of form, content 
and function, studied as dynamics (positionings) of structure, reference and action 
while uttering. Secondly, a "vertical" (B) process, where mentally stored elements, 
or "meaning potential" in Halliday's terms, work as active resources in so-called 
theme-rheme processes (Halliday, 1994). These are intricate dynamics of given 
(theme) and new (rheme) in the utterance as utterers or interpreters unfold them as 
text aspects, step by step through the text. 

According to the proposed framework, then, utterances are, on the one hand, 
partly being generated by the use of the already stored resources ("upwards" 
processes). On the other hand, utterances become a potential for future meaning 
production ("downwards" processes). Although context is not necessarily the same 
as genre, genres inevitably co-constitute context (Duranti, & Goodwin, 1992; 
Erickson, & Schultz, 1981; Martin 1997). According to a thought-provoking claim 
by Freadman (1994), a genre should not be seen as (fully) in a text, nor should a text 
be seen as in a/one genre itself (cf. Figure 1). Genres are potential and therefore al
ways more than what one can get into one text. Following the same logic any genre, 
for instance, fairy tales (or systems of genres such as narratives) will function as an 
advanced, constantly accumulating meaning potential for communication by 
offering partly-open, partly-closed pre-balances (expectations) of form, content, and 
use, for instance, prototypically and respectively, formulas, patents and recipes. 
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Text/ 
Utterance 

: > 

action 

Context/ 
genre = > 

''self "world" 
"society" 

Figure 1. The relationship between the three major aspects on the concrete level of utter
ance/text (the top triangle) and their respectively corresponding three major aspects of the 

immanent level of context/genre, constituting the ''life world" of any communicator (the "in
visible " bottom part). 

The above imply that genre cannot be seen as a defined, precise, restricted category 
(Freadman, 1994; Ongstad, 2002b). Genre is not just a text-type, but rather a way of 
communicating meaning. While some genres are prototypically rather fixed, a great 
variety of genres are found in the discursive landscape in between the open and the 
closed. It should be added that the genre system of a culture is constantly shifting, 
more slowly in traditional societies and faster in more innovative and dynamic 
cultures. Regarding writing, these shifts occur in the classroom, in education and in 
society at large, which the introduction of ICT and other new media can exemplify. 

In addition, it is assumed that, while communicating, producers and interpreters, 
consciously and unconsciously evaluate all aspects of the produced message. Three 
major aspects can be distinguished. Firstly, we can relate to form as an aspect 
emotionally. Our experiences can vary from negative, through neutral to positive. In 
other words, we consider the utterance as aesthetics. This mostly subject-related 
attitude may be symptomatically present in the expressivity of the utterance 
(Bakhtin, 1986). It is important to bring in this aspect since linguistics tends to leave 
it out. To better understand writers and readers this aspect is crucial, not the least 
when we study young children or education in postmodernity, both putting form in 
the forefront. 

Secondly, contents and references can be considered by or evaluated from an 
epistemological perspective. Epistemology represents a positioning of the content 
aspect of utterances, seen as knowledge (true or false). This aspect is deliberately 
made dominant in hard sciences. In research on writing it is crucial for 
understanding how epistemology is related to aesthetics and ethics, since no texts 
have a clear division between these constitutive aspects of the utterance. 
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Thirdly and finally, acts can be judged in terms of being right or wrong in some 
respect (or effective, just, functional and the like). Thus a "norm-related" ethics is 
founded. Ethics has lately become important in studies of communication (Bauman, 
1995; Bordum, 2001; Habermas, 1998; Levinson, 1998). Hard sciences tend to leave 
out this aspect, and, as a result, science has partly failed to take responsibility for 
how epistemologically validated research is used or how the whole discipline 
functions as a tool or a means in the cultural domain. By applying this premise to 
research on writing, apparently, one advocates that linguistics, applied linguistics 
and text theory need to address issues concerning where and how the research is 
ethically positioned. In other words, ethics is here understood in a rather broad 
sense. 

Nevertheless, even if presented separately here, it should be stressed that these 
three aspects and all other triadic communicational aspects always occur blurred and 
together. They are complemenary, parallel, and reciprocal (mutual). Hence, as a 
reader of this very paragraph you may, for instance, consider consciously or 
unconsciously the quality of writing (the expressivity) and how it effects your 
emotionality, how true and valid you think the epistemological claims are and of 
what help these thoughts are, separately and as a whole. Focusing on this triad 
actually brings us back to a historical experience in practical communication. In 
ancient rhetoric, speakers would consider (respectively) the pathos, logos and ethos 
of their utterances to achieve communicational wholeness. 

Both the three main aspects of an utterance, the form/structure, the 
content/reference, and the use/act, as well as the above-described subjective 
respective evaluation of each of those aspects, point to validity as a problem. 
Depending on where one positions the research, and accordingly the object, one 
faces different validity expectations. Regarding the dilemma of choice Habermas 
holds: 

The validity-theoretical interpretation of BUhler's functional scheme offers itself as a 
way out of the difficulties of speech-act theory because it does justice to all the three 
aspects of a speaker coming to an understanding with another person about something. 

A validity-theoretic interpretation of Btihler's functional scheme further leads to the 
assumption that with a speech act "MP," S takes up relations simultaneously to some
thing in the objective world, to something in the subjective world and to something in 
the social world (Habermas, 1998: 73,76). 

Habermas further holds that in communication we have both to differentiate 
between and at the same time hold together three basic kinds or regimes of validity. 
Subjectivity is related to the person's inner world, objectivity to the outer world and 
normativy/intersubjectivity to society. In the quote above these validities are 
respectively related to speaker, something and another person (the inner world, the 
outer world and society form the communicator's "lifeworld"). 

To summarize (see Figure 2): On the main concepts invoked: Form, content and 
use are presented as the basic constituents of both utterance and genre (1). 
Emotionality relates primarily to form, we search for essence in content and 
efficiency in acts (2). These aspects, when evaluated, consciously or not, establish 
respectively, aesthetics, epistemology and ethics as separate, but, at the same time, 
as communicatively related fields (3). These can, respectively, be connected to a 
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further division of a person's lifeworld in three major dimensions: aesthetics relates 
to the expressing self, epistemology to the referred world and ethics to society as 
kept up by the act of communication (4); however, again, all aspects are mutually 
related and there is no clear-cut division between them, since they all interact. 
Validating in these three intertwined fields and dimensions is respectively related to 
subjectivity, objectivity and normativity (5), but with no clear discursive borders. 
Again, all aspects are systemically related to each other, although positioning or 
discmsivQ focusing will bring each aspect mentally to the forefront, a point that is 
symbolized with dotted lines. 

1. content 
2. essence 
3. epistemology 
4. world 
5. objectivity 

1. form 
2. emotionality 
3. aesthetics 
4. self 
5. subjectivity 

1. act 
2. effect 
3. ethics 
4. society 
5. normativity 

Figure 2. The internal relationship between aspects of utterance/genre (1), the core of main 
aspects when experienced, considered and measured as an isolated phenomenon (2), fields of 

judgement (3), relation to life-world (4) and basis for validation (5). 

Both figures metaphorize that all the presented concepts (and many others) can be 
related in a general, semiotic, cultural system. However the system is open and can 
change (over time). Further there is no primacy for particular aspects. Importance 
and relevance depend on which field the phenomenon in question will be researched 
from. 

In the following only some aspects of the system will come into consideration. 
Still the very presence of the overall outlined framework can help make us stay 
aware of what we are not focusing. 

4 INTERPRETATIONS AND EXEMPLIFICATIONS 

4.1 Positioning(s) both as Researched Objects and Approaches 

In section 4 I focus on how "self or Habermas' "inner subjective world" as one of 
the main three aspects in the life world can be connected to a system of simultaneity 
between form, content and use and to their respective philosophical and didaktic 
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fields, aesthetics, epistemology, and ethics. By using Bakhtin's notions, I will see 
aspects of Rene's utterance as positionings by means of and related to expressing, 
referring and addressing, (Bakhtin, 1986) or his self-positioning (Ongstad, forthcom
ing a). The concept of positioning is found among others in the work of Evans, & 
Tsatsaroni (1994) and especially Harre, & van Langenhove (1997) where it most 
often refers to utterers' positioning in dialogues. My own use of the concept of posi
tioning is not directly related to the above-mentioned uses of the term, although po
sitioning both for these researchers and me is seen as a relative and a discursive 
communicative phenomenon. My approach relates directly to the triadic view pro
posed by Bakhtin, Buhler, Habermas, and Halliday, although none of those scholars 
are using the term "positioning." Nevertheless, they all have accepted the relative 
nature of communication, and this necessary relativity and openness is what posi
tioning is coined to take into account. 

Positioning is in itself an empty and relational concept which can make sense 
only when combined with a gWQn focus, such as self-positioning. To focus on some
thing has some basic, logical implications: Firstly, a focus creates di figure and hence 
a ground, which in this case is Rene's text and its context. Secondly, the figure can 
only be focused from a position, which normally will be tacit about itself and thus, 
ideological in its nature (Bakhtin, 1986). An ideology is something we ihmk from 
rather than on (Ricoeur, 1981). Figure, background and position, then, are logically 
and inevitably interrelated (Ongstad, forthcoming b). Accordingly, my position-
ing(s) of Rene's ^^//^-positionings can hardly be seen as "objective." The validity 
depends on what and how I focus, discursively. The disadvantage, seen from the 
perspective of traditional validity, is that "findings" and understandings cannot lean 
safely on essential, significant, categories. The advantage though, not the least from 
the perspective of a practising teacher, is that different kinds of positionings can be 
interrelated, and be, therefore, in a sense compatible. 

A main challenge in applying theories to practice is how a system described in a 
certain discipline is connected to the particular, to the specific, to the individual, to 
the unique, to the (always) new. Such particularities have been a major challenge for 
general sociology, analytic Marxism, the theory of habitus (Bourdieu, 1989), gram
mar-based approaches (Halliday, 1994), genre approaches (Martin, 1997; Reid, 
1987) and even for a general theory of communicative actions (Habermas, 1984). 
They are all working with or from the general, and face trouble the closer they come 
to the specific. To stay valid, they need to avoid certain challenges. For instance, a 
general rule of thumb seems to be that a high degree of significance makes findings 
less practically relevant and highly relevant general views struggle to obtain high 
epistemological validity. 

This is not just a theoretical problem. It is one of the main challenges for any re
search-based pedagogy, as indeed for a writing pedagogy. The challenge of balanc
ing them has come to the surface in the Australian genre debate: should one priori
tize texts over genres, the student over students, individuality over collectiveness 
(Reid, 1987)? An ideal answer is of course to cater for both. However, which single 
model can handle that? Positioning, then, is a concept that tries to bridge such gaps, 
by refusing to make definite oppositions such as subjectivity versus objectivity, ob
jectivity versus normativity or normativity versus subjectivity, and by accepting the 
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close and dynamic relationship between utterance and genre, text and context. In 
addition, it accepts and utilizes the almost paradoxical relationship between lan
guage and communication that is woven into the triadic framework. 

In the following, most words and concepts given in italics signal that these par
ticularly marked patterns are positioned in relation to the communicative framework 
above. I focus on different text aspects through framework concepts, and vice versa. 
As signalled in the title, a specific concern is possible tensions between aspects of 
the school's collective writing pedagogy and the subjectivities of a student writer. 

4.2 Rene's Text in relation to Genre Patterns 

In the following I will prioritize three aspects of the framework, (1) genres, (2) the 
social dimension in students' activities and writing and (3) writing as form, which of 
course leave out many other aspects of the framework. 

At the word-level Rene's text, apart from its basic problems with double conso
nants, is rather normal for a boy in the second grade. However, as a genre, it may 
not be so. The students have been engaging in this kind of writing from August to 
April and have become familiar with the textual expectations of the task. They re
port activities, describe objects and solve school tasks. The boys obviously consider 
themselves finished when reporting is done. Anders has even announced it orally in 
his exclamation: finiiiished! To report has seemingly become a dominant aspect of 
which genre and writing context he expects this to be. 

However, between the lines and in the air there is another unspoken genre-
specific expectation: you are supposed to tell, and to tell rather much or at least more 
than these boys have produced; a text can incorporate or be about something fictive. 
The teachers often try to stimulate students by asking interesting and interested 
questions. Since the term used for the building has changed in the building process 
from a pyramid to a fortress to a castle to a palace, the teacher hints that perhaps 
there are some fairy tale potentials connected to them. Annemari, one of the teach
ers, who has registered that the two boys have been playing and twaddling, is per
haps a bit disappointed that the texts are so short. She nevertheless tries to stimulate 
the boys to write more, by asking questions, for instance, about who lived there. 
That is an easy match for the boys; it is a mere task and has a straight answer: Rene 
and Anders.,. {QX.Q). That Rene's and Annemari's genre expectations are not quite the 
same becomes clear when Rene asks: When he was video recording, I made faces. 
Will I write that up? The little up signals that Rene sees the writing mainly as a re
port. He does not say write, tell or write about. 

Thus, Rene's text is at first glance a personal report, which is interrupted by the 
genre-breaking sentence: Rene and Anders livd thar. This can be interpreted as a 
schoolish answer on a separate task Ren^ can solve fast, although it was intended as 
stimulation in the spirit of process-oriented writing. Without this context as back
ground, an external reader would have small chances discovering it. The border line 
between what is genre and what is context is problematic in this case. First, the 
whole workshop has over time developed into a pedagogical genre, that is, a certain 
stereotypical way of acting in this educational context. Within this genre, as with 
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Chinese boxes, one can find other discursive genres, such as the blurred report 
and/or tell/draw expectation. Secondly, there are the workshop books with more 
stable communicative patterns. Thirdly, one can find the relative stable patterns of 
playing at different stations. And looking through Rene's whole book, one can note 
clearly a certain inclination to "medieval and royal buildings." So far one can con
clude that Rene's utterance symptomatically contains different genres and diverse 
reactions to this school's genre expectations. 

4.3 The Social Dimensions in Rene's Activity and Writing 

Following the lines through Rene's text in the left handed column of Figure 3, we 
focus on the activities which are being reported. The cohesion structures a response 
or an answer to the tacit task, to tell and to document what has been done: building, 
cooperating, twaddling, living, putting together. In one sense, the choices are quite 
adequate relative to what is found on the videotape. Thus, Rene is reporting. Still, 
there is some striking lack of coherence, partly, due to Rent's response to the 
blurred expectation and, partly, as a result of some other agendas. 

At the surface, pronouns and proper names serve as grammatical subjects and as 
agents. They are crucial for the construction of the structure of the text: We have 
built; we used bricks; I cooperated with Anders; we twaddled; Anders and Rene 
livd thar. Focusing on Rene's text we may run the risk to overlook how important 
his social we really is. The lucky moment when the camera caught his bearable "in
ner" speech to himself during his writing process opens up a deeper implication: 

"I have built a palace." Says suddenly while he grasps the rubber: "I? We. We have to
gether. We have built a palace. I and.." Rubs out "I." 

Society, the You-and-I-connection, and the ethics of his solidarity are hidden in the 
social context. What is more, Anders and Rene's mateship is filled with deep, non
verbal, embodied, semiotic meaning, an almost tacit voice of togetherness and shar
ing: 

33.40 Ren6 sits on his knees, now parallel with Anders, both with their backs to their 
building(s) [which now has grown into one large construction]. They look at each other, 
but do not say anything. 

This is not just a common dialogical you-and-I-connection. The fi-iendly relationship 
has materialized into co-building both as process and product. For Ren6 it is very 
important to report exactly that, both ethically and considered in relation to a regime 
of true-false validation of his own utterances. A report should be correct. This sub
jective or individual strategy is far from any fictional narratives in the school's ex
pectation. His respect for a valid and honest positioning seems crucial for how he 
makes meaning in this particular text. It is in this perspective I will interpret his very 
last sentence: it was difficul too putugeder, an utterance to which I return. 
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4.4 The Value of Form 

One of this school's intentions with the workshop activity was to generate creativity 
that could facilitate more and more varied forms of writing even for young, novice 
writers such as second graders. To let these young students have this freedom and 
face up to challenges without the teachers being too commanding and controlling, 
was a quite radical and brave arrangement. However, there are certain other genre 
expectations blurred into both activities and writing stemming from this intention. 
One is task and tasks in my studies were seen as genres (Ongstad, 1996). In the ac
tivity part, task is play-like and it seemingly gives children relative freedom. 

Nevertheless, there is an expectation of productivity in both phases of the whole 
session. For the two boys much time is spent on physical activity, fitting the bricks 
properly and connecting step by step their separate constructions into one, without 
planning so at the start; in other words, there was a focus on form as structure and 
structuring. In addition, almost just as much time and energy is put into referential 
drawings of what in the end turns out to be configured as a "palace" (see Appendix). 
In the boys' minds things have to be structurally right and they try to catch the cor
rect profiles of their buildings. As genre, it comes close to descriptive geometry or 
architects' professional drawings. Hence, less time is spent on writing, which also is 
performed less enthusiastically, more like a normal indisputable duty, a traditional 
school task. 

In the following I will trace Rent's positionings when transforming phonemes 
into graphemes. In the linguistic sense, both mQ forms. Since there is no safe one-to-
one relationship between the two, he runs into problems: 

73.20 They start working again. Ren6: Is "klosser" [Norwegian] written with two Vs? 
Repeats the question. Anders: No. He takes a look at Rene's book, and says, half gig
gling while he stretches the length of the o-sound to the extreme: It says "kloooser" 
[Norwegian] Laughs. // says "kloooooser!" Ren6 gets uncertain and changes o to a. 
Anders laughs even more, although he is not sneering or gloating. Says: It's written with 
o and double s. Ren6 rubs it out. 

For readers with little knowledge of Norwegian language I should make clear that 
klosser is the only word with double consonants (out of nine) in his text he actually 
has written "correctly" in the final text. He is preoccupied with it though and faces 
up to the challenge for a while, and from one point of view this is clearly even a 
cognitive matter. However, correct spelling is not just logic, it is, in fact, a question 
of aesthetics. Anders thinks kloser [Norwegian] as a form looks hilariously funny, 
partly because it is not a Norwegian word and partly because, written with a single s 
the quality of the vowel will change from a to o and because a single "s" extends the 
pronounced length of the following vowel. Rene is perhaps a bit puzzled by his 
mate's strong emotional reaction and realizes that he has not mastered the cognitive 
secrets of spelling. Thus, Rene is evaluated, not by his teachers this time (who actu
ally are rather tolerant), but by his mate, and not just epistemologically, but more on 
an expressive and hence emotional basis. 

Furthermore, if we overemphasize the role of verbal language here, we may for
get that the two boys actually spent quite a long time making the drawings. To them 
form was indeed important, both during the building and the drawing process (see 
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Appendix). At least for Rene it seems fair to conclude that an aesthetic drawing was, 
after all, just as important as correct spelling. Our perspective has benefited from 
being semiotic, not just a verbal and linguistic one. 

Adjectives normally express subjective and personal evaluations. In Rene's text 
there are just two, (the palace became) nice and (it was) difficult (to put together). 
My interpretation is that these two utterances are aesthetic evaluations of his physi
cal activity and are given a deeper meaning or significance. The last sentence has 
been added later on, probably another day. The video clip clearly shows that it was 
not there at the end of the writing session reported above. Why did Rene add the last 
bit? We will not know. My hypothesis, though, is that when he looked over his text 
later, perhaps by himself, he needed to communicate a core experience to others, a 
pride over his and Anders' piece of engineering. Much of the pride is expressed in 
the committed drawing. In spite of the fact that he writes to answer a task, he finds it 
necessary to express, with an extra utterance, a bdisic feeling about the whole enter
prise. However, another question is how much writing potential there can be at the 
end of the day in writing about personal pride, for an eight year old boy, especially 
when the school's ideology just as much seems to be more extensive narrative, fic
tional writing. 

4.5 And Taken Together... ? 

In this chapter, through an example, I have paid attention to genre complexities fo
cusing on the two aspects (Figure 2), form/emotionality/aesthetics/self/subjectivity 
and the corresponding act/effect/ethics/society/normativity, partly leaving out the 
third, the referential aspect. Thus, the three different columns in Figure 3, represent 
different possible readings or positionings or interpretations of some main aspects of 
the text from my position. They can, at the same time, be seen as Rene's position
ings positioned by me as a researcher and generated on the basis of the overall 
framework. Whether he would agree and thus validate the interpretation positively, 
is not at stake in this example, even if it is relevant in a pedagogical perspective. He 
is in this respect mainly positioned by my approach. 

The left column line is the textline we followed to trace reported activity. This is 
what the school system implicitly asks for by accepting reports. Mainly verbs (per
formatives) have this function. The mid column line connects elements of a social 
dimension - in this case Rene's perception of the value or the nature of the relation 
between the boys when building together, here symptomatically carried by pronouns 
and proper names. This dimension is crucial for the dynamics of textual structuring 
(the theme-rheme shifts of given and new, which I have chosen to bypass in this 
article; see Ongstad, forthcoming a). 

A third dimension, the right handed column line in Figure 3, combines and re
lates the pleasant outcome of play and meaningful activity, evaluated by adjectives 
and thus made into aesthetics {nice and difficult). These adjectives can be seen as 
Rene's overall symptomatic evaluation of their efforts (pride over his ability to mas
ter complexity in the building process). I have held this as "an existential bottom 
line" in his text, which basically is not meant as an essential result, a validated truth, 
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but rather an interpretive, an abductive claim. The interpretations are part of a dis
cursive blend of some social and emotional aspects seen with a third eye by focusing 
on epistemologies of building, drawing and reporting as communicative utterances. 

On the text level, the text, in other words, contains an embodied and simultane
ous blurring of elements from self, world, and society, or the lifeworld according to 
Ren^ there and then, focused from, interpreted by my positioning(s). These very 
general and immanent aspects have symptomatically come to surface by interpreting 
the form/structure, the content/reference and the use/action in his semiotic utter
ances. These major embodied, contextual lifeworld constituents define and balance 
each other reciprocally and constitute and develop the embodied contexts for each 
person's meaning making. This, at the end of the day, is perhaps the strongest di
mension in the gradual unfolding of becoming a writing self, even in seemingly triv
ial school writing. 

12/4 We haW built) 
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nice wekisea^ 
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Figure 3. Connecting acts (verbs via the lines in the left handed column), the social relation
ship between the two boys (pronouns and proper names via line in the mid column), and 

evaluations of the process (adjectives via the line in the right handed column). 

5 SUMMING UP 

To summarize, I will turn the perspective around, by letting the text exemplify and 
illustrate aspects of the framework. Rene's workshop utterance is di focused iQxX\ this 
is seen in the light of a given theoretical framework, which positions the text com
municatively. The original text has a visual/orw which can be represented in differ-
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ent ways in different contexts: as photocopied by me, as typed in two different lan
guages, as handwritten, with drawing. We can position it aesthetically and emotion
ally as spelling or we can foreground its syntactic, textual structure for different 
purposes and so on. 

The text is referentially about something or perhaps several things. This content 
is, on the one hand, very concrete references to phenomena and processes of which 
we can partly check the epistemological validity in the context I have given. On the 
other hand, the deeper "content" is abstract and complicated, since we do not have 
access to the utterer's deeper intentions, partly because we cannot semantically say 
for sure how the syntactic structure (form) could/should be interpreted. We can only 
work abductively and symptomatic ally. These aspects are, nevertheless, important to 
take into consideration in direct relation to the more linguistic aspects of the text. 

The utterance is also an act (or a series of several acts). This positioning, by me 
or by any receiver, is functional Interpreted "cynically," the verbal text is mostly 
just a plain school answer. Positioned more empathically, it may express Rene's 
inner feelings about the activity at school that day. The text can also be read as a 
genre-likQ, schoolish answer which I, as researcher, can position as a researched 
object, a figure. 

Rene has himself evaluated some of these aspects aesthetically, epistemologi-
cally and ethically in different ways, considering among other things the building 
process and its result, the correctness of spelling and the validity and ethics of what 
is referred (to), his commitment to mateship and the will to get his final evaluation 
and meaning through to his readers. 

However, by splitting these interpretations and exemplifications in specific tex
tual aspects along three major strands, we cut off the impact and implication of a 
dynamic, but backgrounded, context, the genre(s). Hence, to consider the/orm prop
erly we have to read it against different genres: as a piece of handwriting, a report, a 
task answer, or a school text. The same holds for the aspects of content and use. By 
shifting focus, that is, positioning from structure to reference to action, we may even 
risk to twist the genre. Thus, we are (as always) dependent on our own genre as re
searchers to make sense, that is to validate our text. The paradoxical problem is that 
we cannot know exactly which genre, or whether it is crafted only on the basis of 
one particular genre. 

Furthermore, coming from different research traditions we, as researchers, will 
tend to choose different positionings, which, as I pointed to, has happened paradig-
matically in the past (Ongstad, 2002a). Rene has used his embodied meaning poten
tial to express himself both at the level of the utterance, and symptomatically at the 
level of genre. We may assume that by playing, building, drawing and writing he 
has even increased his semiotic meaning potential for a next time, absorbing aspects 
of uttering and genres/contexts. However, by using linguistic theories only we 
would have run the risk to separate ourselves from what constitutes a text and an 
utterance as a whole and our understanding of subjective writers and the significance 
of meaning in their lifeworld. Accordingly, we need to consider the paradoxical 
simultaneity of these aspects. Actually in doing so, the researcher is forced to come 
closer to teachers' more open and abduction-like situation in their everyday practice. 
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The school and the teachers are in the background. However, teachers' expectations 
and their writing pedagogy are brought to the forefront, becoming a figure, by my 
focusing on the encounter between the expHcit text and its tacit and blurred genres. 
The ideology of the narrative expectation in stimuli questions such as Who lived 
there? [in the palace] hints at a whole new expected genre, the story. It is, however, 
important to underline that the interpretations are not at all a critique of the teachers 
and the school. This was probably one of the most progressive schools in this field 
in Oslo. My point is that any pedagogy and ism has blinkers. And for teachers it is 
crucial to know roughly how different directions and new pedagogies relate to each 
other, since by leaning heavily on just one something may always escape one's 
pedagogical focus and leave too much to context. 

By presenting the theoretical framework with a deliberately broad scope, the 
openness may at first confuse readers, since there does not exist a direct operation-
alization and methodologies that could be derived from the framework. On the other 
hand, the chances for a more differentiated and eclectic approach are better (Ong-
stad, forthcoming b). 

What moreover seems to be at stake here is a conflict of interests between a tacit 
collective intention and a concrete different subjective meaning. While most of the 
directions that deal with institutional writing are preoccupied with form, content, 
function, interaction and even with semantic/functional meaning, few, if any, seem 
to pay attention to how form as emotional/existential/expressive meaning has be
come a new postmodern ideology: -I am my form, my form is me (Ongstad, 1999a, 
1999b). My abductive claim about Rene's text partly tries to match such a challenge. 

For the three major aspects of Rene's lifeworld, life, world and society we can 
suggest the following: Only symptomatically can we interpret his selfpositionings. 
My suggestion has been that emotionality may be the strongest ^-^^element here 
(marked with the right hand column in Figure 3). World is established by serious 
play and referential communication. The expectation of writing extensively and at 
length about this "world" is secondary to the direct and inner experience of it. In 
terms of society Rene is reconfirming others by keeping tight connections to Anders, 
by echoing or parroting the school's discourse, and by being serious about his final 
statement in the workshop book on behalf of his readers (its logos and ethos). In any 
case a triadic, communicative, semiotic framework will refuse to make any of the 
above aspects into essential categories. They are all mutually related, and if we want 
to enter the hermeneutic circle from one of the parts/aspects or from the whole, we 
will, in any case, run into trouble deciding what is the overall meaning, if any. 
Hence, what Rene's inner intentions were we will never know. It is a combination of 
his and my positionings that governs my interpretation that emotionality (pathos) is a 
possible dominant in this utterance. 

Considering these interpretations we may find it unsatisfactory that a permanent 
and solid finding is hard to reach within such a framework. By giving priority to the 
referential aspect, this openness of course in principle can be reduced to a level that 
can be handled as statistically significant, and from where one can work along an 
inductive or a deductive regime. However, the higher the significance we aim for, 
the less value the findings may have for everyday teaching. The openness of the 
framework is therefore closer to the risky real situation teachers will find themselves 
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in, there will always be a blind spot behind their back as a direct result of the very 
focusing. Ideology is what we think from (Ricoeur, 1981). Teachers are in practice 
in a dilemma between the necessity to react to texts there and then, on the one hand, 
and constantly being open for the unexpected significance of unfocused, potential 
meaning, on the other hand. 

What are the weaknesses with a triadic, semiotic, multifunctional approach? It is 
potentially time-consuming (thinking and rethinking issues). It is (mainly) non-
hierarchical (no specific result is guaranteed). It has to blur kinds of validities (ob
struct traditional research models). It is complex in its implications (one has to have 
some knowledge about a series of research approaches in order to be self-critical). In 
its broad understanding it risks being simplistic and general (the world is packed 
into few aspects) (see Ongstad, 1999a; 2001; 2002a.) 

However, some of the weaknesses can also be seen as strengths. What a com
bined framework of Bakhtin, Btihler, Habermas and Halliday actually does is to cre
ate a semiotic and not just a linguistic understanding of uttering/writing, which now 
seems timely and necessary. It can incorporate body and other semiotics (it takes the 
body/person/self into consideration, not only the text or the utterance). It stresses the 
openness and interrelationships between main communicational aspects (and makes 
systemness and dialogism relevant). It explains and handles the inevitable dynamics 
between utterance and genre, text and context, new and given. It avoids unfruitful 
conflicts between dyadic approaches (for instance, structural and post-structural ap
proaches or single-minded Piaget/Vygotsky oppositions). Most important, though, is 
that different kinds of students, writing teachers, approaches and ideologies can find 
a place within the framework and communicate over the hedges of different priori
ties. The overarching, open structure does not solve the problems, but it addresses 
them in a non-excluding manner (Ongstad, 2001). There should be no doubt that my 
reading of and my "findings" in Rene's text would not have emerged without the 
application of the framework, since it opens for a wider range of interpretations than 
any singular approach, and it helps seeing the possible coherence between the com
municative aspects. 

Finally, Habermas has claimed that there are different kinds of validities in sub
jectivity, objectivity and normativity (Habermas, 1998). With his notions it thus 
seems fair to claim that Rene validates his work, respectively, with veracity (nice 
and difficult), truth (correct drawing and textual concession of twaddling) Siud fair
ness (positioning comradeship with solidarity, and being honest about crucial feel
ings). Rene's text is, of course, lean regarding the ideological criteria of process ori
ented writing pedagogy, such as productivity, activity, and originality. However, as 
subjective meaning making, is the utterance ''it was difficult too putugeder" less 
worthy than the expected productivity? Collective enculturation to school writing 
has to make room for the need for subjective meaning making within the genres im
plicitly offered through the task regime. 
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APPENDIX: TEXTS AND DRAWINGS BY RENE AND ANDERS 
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Abstract. The perspective of situated cognition provides a conceptual framework for studying social 
mediation in activities of text production. The investigation presented here concerns two forms of social 
mediation: (1) whole-class interactions that prepare the students for drafting and revising their texts; (2) 
peer interactions occurring when dyads engage in joint revision of their drafts. The data collected in three 
fifth-grade classrooms include observations of whole-class interactions, recordings of dyadic interactions 
and classifications of text transformations that students carried out during individual and joint phases of 
revision. The analyses examine the relationships between qualitative indicators of interaction dynamics 
and quantitative data on text transformations. The findings show that differences in the whole-class inter
actions are reflected in the students' revisions particularly with respect to the degree of rewriting that they 
undertake, as compared to simple error correction. Although analysis of the dyadic interactions reveals 
important variations in the dynamics of the exchanges, two general findings emerge. In the large majority 
of cases, the activity of joint revision leads to a substantial increase in the number of text transformations, 
beyond those made by each author individually. Even in cases where no new transformations occur, the 
authors engage actively in interaction about revision (e.g., they propose revisions of the other student's 
text, explain revisions made individually to their own text, argue against proposals of the other student, 
etc.). Implications of the results for future research on writing instruction are discussed. 
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1 SOCIAL MEDIATION IN CLASSROOM WRITING 

The social mediation of classroom learning can be approached from several perspec
tives, including sociolinguistic studies of the discourse of teacher-student interac
tions (Barnes, 1976; Cazden, 1986), research conducted in a neo-Vygotskian con
ception of scaffolding and joint knowledge construction by teacher and students 
(Bliss, Askew, & McCrae, 1996; Newman, Griffin, & Cole, 1989), analyses of peer 
interaction in situations of tutoring (Fuchs, Fuchs, Bentz, Phillips, & Hamlett, 1994; 
Person, & Graesser, 1999) and in cooperative learning activities (Johnson, & John
son, 1994; Mercer, 1996), investigations of tools that mediate learning in instruc
tional settings (Salomon, Perkins, & Globerson, 1991). 
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The emergence of the perspective of situated cognition and learning (Brown, 
Collins, & Duguid, 1989) provides a broader framework for linking and interpreting 
the different aspects of social mediation in the classroom. This perspective views 
learning as a process of participation in a "community of practice" (Lave, & 
Wenger, 1991) that shares values, norms, ways of behaving and of negotiating 
meaning. In a classroom "learning community" (Brown, & Campione, 1990), the 
learner actively contributes to the constitution of the shared culture while at the 
same time developing new skills that incorporate the forms of social interaction and 
the tools that are valued in the community. Classroom investigations of situated 
learning (see the review by Allal, 2001) have examined processes of social media
tion primarily in three situations: (a) collective, teacher-led interactions that allow 
the construction of shared norms, practices and knowledge representations; (b) 
teacher-student interactions, on a one-to-one basis or a small group, in which expert 
scaffolding or coaching sustains guided practice on the part of the learner, (c) peer 
interactions which include collaborative exchanges and confrontation of viewpoints. 

Research on writing instruction has gradually integrated social constructivist and 
situated learning concepts. The writing process approach developed by Graves 
(1983) emphasizes interactions occurring in writing conferences between teacher 
and students and interactive peer response and critique. Rafoth's conception of a 
"discourse community, where writers, readers and texts come together" (Rafoth, 
1988: 131) offers a framework for approaching the social construction of written 
communication. The features of a classroom community designed to foster "literacy 
apprenticeships," comparable to authentic literacy practices outside school, are de
fined by Resnick (1990) in the following terms: 

Children work to produce a product that will be used by others ...; they work collabora
tively, but under conditions in which individuals are held responsible for their work; 
they use tools and apparatus appropriate to the problem; they read and critique each 
other's writing; they are called upon to elaborate and defend their own work until it 
reaches a community standard (Resnick, 1990: 183). 

There is an increasing amount of empirical research on the role of social mediation 
in writing instruction at the elementary school level. Englert and her co-workers 
(Englert, 1972; Englert, Berry, & Dunsmore, 2001; Englert, Raphael, & Anderson, 
1992) have investigated the practices that allow literacy apprenticeships to be cre
ated and to function productively in classroom communities. Kostouli (2000) ex
plored the way in which student learning about a specific genre is mediated by the 
discourse structure of the writing conference, and especially by the teacher's strate
gies for creating a coherent goal-structure. Allal (2004) studied the implementation 
and the effects of an integrated, sociocognitive model of writing instruction that in
cluded both whole-class interaction and various forms of scripted peer interaction 
(O'Donnell, 1999). Several studies found that the quality of students' texts could be 
enhanced by peer collaboration on joint writing tasks or by reciprocal peer revision 
of individual work (Daiute, & Dalton, 1988; MacArthur, Schwartz, & Graham, 
1991; Saunders, 1989). A study by Zammuner (1995) comparing different condi
tions of individual and dyadic production and revision concluded that peer interac-
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tion was particularly helpful when students wrote texts individually and revised 
them with a peer who could adopt a detached, critical stance. 

The research presented in this chapter is focused on two forms of social media
tion studied in a situation of text production and revision: (1) whole-class interac
tions that precede the students' drafting and revision of their texts; (2) peer interac
tions occurring when dyads engage in joint revision of their drafts. We will therefore 
examine more closely some conceptual issues linked specifically to these topics. 

1.1 Whole-class Interactions 

Interactions of the teacher with an entire class, also called whole-class discussions 
(Yackel, & Cobb, 1996), can occur before, during or after activities carried out by 
students in small groups or individually. These collective interactions are considered 
to be key moments in the constitution of the "taken-as-shared" meaning of norms 
and practices in a classroom community (Cobb, Gravemeijer, Yackel, McClain, & 
Whitenack, 1997; Cobb, Stephan, McClain, & Gravemeijer, 2001). There is, how
ever, considerable variation in the terms used to describe the processes involved in 
whole-class discussions. Cobb et al. (1997) speak of "interactive constitution" of 
mathematical meaning; Voigt (1994) uses the same term to describe the emergence 
of interaction patterns; Newman et al. (1989) refer to "collaborative construction" of 
knowledge in the classroom. In each of these cases, the terms appear to be used in a 
generic sense to refer to virtually all forms of teacher-student interaction, ranging 
from the classic IRE sequence (teacher initiation, student response, teacher evalua
tion) to highly collaborative forms of dialogue. Some authors use terms that empha
size the interdependence of the teacher's and student's contributions, for example: 
"joint constitution" (Resnick, Pontecorvo, & Saljo, 1997); "joint construction" 
(Salomon, & Perkins, 1998); "co-construction" (Valsinger, 1988). 

In order to analyze the whole-class interactions observed in our research, we 
have adopted the following conceptual distinctions: 
• We use the term ''constitution'' to refer to a continuum of teacher-student inter

actions. One pole of the continuum corresponds to the classical direct instruc
tion lesson: the teacher presents instructional material, the students listen and 
carry out any tasks requested by the teacher (e.g., ''Take out your dictionary 
and... "). The other pole corresponds to situations in which the teacher formu
lates open-ended questions, stimulates exchanges and debate among students, 
who compare their interpretations, assess the adequacy of different procedures, 
and take initiatives that influence the orientation of the discussion. Any segment 
of a whole-class discussion can be located on the continuum, somewhere be
tween these two poles, providing that the teacher and the students generally re
spect their complementary roles and thereby contribute to the progression of the 
instructional activity. 

• We have defined criteria to identify the point on the above continuum where it 
becomes relevant to speak of "interactive construction, joint construction, co-
construction " of norms, practices, knowledge and understanding. Our criteria 
are that: (a) the teacher asks one or more open-ended questions (which may or 
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may not be followed by more focused questions), and (b) several students give a 
variety of answers and/or examples that are not already available in the class
room context, that is, that are not present in the teacher's question, that have not 
been previously evoked during the same interactive session, that are not pro
vided by an existing documentary source (blackboard, instruction sheet, etc.). 
These criteria allow us to identify sequences of teacher-student interaction in 
which students make significant contributions to the constitution of the on
going instructional activity. 

The research on social mediation of classroom writing activities generally recog
nizes the importance of whole-class discussions, and sometimes presents analyses of 
this form of interaction (e.g., Englert et al., 1992), but has not developed an in-depth 
framework of interpretation, comparable to that proposed by Cobb et al. (1997) for 
the area of mathematics education. 

1.2 Peer Interactions 

Following the work by Doise, & Mugny (1984) and by Perret-Clermont (1979) on 
the role of sociocognitive conflict in conceptual change resulting from peer interac
tion, Gilly, Fraisse, & Roux (1988) developed a framework for analyzing a wider 
range of interactive dynamics in dyadic problem solving. Their research showed that 
students engage in four main forms of "co-elaboration" of their resolution proce
dures: (1) agreement (acquiescement): one student makes a proposal, the other ex
presses agreement; (2) co-construction: each student makes one or more proposals 
that are complementary to proposals expressed by the other student; (3) confronta
tion of different proposals by the two students without explicit argumentation about 
their disagreement; (4) contradictory confrontation with argumentation about the 
reasons for disagreement. In summarizing their results, Gilly et al. (1988) empha
sized the idea that sociocognitive conflict, as manifested in the fourth form of co-
elaboration, is a powerful learning mechanism but is not the only source of cognitive 
progress; the first two forms of co-elaboration, which are collaborative rather than 
conflictual, also contribute to learning. 

This perspective provides the foundation for our analysis of dyadic interactions 
in a situation of joint text revision. Although previous research on peer interaction in 
writing did not, to our knowledge, make direct use of this classification system, sev
eral studies raised similar preoccupations. Daiute, & Dalton (1988) showed that col
laborative interaction during joint text production included moments of sociocogni
tive conflict but was largely constituted of implicit, unresolved negotiation, as well 
as many playful exchanges. A study by Rouiller (summarized in Allal, 2000) identi
fied several features of productive dyadic interactions: In addition to confrontation 
of viewpoints, students verbalized the successive steps of co-constructed verifica
tions and reminded each other of the need for joint monitoring of the revision proc
ess. 
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1.3 Revision as a Component of Learning to Write 

Revision is generally considered to be a key component of learning to write. It is 
through revision that students can improve their initial drafts, using the tools and 
resources of social interaction available in the classroom. Revision also stimulates 
metacognitive reflection about writing (Rouiller, 2004). Since the processes of revi
sion have been analyzed in detail elsewhere (Alamargot, & Chanquoy, 2001a), we 
will mention briefly only the main concepts used in the research reported here. As 
described by Witte (1985), revision can occur at any point in the writing process, 
namely, prior to drafting (pretextual revision of plans), during the drafting of a text 
(on-line revision), and after having completed a draft (deferred revision). Revision is 
a complex set of processes that include "reviewing" (reading and evaluating the 
adequacy of a text), "editing" (correcting spelling, grammar and punctuation errors, 
making local modifications and lexical substitutions), and "rewriting" (producing 
new text material that is added to the existing draft, deleting existing passages in a 
draft, replacing an existing passage by a newly written one, changing the location of 
a passage within a draft).* We use the term "revision" to refer to these processes 
whether they lead or do not lead to changes in the existing text; the term "transfor
mations" designates the changes actually carried out (Allal, 2000). Transformations 
are an indicator that revision has occurred but the absence of transformations does 
not necessarily imply an absence of revision. When an author reads a passage, finds 
it satisfactory and leaves it unchanged, the revision process in nonetheless present. 
Learning to revise entails learning when and how to make transformations, as well 
as learning when not to make transformations. 

2 AIMS OF OUR RESEARCH 

Within the framework of a longitudinal study conducted in fifth and sixth-grade 
classrooms, we are attempting to understand the role of social mediation in text pro
duction and revision activities. The present chapter focuses on analyses of data col
lected in fifth grade regarding: (a) whole-class discussions that precede writing and 
revision activities and (b) dyadic interactions between students involved in joint 
revision of individually drafted texts. The principal aim of these analyses is to exam
ine the relationships between the observed processes of social interaction and the 
characteristics of the texts produced (initial and revised drafts). This purpose is re
flected in the following questions formulated for the two directions of analysis. 
Regarding whole-class interactions: 
• To what extent are there variations in the teachers' interpretations of the pro

posed scenario for text production and revision? What types of practices emerge 
during the whole-class discussions? 

We use the terms "reviewing," "editing," and "rewriting" as specified above, rather than as 
initially defined in the Hayes, & Flower (1980) model of writing. This means primarily that 
"editing" is not considered as an automatic process but as a process involving varying de
grees of intentionality and reflection, particularly in the case of young writers who are still 
constructing basic language skills. 
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• To what extent is there a relationship between the practices developed in each 
class and the characteristics of the texts produced and revised by the students? 

Regarding dyadic interactions during the students' joint revision of their drafts: 
• To what extent does the activity of joint revision lead to additional text trans

formations beyond those made individually by the author of each text? 
• In what ways do the patterns of interactive co-elaboration of revision vary 

among dyads? 
• How are these variations related to the types of transformations carried out dur

ing joint revision? 
• To what extent do both members of a dyad benefit from the joint revision activ-

ity? 
• To what extent are the dynamics of a dyad's interaction and the resulting trans

formations affected by the homogeneity of the two students' language skills? 
The data available at this stage of our research concern two whole-class discussions 
(of approximately 40 and 20 minutes) observed in three fifth-grade classes and audio 
recordings of the interactions (approximately 30 minutes) of one dyad per class. On 
this basis, it is not possible to determine how each class functions as a writing com
munity over the course of a school year or to identify the general parameters of each 
classroom's micro-culture, as is done in research conducted by Mottier Lopez 
(2001) in another context. The analyses presented here have an exploratory charac
ter, aimed at defining directions of investigation for future longitudinal analyses of 
the evolution of social mediation practices and of text transformations between fifth 
and sixth grades. These analyses provide, nevertheless, a first series of insights into 
the role of social mediafion in the development of fifth-grade students' skills in text 
production and revision. 

3 METHOD 

3.1 Context 

The research was conducted in three fifth-grade classes (students' age 10-11 years) 
in the public school system of the canton of Geneva. Two classes were in the same 
school and the third class in a nearby school. The schools are located in a suburban 
area where the distribution of the school population shows a slight under-
representation of families of upper socioeconomic status (around 12% as compared 
to 18% in the canton as a whole). In the three classes participating in the study, the 
percentage of children with Swiss nationality varied widely, from only 36% in class 
1, to 56% in class 2 (which is close to the canton average), to a much higher level of 
75% in class 3. These differences will be taken into account in the interpretation of 
the patterns of whole-class interaction. 
The three teachers participating in the study were volunteers who had already taken 
part in previous research studies and/or in teacher training activities. As experienced 
professionals having taught in elementary school classrooms for over 20 years, they 
have been involved in a wide range of professional development activities in the 
area of language instruction and in other areas. Their mastery of teaching skills is 
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presumably higher than that of the overall teacher population of the canton of Ge
neva. 

In each class, one student dyad was selected for audio recording. The teacher 
was asked to choose a dyad whose members were likely to interact in a productive 
way and to express themselves freely while being recorded. Our analyses of the dy
adic interactions are therefore not representative of the dynamics that may occur 
when dyad members encounter difficulties of oral expression, or other factors which 
seriously impede productive exchanges. 

3.2 Text Production and Revision Activity 

Prior to the writing activity, the teacher was asked to form dyads composed of stu
dents who had different (but not widely disparate) achievement levels in French and 
who were expected to work well together from a social and affective viewpoint. 

The activity proposed in each class was based on a situation entitled "The life of 
a star." The activity involved four main phases: (1) each dyad chose a star (in the 
area of music, sports, cinema, etc.) that both children admired; (2) each member of 
the dyad then wrote answers to questions from a journalist who was planning to 
write an article about the star; (3) the draft of the text was revised individually by 
each member of the dyad; (4) the two members of the dyad compared their texts to 
discover if they had imagined the star's life in similar or dissimilar ways; they then 
confronted their respective revisions and jointly completed the revision of each text. 

The writing activity was designed with an authentic communication goal so as to 
encourage students to produce texts as interesting and as well written as possible. 
The text genre (a written, autobiographical interview) was familiar to the students 
since the magazines they read often present this type of interviews with stars who 
talk about their life, past and present. The questions asked by the journalist were 
expressed as follows: 
• When and how did you begin to get involved in your activity? 
• What success was the most outstanding of your career and why? 
• What problems do you encounter as a star? 
• What advantages do you have as a star? 
The writing activity took place in class in three sessions. During the first session, the 
teacher grouped the students in dyads and each dyad made its choice of a star to 
write about. In the second session, the teacher introduced the writing activity follow
ing a scenario prepared by our research team. This scenario proposed collective dis
cussion of ideas which could be included in the texts and the interactive composition 
of writing guidelines that the teacher wrote on the blackboard. The guidelines con
cerned text organization (e.g., choice of verb tense, use of chronological organizers, 
such as then, later, finally) and language conventions (spelling, punctuation). The 
students then produced their individual drafts responding to the journalist's ques
tions. The third session began with a reminder by the teacher of the aims of text re
vision. The teacher also distributed an individual guide to be used during revision 
that reminded students to verify four key aspects of the texts: quantity and quality of 
information provided to the journalist, grammatical agreements, spelling, and homo-
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phones likely to appear in this type of text. In addition, the teacher led a collective, 
interactive revision of a sample sentence containing typical errors for the genre un
der consideration. The drafts were then revised by the two members of the dyad who 
marked their proposed transformations on two separate photocopies of the text.^ 
These individual revisions were followed by a phase of confrontation and joint revi
sion of each text. 

4 RESULTS 

The results presented here concern, firstly, the interactions between the teacher and 
the entire class during the phases preceding the drafting and the revision of the stu
dents' texts and, secondly, the interactions between the members of student dyads 
during the phase of confrontation and joint peer revision. In both cases, qualitative 
analyses of interactions are combined with quantitative indicators of text transforma
tions in order to answer the research questions presented in section 2. 

4.1 Whole-class Interactions 

In each of the three classes, a member of our research team observed the whole-class 
interactions which took place before the students wrote their drafts and, the next 
day, before they carried out the individual and joint revisions of their texts. All of 
the indications that the teacher wrote on the blackboard were also recorded. On the 
basis of these observation notes, a narrative protocol was formulated for each class. 

A qualitative analysis was conducted by extracting from the protocols the seg
ments of whole-class interaction which were related to the following aspects of the 
activity: 

communication context and genre of the text to be written, 
text content and lexical choice, 
text organization and form, 
construction of the writing guidelines (written on the blackboard), 
use of the individual revision guide, 
use of reference materials, 
conception of revision. 

Our study had several purposes, one of which was to compare the effects of revision order 
(author-peer vs. peer-author) on the transformations carried out by each author. Analysis of 
this variable showed that the order peer-author tended to increase several types of transfor
mations (Allal, & Mottier Lopez, 2002). The recorded dyads in classes 1 and 2 carried out 
their individual revisions under the author-peer condition and the dyad in class 3 under the 
peer-author condition. We believe, however, that other factors linked to the dynamics and 
composition of the dyads, as described subsequently, had a much greater impact on the dyads 
revision activity than the factor of individual revision order, prior to the joint revision phase. 
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For each of these categories, a distinction was made between interaction segments 
that reflect a process of co-construction, according to the criteria defined section 1.1, 
and those that do not meet these criteria. 

Our presentation here will focus primarily on the variations among the three 
classes with respect to the practices emerging during the whole-class discussions. It 
will also seek to determine whether there is a relationship between the practices in 
each class and the characteristics of the texts produced and revised by the students, 
as shown in Table 1. 

Our observations show that, in all three classes, the teachers follow the main 
steps of the scenario furnished by our research team; there are no major deviations 
with respect to the order of the proposed steps or their overall content. There are, 
however, important differences in the ways in which each teacher interprets the sce
nario and develops interactions with her class. Of the seven categories used to ana
lyze whole-class interactions, the most salient differences occur for the following 
three categories. 

/. The conception of revision. The teacher in class 2 does not introduce any interac
tive exchanges about the meaning of the word "revision." In class 1, the teacher 
talks about revision as a "critical look" at one's draft. She associates revision with 
exercises that the students have previously carried out, such as the classification of 
errors or the addition of elements (adjectives, relative clauses) to an existing sen
tence. In contrast, the teacher of class 3 expresses explicitly the idea that revision is 
not just correction of errors, but also rewriting. "In addition, you can add words, 
make your text more interesting,...delete words,...improve the text, change what is 
written." She adds a summary of these points to the guidelines on the blackboard. 
During the interactive revision of the sample sentence, she asks the students to give 
examples of new ideas that could be added after the sentence. 

2. The elaboration of text content. The teachers of classes 1 and 2 lead a collective 
exchange in which the students propose examples of answers that could be given to 
each of the journalist's questions. The teacher of class 3 goes much further in the 
interactive co-constitution of potential text content. For question 3 she proceeds like 
the other teachers, but for questions 1, 2 and 4, she asks the students to discuss in 
small groups (3-4 members) what sorts of answers could be given; she then leads a 
whole-class discussion that draws on ideas developed in the small-group exchanges. 
This technique leads to very widespread student participation in the whole-group 
discussion. 

3. The construction of the writing guidelines. All three teachers construct the guide
lines with their class, but the construction procedures and outcomes are quite differ
ent. In class 1, the teacher asks focused questions about verb tense and organizers 
during the discussion of the text content and writes a few key words on the black
board. The guidelines are formulated in generic terms (organizers, spelling, punc
tuation,...), without any examples. The teacher of class 2 marks some general cate-
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gories (verb tense, organizers, spelling,...) on the blackboard before the students 
arrive. During the whole-class discussion, she has the students give examples that 
she writes in the appropriate category (e.g.. Organizers: when, then, since, in addi
tion,... etc.). In class 3, the teacher stimulates active student participation in the con
struction of the guidelines and asks for multiple examples to illustrate each guide
line. She writes the guidelines in the order of the student suggestions and formulates 
them in terms of the author's writing/revising activity. 

/ think about spelling 

I think about punctuation 

I answer the questions 

I write in a logical order 

Organizers: before, since, after, then... 

I add, I delete, I improve the ideas 

The guidelines in class 3 are the only ones specifying that revision entails rewriting 
(adding, deleting, improving ideas), in addition to editing or error correction. Al
though the guidelines are expressed in holistic terms, the multiple examples given 
by the students, as well as the teacher's comments on the examples, constitute a 
source of contextualization with respect to the communication goal ('75* that inter
esting for the readers to know?"), the text genre (use of first person pronoun '7" or 
''we"), the adequacy of content (''Is that an advantage or disadvantage? "). 

We will now examine the relationships between the qualitative analysis of the 
whole-class interactions, which we have just summarized, and the characteristics of 
the students' drafts and revised texts, as shown in Table 1. 

Several aspects of the dynamics of the whole-class interactions appear to influ
ence the students' text production and revision. In class 3, where the teacher encour
ages a broad conception of revision, we observe significantly more rewriting (adding 
and deleting of words) than in the other two classes. The revised texts in class 3 are 
significantly longer than those in classes 1 and 2 (a tendency already observed for 
the initial drafts, although the difference is not statistically significant). The initial 
drafts in class 3 also contain fewer incorrect words. This suggests that the students 
of this class are able to carry out more on-line revision during drafting, which could 
allow them to focus more attention on rewriting during the subsequent revision ac
tivities. 

The data in Table 1 also shed light on the specificity of the whole-class discus
sion in class 2. The teacher of this class never talks about rewriting as an aim of re
vision but instead provides a very structured approach to editing and error correc
tion. This observation coincides with the fact that the students in class 2 attain a sig
nificantly higher rate of error correction than in the other classes. 

If we look at the density of transformations (i.e., the number of additions + dele
tions + modifications + corrections per 100 words), we see that this indicator is very 
similar for classes 2 and 3 (around 18 transformations/100 words), even though the 
approaches to revision are quite different (more editing in class 2, more rewriting in 



WHOLE-CLASS AND PEER INTERACTION 79 

class 3). In class 1, on the other hand, the students show a much less active engage
ment in the process of revision. 

Table 1. Characteristics of students' drafts and revised texts, means and standard deviations 
(in brackets) by class 

Characteristics of students' texts 

Drafts 
Nb. words 
Nb. incorrect words 
% incorrect words* 

Revised texts 
Nb. words* 
Nb. words added and deleted* 
Nb. words changed 
Nb. errors corrected* 
Density of transformations 
% errors corrected 

Class 1 
(n = 

150.0 
26.8 
18.3 

151.1 
1.9 

11.2 
7.9 
8.7 

32.4 

= 14) 

(32.5) 
(12.6) 
(8.8) 

(33.3) 
(2.8) 
(5.3) 
(3.9) 
(4.1) 

(13.7) 

Class 2 
(n = 

144.7 
27.0 
18.9 

149.8 
11.6 
14.8 
10.9 
18.5 
40.8 

= 18) 

(25.0) 
(12.9) 
(8.4) 

(24.1) 
(20.7) 
(8.5) 
(5.6) 

(16.7) 
(117) 

Class 3 
(n = 

160.2 
19.9 
12.7 

173.8 
20.8 
10.9 
6.6 

18.1 
33.9 

= 16) 

(25.4) 
(9.4) 
(6.1) 

(27.0) 
(14.9) 
(5.5) 
(4.3) 
(8.7) 

(14.0) 
*Univariate analyses of variance show significant differences between the classes 
for these indicators (p < .05). 

In the description of the student population (section 3.1), it was noted that the per
centage of Swiss students varies substantially among the three classes. Analysis of 
variance was used to determine the effect of nationality (Swiss vs. non Swiss) on the 
students' achievement levels in French and on the main characteristics of their 
drafts. An interesting pattern emerges from the analyses. Being Swiss has a signifi
cant positive effect on students' grades in "French-communication"^ and on the 
number of words in their drafts. The effect of nationality is not, however, significant 
for the students' grades in "French-basic skills" and for the number of errors in their 
initial drafts. This suggests that Swiss nationality is associated with greater language 
fluency but not with greater mastery of basic language skills. The degree of lan
guage fluency of the students in a class, as well as their capacity to "tune in" cultur
ally to the teacher's expectations, could easily amplify the impact of the teacher's 
strategies for conducting whole-class discussions, thus contributing to the observed 
contrasts between classes 1 and 3. This tends globally to confirm the idea that class
room interactions are shaped by both teacher and student contributions. 

Grades are attributed, on a scale of I to 6, for two areas of language instruction: French-
communication (reading, oral and written expression) and French-basic skills (conjugation, 
grammar, spelling, vocabulary). 
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4.2 Dyadic Interactions 

Our presentation of the dyadic interactions recorded during the phase of joint revi
sion takes into account several sources of information. We first present two types of 
information concerning the individual members of the dyads: 
1) The student's achievement level in French, as reflected in first-term grades, for 

French-communication and for French-basic skills; 
2) The characteristics of the initial draft of each student and the types of transfor

mations carried out individually before the phase of joint revision (as described 
by the indicators in Table 1). 

A third source of information concerns the characteristics of the transformations 
appearing in the final version of each text after the phase of joint revision. This 
analysis is based on a multidimensional coding system developed in previous re
search (see Allal, 2000 for a detailed presentation of definitions and criteria). In the 
present study, coding concerns the following dimensions: object of the transforma
tion (lexical and grammatical aspects of spelling, text organization, semantics, 
other), type of operation used to make the transformation (addition, deleting, substi
tution, rearrangement), optional vs. conventional nature of the transformation, effect 
of the transformation on text quality (positive, negative, ambiguous). 

In addition to the above sources of information, we examine the origin of the 
transformations in order to determine whether the dyadic interaction led to addi
tional transformations beyond those already made by the author during the phase of 
individual revision. Table 2 presents the five possible origins of the transformations 
appearing in the final version of each author's text. Categories 1 and 2 concern the 
transformations carried out by the author that would exist in the final revised draft 
even if there were not a phase of dyadic peer interaction. Category 1 includes trans
formations made by the author but not by the peer during their respective revisions; 
category 2 includes author transformations that are identical to peer revisions, prior 
to the dyadic interaction. Categories 3, 4, and 5 concern transformations that occur 
as a result of author-peer interaction, including suggestions provided by the peer 
(category 3), modifications of the author's initial transformations that result from 
discussion with the peer (category 4), and new ideas of transformations that emerge 
during the dyadic confrontation (category 5). The total for categories 3, 4, and 5 
reflect the additional transformations resulting from dyadic interaction in the phase 
of joint revision, beyond those already carried out by the author in the phase of indi
vidual revision (categories 1 and 2). 

As shown in Table 2, the phase of joint revision leads to a substantial increase in 
transformations for both members of dyad 2. In dyads 1 and 3, on the other hand, 
joint revision increases transformations for one member of the dyad (Sonia, Sam
uel), but not for the other (Anne, Mourad). 
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Table 2. Origins of transformations in the texts of three dyads (absolute numbers) 

Origins of transformations 

1. Author 
2. Author (+ peer) 
Total 

3. Peer 
4. Author + Discussion 
5. Discussion 
Total 

Dyad 1 

Anne 
6 
1 
7 
0 
0 
0 
0 

Sonia 
2 
2 
4 
4 
1 
0 
5 

Dyad 2 

Stefan 
0 
4 

15 
10 
1 
2 

13 

Tania 
11 
0 

11 
7 
3 
7 

17 

Dyad 3 

Samuel Mourad 
8 6 
5 2 

13 8 
8 0 
2 0 
3 0 

13 0 

A final, but most important source of data results from the qualitative analysis of the 
dynamics of peer interaction during joint revision. This analysis is essential to un
derstand the processes underlying the transformations described in Table 2. For this 
purpose, we developed a coding scheme derived from previous research on peer 
interaction. The basic structure of our scheme is based on the categories of interac
tive co-elaboration defined by Gilly et al. (1988), but, for each category, we have 
defined sub-categories that take into account several complementary parameters 
proposed by Baker (2002) and by Kumpulainen, & Mutanen (1999). The recorded 
protocols of dyadic interactions are divided into sequences of exchanges pertaining 
to a same object. Sequences are coded and grouped so as to identify the recurrent 
patterns of interaction that characterize the dyad. The categories for classifying se
quences are defined as follows: 
• Agreement', one student makes a proposal concerning a given object, the other 

expresses agreement; successive sequences of agreement can be unilateral (only 
one student makes proposals), or alternating (proposals are made by both stu
dents, with some alternation, across different objects); 

• Co-construction: with respect to a given object, each student makes proposal(s) 
that are complementary to proposal(s) expressed by the other student and the ar
ticulation of these proposals assures a process of joint construction; 

• Confrontation reflecting disagreement: with respect to a given object, the stu
dents express divergent viewpoints; their disagreement can occur with or with
out argumentation by one or by both students, sequences of disagreement can 
lead or not lead to resolution of the divergence. 

In addition, there are some sequences that begin with disagreement, but move into 
collaborative co-construction of the solution. In this case, the sequence receives a 
double code reflecting the two forms of interaction. 

We will now draw together the different sources of information concerning the 
dyad recorded in each class. 
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Dyadl 
The dyad recorded in the first class is composed of two girls, Anne and Sonia, who 
chose to write about the singer Lorie. Their levels of scholastic achievement in 
French are different. Anne's grades in French-basic skills and in French-
communication are higher (5, 6) than Sonia's (4, 4). Their drafts show several dif
ferences: somewhat surprisingly, Sonia's text is substantially longer (225 words) 
than Anne's (145 words) and contains a percentage of incorrect words (13 %) that is 
not a lot higher than the percentage in Anne's draft (11%). The number of incorrect 
words in Sonia's text is of course much larger than in Anne's (16 vs. 30 words). 

When carrying out their individual revisions, neither of the authors adds or de
letes words from her draft. This observation tends to show that they do not consider 
rewriting as part of the process of revision. With respect to error correction, Anne is 
considerably more efficient: she corrects 44% of the incorrect words in her draft, 
whereas Sonia corrects only 7 % of the errors in her draft. The transformations ap
pearing in the final versions of both texts concern only spelling conventions (lexical 
and grammatical aspects) and are generally carried out by addition or deletion. The 
effect on text quality is always positive for Anne's draft, whereas for Sonia's draft, 5 
transformations (out of 9) are improvements and the 4 others are not (i.e., errors 
remain after transformation or new errors are added). 

During the phase of dyadic interaction and joint revision, less time is devoted to 
Anne's text, which is shorter and contains fewer errors, than to Sonia's text (ap
proximately 8 minutes vs. 14 minutes). It is Anne who leads the discussion concern
ing her own text and who asks Sonia to propose her revisions. Two patterns emerge 
with respect to Sonia's proposals. In a small number of cases, they are identical to 
Anne's revisions and are quickly passed in review. In other, more numerous cases, 
they are incorrect and lead to disagreement with arguments expressed by both stu
dents, or sometimes only by Anne. In this second situation, Sonia does not insist 
very long and generally accepts Anne's refiasal of her proposals. Anne sometimes 
suggests consulting the dictionary in order to determine whether Sonia's proposal is 
correct. These verifications allow her to ignore Sonia's proposals and retain her own 
initial revisions. The result, as shown in Table 2, is that no new transformations, 
beyond those already carried out by Anne, are made during the phase of joint revi
sion. 

With regard to the joint revision of Sonia's text, the author takes the lead in re
viewing the transformations she has made. She describes the transformations with 
apparent self-confidence, except for a doubt expressed about one instance of spell
ing. Anne then takes over and begins reviewing her own transformations of Sonia's 
text. There is rapid agreement, with little discussion, in most cases, including two 
proposals by Anne which lead Sonia to modify her draft. When disagreement occurs 
between the two students, it generally concerns suggestions by Anne. The arguments 
expressed by the two students show different levels of language awareness: Sonia's 
arguments appeal to tacit knowledge of what she thinks "seems right:" 

// appears to me better, in my head, with only one "I". 

In contrast, Anne uses linguistic terminology to explain and justify her viewpoint: 
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The acute "e" accent is wrong because there is a preposition before the verb "to sing." 
[in reference to: "ils m'ont aid6 a chant6"]. 

When Anne doesn't find an appropriate argument, she suggests consulting the dic
tionary. These verifications are carried out collaboratively and constitute the only 
sequences of co-constructed activity observed for this dyad. 

Globally, the interactions in the phase of joint revision have a limited effect on 
Sonia's text: four transformations are added on Anne's suggestion; one additional 
transformation is the result of a discussion which leads to an incorrect modification 
of Sonia's initial correction (see Table 2). 

This dyad shows continuous engagement in the task, with almost no "off-task" 
interactions during the joint revision phase. However, except for the collaborative 
use of the reference material, the interactive dynamics between the two students do 
not appear to be very satisfactory. Anne positions herself as the authority of the 
group; Sonia does not easily accept this authority, especially when modifications of 
her text are proposed by Anne. This relationship leads to episodes with underlying 
tensions and overt relational conflicts, which limit the positive effects of the joint 
revision. 

Anne: No, that's not the present perfect. That, it's a preposition (...) So you're 

wrong. You have to cross out. 

Sonia: Yeah. OK. I crossed out (slightly annoyed tone of voice). 

Anne: But you haven't really done it! 

Sonia: ...Idon't know... 

Anne: But you have to cross out! 

Sonia: But I crossed out! Stop! (deeply annoyed tone of voice). 

However, Sonia does not in fact make the correction. Instead she crosses out a letter 
in the word having no relationship to the discussion with Anne. Even in cases of 
apparent agreement between the two students, Sonia does not always mark the trans
formation on her draft or fails to mark it correctly. For example, she agrees with 
Anne that there is only one */'' in the word ''professeur " but only pretends to cross 
out the extra letter. 

Relational tensions between Anne and Sonia appear throughout their interaction 
and probably explain why no new transformations are elaborated during the joint 
revision. It is likely that the difference in language skills between the two students 
(as shown by their grades) contributes to their relational difficulties, but it is also 
possible that other factors play a role (e.g., their social skills or self-images). 

Dyad 2 
The dyad recorded in the second class is composed of a girl, Tania, and a boy, 
Stefan, who chose to write about the master of ceremony of a TV game, Jean-Pierre 
Foucault. The students' levels of scholastic achievement are the same in both 
French-basic skills and French-communication (grade of 5). Their drafts are quite 
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similar in length (173 words for Stefan and 181 for Tania) and in percentage of in
correct words (25 % for Stefan vs. 26 % for Tania). 

During the phase of individual revision, each author transforms a similar number 
of words (13 for Stefan vs. 14 for Tania). With respect to error correction, Stefan 
shows a slightly higher percentage: he corrects 18 % of the errors in his draft, while 
Tania corrects 13% in her draft. Neither student does any rewriting (Stefan adds two 
words and Tania none at all). The transformations appearing in the final versions of 
the two texts concern primarily spelling conventions (lexical and grammatical as
pects) but there are 6 transformations of text organization in Tania's draft and one 
semantic transformation in Stefan's. Transformations of both texts are carried out 
not only by relatively simple operations of addition and deletion, but also by more 
complex operations of substitution. The effect on text quality is positive in the vast 
majority of cases (90% of the transformations of each draft). Taken together, these 
different indicators show that this dyad is quite homogenous regarding writing and 
revision skills. 

In contrast with the other two dyads, Stefan and Tania begin the joint revision 
session with an exchange about the content of their texts. They then proceed with 
the revision of each draft, spending more time on Tania's text than on Stefan's (ap
proximately 13 vs. 8 minutes). The interactive dynamics of the dyad's exchanges are 
slightly different depending on the text under consideration. 

In the joint revision of Tania's text, both students initiate the dialogue alterna
tively. Stefan mostly proposes his own corrections, but he also shows doubts about 
the way several words are written and identifies some errors not previously seen. 
Tania mainly asks for justifications of Stefan's proposals of revisions, either by af
firming that what she wrote is correct or, occasionally, by expressing doubt about 
the spelling of a word. These different ways of conducting the dialogue lead to var
ied patterns of interaction, including sequences of agreement, of disagreement, as 
well as episodes of collaborative co-construction. 

Agreement takes mostly place by recognizing the relevance of the partner's pro
posal, which frequently includes a brief explanation: 

Stefan: I put a full stop here because if you say... 

Tania: Yes it's a little bit too long. But why... ? 

Stefan: Because you wrote only one sentence, a very long one in fact. 

The students resolve the cases of disagreement, by argumentation, by consultation of 
the dictionary or by asking the teacher. In one interesting exchange, the students 
compare three spellings for the word ''tas" (lots): Tania's initial spelling {ta), the 
change she made during her individual revision {t'a) and the correction made by 
Stefan {tas). Not being able to agree on the correct spelling, they decide to look up 
the word in the dictionary. However, they never get to the word ''tas '* because they 
first find the feminine, singular possessive adjective *7a" (your) which corresponds 
to what Tania had written initially. They then reason that this word should be put 
into plural form and so decide to add an ''s'\ This leads to a transformation that 
looks correct although the underlying reasoning is erroneous. What is particularly 
striking in this example, we would like to emphasize, is the number of language fea-
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tures being simultaneously dealt with (phoneme-grapheme mappings, contraction 
with an apostrophe, plural inflections) as the students seek to clarify a problem of 
homophony, which is one of the very complex and difficult areas to master in writ
ten French. 

Sequences of collaborative co-construction also emerge during the discussion 
from a shared doubt about the spelling of a word. Sometimes they lead to correct 
revisions but sometimes they do not. For example, Stefan asks Tania if she is sure 
about the way she spelled the word ''telement" ("should it be written tellement?). 
Both students agree to check in the dictionary, they help each other to look for the 
word but do not find it easily; they finally give up and leave the word uncorrected. 

Altogether, interactive dynamics of the discussion results in a large number of 
new transformations during the joint revision phase. As shown in Table 2, in addi
tion to the 11 transformations Tania initially made, 17 more are added during the 
dyad's discussion: 7 are proposed by Stefan, 3 result from a discussion that modifies 
Tania's initial corrections and 7 are new transformations that emerge during the dis
cussion. For example: 

Stefan: Wait! Here you put an "s". 

Tania: Oh yes. 

Stefan: // needs a "/". 

Tania: Sorry. (She crosses the "s" and marks a "t"). 

In the joint revision of Stefan's text, it is mainly Tania who leads the discussion. She 
reviews all the transformations she wrote on Stefan's draft and the author generally 
expresses his agreement, even when the revisions are not explained by Tania. 
Stefan's way of initiating certain topics of discussion is to show his own doubts 
about words he wrote and to describe his difficulty in choosing between two alterna
tives: 

Stefan: Here I wasn 7 sure if it's "e " acute accent or "e-r". 

Tania: / wrote it with "e " and I left it that way. 

Stefan: OK, then. 

Subsequently, Stefan points out errors he already corrected himself and occasionally 
indicates correctly written words in his text, as if to show his partner, and maybe 
himself, the positive aspects of his production. 

To summarize: the majority of the interactions regarding Stefan's text can be 
classified as sequences of agreement, expressed unilaterally by Stefan to Tania's 
proposals. The result, as shown in Table 2, is that 13 new transformations, mostly 
provided by Tania's suggestions (10), are added to the 15 modifications already car
ried out by Stefan during the individual revision phase. There are nevertheless three 
cases where the discussion allows the emergence of a new transformation or a modi
fication of an initial revision. These interactions do not, however, lead to any se
quences of co-construction. 
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After having revised both texts, the students check them rapidly once again using the 
revision guide (for example, they pass quickly in review the number of sentences in 
each paragraph to be sure there is enough information). It is worth noting, in addi
tion, that this dyad does not engage in "off-task" interactions; during almost half an 
hour all their exchanges concern the revision task or the content of the texts. 

Dyad 3 
The dyad recorded in the third class is composed of two boys, Mourad and Samuel, 
who chose to write about the rap singer Eminem. Their level of scholastic achieve
ment is the same in French-basic skills (grade of 4) but Samuel's grade in French-
communication is slightly higher than Mourad's (5 vs. 4). Their drafts show several 
marked differences: Samuel's text is substantially longer (160 words) and contains a 
higher percentage of incorrect words (21%), as compared to that of Mourad (144 
words of which 13% are incorrect). 

During the phase of individual revision of their drafts, Samuel added 22 words to 
his text, while Mourad added only 11 words. With respect to error correction, the 
two students show an equivalent level of success: 33% of the incorrect words in 
each draft were corrected by the corresponding author. The transformations appear
ing in the final versions of both texts concern primarily spelling conventions (lexical 
and grammatical) but there are 2 transformations of text organization in Samuel's 
text and a semantic transformation, of varying length, in each student's text. Trans
formations of both texts are carried by addition and deletion, as well as by more 
complex operations of substitution. The effect on text quality is always positive for 
Mourad's text and is most often so for Samuel's text (88% of the transformations are 
improvements). 

In the phase of dyadic exchange and joint revision, much less time is devoted to 
Mourad's text than to Samuel's text (approximately 3 minutes vs. 26 minutes). It is 
nevertheless Mourad who leads the discussion concerning both texts. For his own 
text, he passes rapidly in review the corrections he has already made and Samuel 
generally expresses his agreement. A single case of disagreement entails argumenta
tion by both students about whether the word "audience" [public] is singular or plu
ral. They do not, however, arrive at a shared solution and Mourad retains his own 
viewpoint. The result, as shown in Table 2, is that no new transformations, beyond 
those already carried out individually by Mourad, are made during the phase of joint 
revision. 

Although Mourad leads most of the discussion concerning his partner's draft, 
Samuel seems quite satisfied that so much time is spent on his own text. The dyad's 
interactions can be classified in two main categories. The first includes sequences of 
agreement. These sequences are generally initiated by Mourad: He reviews the 
transformations he wrote on Samuel's text and the author generally expresses his 
agreement. Samuel points out, however, several transformations he made which do 
not appear in Mourad's revisions and Mourad agrees. The second category concerns 
disagreements. In most of these cases, Mourad's proposals are finally adopted and 
marked on Samuel's text with only a minimal amount of argumentation. There are. 
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however, several cases of in-depth argumentation, including attempts to resolve the 
disagreement by checking in reference material. 

In addition, there are two sequences where disagreement leads to collaborative 
co-construction of their on-going revision. One example occurs when the two stu
dents decide to employ a checking device they have previously learned to distin
guish infinitive and past participle forms of verbs {vendre vs. vendu). They review 
systematically the verbs in Samuel's text using this device, expressing simultaneous 
verbalizations of some verifications and complementary collaborative exchanges 
about others. The second case of co-construction concerns the collaborative search 
for a word in the dictionary. In both cases, the object of their co-construction is a 
revision procedure, rather than new linguistic knowledge. 

The overall result of these interactions is reflected in the origins of the transfor
mations of Samuel's text (see Table 2). In addition to the 13 transformations he 
made initially, 13 more transformations are added during the dyad's discussion: 8 
are proposed by Mourad, 2 result from a discussion that modifies Samuel's initial 
corrections and 3 are new transformations that emerge during the discussion. 

This dyad makes relatively frequent use of reference materials (dictionary, 
grammar checklist, conjugation tables), but does not always find a solution to the 
problem being discussed. For example, when they disagree about the plural ending 
of a verb (Samuel has used incorrectly the noun infiection "^"; Mourad proposes the 
correct verb inflection "«/")? they look in the conjugation tables and in the diction
ary and fail to find the solution, but Samuel finally accepts Mourad's proposal. 

This dyad often engages in word play while they look in reference books or ana
lyze an expression or word about which they have a doubt. For example, in one long 
sequence, they go back and forth between two problems: the confusion between 
homophones (its [ses\ vs. it's [c'esi\) and the spelling of a past participle (annoying 
[embetant\)\ 

Samuel: (reading) "it's very annoying. " But "annoying" is a verb... 

Mourad: Yes, a verb in the simple past tense, uh, ...a present participle. 

Samuel: Yeah. 

Mourad: Yeah, but there is "very" in front. 

Samuel: Yeah, that's right; it's not a verb "very"; I very, you very.,. [je tres, tu 
tres..]. 

Mourad: Yes, I milk the cow. [Je trais la vache - a play on words with the homo
phones "trds" and "trais"]. 

The two boys in this dyad often exchange insults expressed in a playful way 
("you're zero," "what an idiot"). They engage in frequent word games, including 
several "off-task" sequences inspired by words they come across while looking in 
the dictionary. In one such sequence, the word "grenade" is a starting point for a 
succession of references to Afghanistan, Ben Laden, the Red Cross, the Salvation 
Army. In general, their playful and imaginative mode of exchange seems to foster 
their task engagement rather than distracting them from the goal of text revision. 
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5 DISCUSSION 

Our discussion of the findings of this study will focus, first, on the whole-class in
teractions, then on the dyadic interactions and, finally, on the possible relationships 
between these two forms of social mediation of writing and revision activities. 

5.1 Whole-class Interactions 

Our observations show that even when teachers follow an instructional scenario, 
such as the one provided in our research, they introduce a substantial range of varia
tion in the way they implement the scenario. This is likely to be true, we think, for 
all complex instructional activities which imply a certain co-constitution of the ac
tivity's content and meaning through the interactions between teacher and students. 
It also shows the limits of attempts to influence teaching practice by the provision of 
curricular materials which will inevitably be interpreted in a variety of ways. 

By confronting the observations of whole-class discussions in each class with the 
characteristics of the students' drafts and revisions, we discover two main differ
ences among the classes. The first concerns the conception of revision formulated by 
the teacher-student interactions. In the scenario provided to the teachers, the pro
posed instructions evoked a broad view of revision that included rewriting ("In ad
dition to the correction of existing words, you can add sentences, new words, new 
ideas. You can also delete words..."). In classes 1 and 2, however, the exchanges 
about revision tended to focus exclusively on editing (correction of errors and local 
improvements, such as enlarging a noun group with an adjective). In class 3, the 
teacher talked about revision as editing but also as rewriting and she had the students 
give examples of new ideas that could be added after the correction of the sample 
sentence. This difference in the whole-class interaction about revision was reflected 
in the transformations subsequently carried out: a significantly larger number of 
additions and deletions appeared in the texts of the students in class 3. 

The second difference between the classes concerns the overall dynamics of the 
interactions. In all three classes, there was a considerable amount of interactive con
stitution of the task requirements. For the different aspects of text production and 
revision (generation of content, construction of the writing guidelines, revision of 
the sample sentence), the teacher encouraged the students to give a variety of sug
gestions and examples. In class 3, however, this process went much further in the 
direction of co-construction of shared knowledge and practices based on student 
contributions to the whole-class discussion. The teacher of this class had a greater 
tendency to encourage students to develop their suggestions and explain their pro
posals. She also fostered intensive student involvement in the construction of the 
writing guidelines and in the revision of the sample sentence. The consequences of 
this strategy are, nevertheless, not that easy to pinpoint. The teacher's approach ap
parently reinforced the students' use of rewriting, but did not necessarily lead to a 
larger overall amount of revision; the density of transformations (editing plus rewrit
ing, expressed as changes per 100 words) was not higher than in class 2. It is note
worthy that the students of class 3 wrote longer drafts with a lower percentage of 
errors. The intensive, interactive preparation for writing the initial draft could ac-
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count for this result in terms of an increased capacity to carry out on-line revision 
during drafting. In addition, factors linked to nationality, such as greater language 
fluency and the ability to tune in to the teacher's expectations, probably contributed 
to the differences between class 3 and the other classes. 

5.2 Dyadic Interactions 

Our analyses of the dyads' interactions and text transformations show that the se
quence of activities - individual revision of each draft, followed by confrontation 
and joint revision of both texts - had a positive impact on student investment in re
vision in the sense of increasing the time spent on this task and the number of trans
formations carried out. In addition, the vast majority of the transformations that were 
made led to improvement of text quality. Although more extensive revision does not 
always mean higher text quality (Bereiter, & Scardamalia, 1987; Rijlaarsdam, 
Couzijn, & Van den Bergh, 2004), spending time on revision can be considered as 
an important (even necessary) condition for learning about writing and for learning, 
in the long run, how to make significant improvements in text production. 

Our observations raise several questions that need to be further elucidated. A 
first question concerns the composition of the dyads. The literature on group compo
sition (Webb, 1989) shows that learning is enhanced when there is heterogeneity, 
but a limited degree of heterogeneity, with respect to the relevant skills for accom
plishing the task. Groups with members having high and middle-level skills, or mid
dle and low-level skills generally perform better than groups with high heterogeneity 
(high and low-level skills) or than homogeneous groups. From this viewpoint, the 
tension and interpersonal conflict observed in the interactions of dyad 1 were proba
bly caused by the large difference between Anne's and Sonia's written language 
skills. Sonia, the student with the weaker skills, did not want to accept the dissym
metry between her role as help-receiver and Anne's role of help-provider. Affective 
and social factors linked to self-esteem and identity may have intervened in this case 
as much, or more than cognitive factors. The productive, dynamic interactions of 
dyad 2, composed of two students with practically identical levels of language skill, 
do not at first seem to be consistent with the results of prior research showing the 
advantages of a certain (limited) heterogeneity. Once again, there may be affective 
and social dimensions of these students' interactive styles that provided just the right 
degree of heterogeneity to stimulate their exchanges in a positive way. Finally, in 
the case of dyad 3, it was quite obvious that social and affective factors were present 
in their jostling exchanges of insults and in their word games. This coincides with 
the research by Daiute, & Dalton (1988) and by Rouiller (2004) showing that an 
attitude of playfulness can stimulate students' engagement in writing and revision 
tasks. In summary, dyad composition needs to take into account a variety of factors 
- cognitive, affective, social - that can influence the way students carry out a joint 
activity. It is obviously impossible for teachers to find the right mix of these factors 
each time they ask students to do group work. It can therefore be useful to introduce 
whole-class discussions or other techniques (e.g., the scripted interaction formats 
proposed by O'Donnell, 1999) designed to improve students' collaborative skills. 
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A second question concerns the relations between peer interactions and the out
comes of these interactions observed in student productions. If we refer only to the 
transformations of the students' drafts, we could be tempted to conclude that the 
activity of joint revision was not beneficial for Anne (in dyad 1) and for Mourad (in 
dyad 3). In both cases, the moment of joint revision led to no increase in the number 
of transformations beyond those already produced by the author of the text. Analysis 
of the interactions showed, however, that Anne and Mourad were very actively en
gaged in reflection about revision throughout the exchanges with their respective 
partners. Anne verbalized explanations and justifications for carrying out, or not 
carrying out, different transformations of her own draft and of Sonia's text. Mourad 
was also very active in the lengthy discussion about Simon's text; he led a major 
portion of the review and was constantly involved in the search for solutions either 
by argumentation or by looking in reference materials. In terms of "time-on-task" 
(Berliner, 1979), Anne and Mourad worked steadily on revision during the dyadic 
interaction even though no new changes were introduced in their own drafts. To 
summarize: when new transformations occur during joint revision they are generally 
a sign of positive involvement in the revision process, but their absence does not 
preclude active investment in reflection about revision of one's own or one's part
ner's text. This observation coincides with Rijlaarsdam et al.'s (2004) affirmation 
that transformations are only the "tip of the iceberg" and do not convey ftilly the 
underlying process of revision. 

With respect to the question "what are the effects of the revision activities carried 
out in our study on student learning?", we have no direct measures but we can for
mulate the following interpretations based on our observations: 
• Sonia's text improved slightly (in terms of error correction), but she probably 

failed to learn anything about text revision; most of her energy was spent resist
ing, and occasionally giving in, to Anne's suggestions. 

• The other five students all invested actively in the revision activity. A sizeable 
number of transformations (13-17) were added to three students' texts, but no 
new transformations were made on the remaining two drafts. It is nevertheless 
likely that all five of these students learned something from the dyadic interac
tion about the aims and the practice of revision. 

Although their revision activity was largely focused on the area of spelling (lexical 
and grammatical aspects), they engaged in practices that elicited a range of language 
skills: comparison, justification, explanation, use of reference materials. It can be 
noted, moreover, that exchanges about some aspects of spelling entailed quite a 
complex coordination of several concepts, as illustrated by the ta-t'a-tas example 
discussed by Tania and Stefan. As other research has shown (Allal, 2004; Betrix 
Kohler, 1995; Largy, Chanquoy, & Dedeyan, 2004), the mastery of French spelling, 
especially the grammatical aspects, the problems of homophony and the presence of 
unvoiced letters, remains a challenge for young writers throughout the elementary 
school years. The cognitive resources that the students have to invest to try and 
solve spelling problems may explain in part why they carry out relatively few trans
formations concerning text organization and semantics. 
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5.3 Relations between Whole-class and Dyadic Interactions 

The theories of social mediation of learning lead us to expect relations between the 
representations and the practices constituted during whole-class discussions and the 
ways students function and interact in small-group situations of peer interaction. In 
the first part of our longitudinal study, concerning three fifth-grade classrooms, it 
was not, however, possible to go very far in analysis of these relations. Having re
corded and transcribed the interactions of only one dyad per classroom, we are not 
able to determine whether the differences among the dyads are influenced by the 
differences among the whole-class discussions that took place in the three classes. In 
the second part of our study, extended to the same classes in sixth grade, two dyads 
per class are recorded so as to facilitate the search for influences of whole-class dis
cussion on peer interaction. 

We can mention, nevertheless, in conclusion, several hypotheses based on our 
fifth-grade observations to be explored fiirther in the future. The whole-class discus
sions we observed included the construction of writing guidelines which could be 
used for both drafting and revising. Although we observed very few signs that the 
students explicitly referred to these guidelines, their drafts and the revisions they 
subsequently made were often highly congruent with the guidelines. This suggests 
that the interactive construction of the guidelines was more a means of structuring 
(mentally) the students' approach to writing and revision than a way of giving them 
a tool used operationally during these activities. This hypothesis could be investi
gated by comparing a situation in which guidelines are constructed and remain 
available during writing/revising with a situation in which guidelines are constructed 
but do not remain available during writing/revising. 

A second area of investigation concerns what Newman et al. call the "indetermi
nacy" of teacher-student interactions. They state that in an instructional dialogue, 
"the participants act as //their understandings are the same" (Newman et al., 1989: 
62) while they gradually advance in the negotiation of meaning. This could lead us 
to look at peer interactions, which follow whole-class discussions, in terms of the 
elements that reveal discontinuities in the process of co-construction of shared 
knowledge and practices. For example, although the conception of revision verbal
ized in class 3 apparently influenced the students' revisions (i.e., they carried out 
more rewriting than in the other classes), the interactions of the recorded dyad made 
very few references to text content and the process of transforming content; almost 
all the students' exchanges were focused on operations of editing. This may show 
that the initial impact of whole-class discussions is on cognitive processes (in the 
present case, how to write and revise a text) rather than on metacognitive reflection 
about these processes. By studying several cycles of whole-class and small-group 
peer interaction, it would be possible to determine how the co-construction of repre
sentations and practices may be extended toward shared metacognitive reflection 
about the social mediation of learning. 
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1 SOCIAL INTERACTION, DISCOURSE AND LITERACY LEARNING IN 
CLASSROOM CONTEXTS 

1.1 On the Negotiation of Meanings 

Teaching and learning have been traditionally defined in very limited terms, as two 
causally-related decontextualized processes which are, respectively, associated with 
the presentation and acquisition of certain, "objectively-defined," pieces of informa
tion (see also Edwards, & Mercer, 1987; Edwards, & Westgate, 1994). Interestingly, 
students' learning processes, though examined in classrooms, i.e., in contexts of 
interaction where many different participants are involved, have been presented as 
emerging independently of these interactions; the learning outcomes attested were 
basically attributed to individual learner factors (ability, motivation, attention, etc.). 
However, as shown by subsequent research developing out of Vygotsky's work 
(1978), interactions may, in fact, play an important mediating role, facilitating some 
students and excluding others from gaining access into learning opportunities 
(Crabbe, 2003; Gutierrez, 1994; Lee, & Smagorinsky, 2000). 

Research proposals developed within several distinct fields (such as those of so-
ciocognifive psychology, interactional sociolinguistics, and educational ethnogra
phy) seem to converge on a different set of premises on situated language use; these 
have redefined both the nature of school classrooms and classroom discourse (from 
static descriptions through the I-R-E categories [Sinclair, & Coulthard, 1975] to the 
co-construction of meanings in classroom emergent contexts) and the roles teachers 
and students undertake in this dynamic process of meaning negotiation. According 
to this approach, school classrooms, rather than seen as static contexts within which 
curriculum is simply implemented and school knowledge is transmitted to students, 
are re-interpreted as learning communities whose culture gets co-constructed by all 
members, each contributing according to their own degree of expertise. The acquisi
tion of school competencies is described as a locally-situated process (i.e., a process 
which does not exist independently of specific classroom contexts) and an interac
tively-accomplished one (mediated by the interactions co-constructed by teachers 
and students around texts) (Cazden, 1986, 1988; Marshall, 1992; Mercer, 1995, 
1996; Moll, 1990; Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1995). Variously 
referred to as activity types (Russell, 1995), writing events (Basso, 1974) or literacy 
events (Barton, & Hamilton, 2000), these sequentially emergent interactive units 
mediate learning processes. What draws researchers' interest are issues such as 
these: Given the divergent perspectives that participants may bring to a given class
room, how are common understandings (i.e., intersubjectivity) attained? How is 
classroom culture built through interaction? 

Apparently, the adoption of this perspective entails certain, quite important im
plications with regard to the way one should analyze the teaching and learning of 
literacy through the reading and writing events that are constructed in real class
rooms. I single out two, which I summarize as follows. First, if written texts and the 
negotiations around them are part of the many resources that contribute to the con
struction of the classroom culture, apparently, learning to write in classroom con-
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texts can no longer be seen as a process that simply involves the appropriate use of 
lexico-grammatical forms. This should rather be seen (in line with Rogoff, 1990) as 
a collective accomplishment involving children's gradual "appropriation" of a cer
tain, contextually-dependent set of semiotic resources (i.e., genres and interactional 
patterns) this community values as important for making and indeed for displaying 
meanings. The second issue concerns the intertextual construction of literacy prac
tices. According to current sociolinguistic research, the classroom should be revis
ited as a dynamic, communicative environment, consisting of a series of evolving 
learning contexts (Bloom, & Egan-Robertson, 1993). Apparently, given intertextual-
ity, any interactive unit, such as a reading event or a (teacher- vs. peer-led) writing 
conference can only be understood as a component in a series of units that interrelate 
toward developing a "shared" perspective towards classroom knowledge. But how 
do such units relate to each other and how do their linkages shape children's devel
oping understandings of classroom literacy? Interestingly, although it is acknowl
edged that the interactive contexts constructed around written texts constitute impor
tant structures that mediate students' school-situated learning, information is still 
needed on the characteristics of talk that shape the texture of such events, and con
tribute to the construction of classroom literacy. 

Integrating the classroom-situated learning of literacy practices (the Santa Bar
bara Classroom Discourse Group, 1995) with concepts developed in various strands 
of research on genre literacies (Johns, 2002), this chapter presents results from a 
program that has been implemented in a number of Greek primary schools with the 
aim to foster Greek children's genre writing. I suggest that, in unveiling the con
struction of classroom-based literacy practices, we need to proceed beyond the 
analysis of isolated units toward delineating a broader approach to genre writing as 
an intertextual process of meaning making. According to this approach, children's 
appropriation of school literacies is seen as a socially-situated and interactively-
emergent process that is shaped both by the types of genres employed, the kinds of 
units constructed as well as by the kinds of intertextual linkages students and teach
ers establish as they negotiate new and redefine given notions around writing. These 
issues are explored through the analysis of two writing conferences, constructed 
along with a series of units in two elementary school classrooms. 

1.2 Writing Conferences as Social Units: Basic Premises 

The role of writing conferences has been widely recommended in process-oriented 
LI and L2 writing pedagogy. With the shift of research attention to the social nature 
of writing, detailed analyses have been undertaken on how different social factors 
help students become more effective writers (see Ferris, & Hedgcock, 1998 for an 
overview); these include, among others, the comments made by teachers versus 
peers on fellow students' texts [Ferris, 1995a, 1995b, 1995c, 1997], and the types of 
feedback given (oral vs. written, content- vs. form-based) (see Paulus, 1999). The 
shift of attention to writing conferences (mainly used in reference to one-to-one 
teacher-student writing interactions around the student's text) has brought about a 
whole new perspective on the social factors that shape children's developing under-
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standings of writing. Analysis of conference talk has illustrated how spoken and 
written language intermingle and how forms of instruction mediate and shape stu
dents' understanding of the nature and functions of written language (Sperling, 
1994). 

While, through the evidence attested, it has become apparent that causal relation
ships cannot be clearly established, most literature (especially in L2 contexts) does 
make tentative suggestions as to the "efficacy" or "success" of a writing conference 
(and the discourse patterns used by its participants) and students' learning about 
writing (see, for instance, Freedman, & Sperling, 1985; Walker, & Elias, 1987). 
Conferences have, thus, been differentiated into successful versus less successful 
ones, with "success" being defined through either participants' impressions of the 
negotiation process undertaken with the teacher or through a limited set of criteria, 
such as students' versus teacher's volubility, quality of talk, topics raised etc. In
deed, the success of a conference is proposed to be mediated by the status of the 
student, with high quality conferences being generated by "good" students. Another 
way of assessing conference success is by tracing the amount of appropriate changes 
students introduce in their drafts after the conference has been completed. Such 
changes may be limited to editing and small micro-structural corrections (usually 
made by less expert or poor writers), but also extend to changes in macro-level pat
terns and aspects of text organization (usually introduced by expert writers) (Faig-
ley,&Witte, 1981). 

While some of the correlations drawn have been contested (the notion of writing 
expertise, for instance, cannot be taken as a static and decontextualized notion but is, 
in fact, a negotiable one, shifting according to contextual parameters and genres, see 
Hyland, 2002: 59-61), one could argue that this research when attending to students' 
re-writing activities has not paid proper attention to whether such activities are, in 
fact, mediated by the congruence or divergence in the formal and interactional 
schemata participants employ for the negotiation of meanings during the construc
tion of the writing conference itself (but note Inghilleri, 1989). Given the variety of 
resources participants bring into a situation of collective scaffolding (Donato, 1994) 
and the different kinds of generic competences they may operate with (Au, 1993; 
Heath, 1983; Perez et al., 1998), understanding each other's perspectives in interac
tive negotiations cannot be possibly seen as a straightforward process that is always 
accomplished. In fact, I suggest that the attainment of this process - i.e., the degree 
of intersubjectivity attained, is the issue to be attended to. 

Integrating premises from interactional sociolinguistics with Vygotskian insights 
on situated learning (Lantoff, & Appel, 1994), I suggest that writing conferences 
should be revisited as one of the most important school-enacted literacy contexts in 
which children, through the assistance of "more expert" co-participants (adults and 
peers), are socialized into certain ways of interacting with and talking about texts; 
conferences instantiate ways of making meanings through spoken and written lan
guage that are valued in children's own local school communities (see also Allal, & 
Mottier Lopez, 2002; Allal et al., this volume; Peterson, 2003). Furthermore, rather 
than attending to writing conferences as preset learning contexts, I direct the inquiry 
into the kinds of learning accomplished into such contexts by tracing the trajectories 
participants construct for appropriating meanings - a process which is not, in fact. 
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independent from participants' engagement in the co-construction of the activity 
itself Among the issues raised are the following: How are partial understandings 
and misunderstandings signalled? How do participants try to accommodate each 
other's divergent perspectives? How is the success of a writing conference to be 
operationalized in cases when participants share similar and/or divergent perspec
tives on school genres? 

1.3 On Mediation: Strategies and Styles in the Construction of Knowledge 

The interactive processes that mediate children's acquisition of cognitive and so-
ciocultural knowledge are at the heart of the inquiry conducted in a variety of fields 
and contexts, ranging from parent-infants' collaborative interactions at home (Ninio, 
& Snow, 1996; Ochs, 1988, among others) to aspects of LI and L2 literacy learning 
(Hall, & Verplaetse, 2000; Lantoff, 2000). 

In a survey of this work, Gregory (2001) has indicated that, depending upon the 
role assigned to the participants involved, relevant studies may be situated under 
three major categories. The studies developed initially tended to focus on the way 
adults ''scaffold" children's emergent understandings of sociocultural knowledge; 
these were replaced by studies analyzing children's ''guided participation'' into 
meaning-making practices within specific discourse communities and, finally, by 
work concerned with ''collaborative learning'' 

While, on the theoretical level, the notions of scaffolding, guided participation 
and collaborative learning seem to offer a clear-cut set of categories through which 
patterns of knowledge construction may be differentiated (and thus children's learn
ing may be accounted for), detailed analyses of real data indicate a more compli
cated picture; these styles of knowledge construction may, in fact, interlock both 
during the course of a single conversational interaction as well as over a series of 
interactions. The important issue that has not been adequately addressed in educa
tional studies of classroom interaction and sociocognitive approaches to guided par
ticipation (for a critical review of this work, see also Tan Bee, 2000, 2003) is this: 
How is collaboration and scaffolding realized on the interactional and textual level? 
Are there specific strategies (such as repetition) which are associated with specific 
styles or can these be used to implement different styles of knowledge construction? 
How is expertise negotiated by various participants on the textual and interactional 
level of an interaction? How can the results of scaffolding (i.e., the transition from 
the lower to higher ground, according to Vygotskian research) be traced linguisti
cally, interactionally, and textually? 

Most of the work conducted concerns the identification of the scaffolding strate
gies which are used "in situations characterized by difference, difficulty or social 
distance" (Gibbons, 2003: 248). Such characteristics prevail in most teacher-student 
interactions where considerable linguistic and conceptual distance may be noted. 
Drawing from the temporary framework that supports workers during the construc
tion of a building, researchers illustrated that scaffolding strategies when adopted by 
adults (who are taken a-priori as expert participants) within the context of certain 
situations may, in fact, help children extend their skills and knowledge to a higher 
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level of competence. Following upon Wood et al. (1976), some of the strategies 
(cited in Hogan, & Pressley, 1997: 16) cited are the following: Offering explana
tions, Inviting student participation, Verifying and clarifying student understanding, 
Modelling of desired behaviour (Making thinking visible). Modelling of question 
and comment generation. Inviting students to contribute clues. These strategies are 
gradually removed as the child gains confidence and competence in performing 
various tasks. 

Undoubtedly, building upon such a clear-cut catalogue of strategies, practical 
suggestions can be made with regard to the way teachers may help children appro
priate new knowledge. I argue, however, that these proposals, by focusing on the 
local level (i.e., by singling out individual strategies), tend to align with more static 
and rather individualist approaches to literacy learning. In the discussion below I 
illustrate how scaffolding relates to classroom-situated literacy learning; classroom 
learning is seen as a collective accomplishment that arises out of the negotiation of 
various types of information proposed to the classroom conversational floor; these 
pieces of information, in terms of their status, may be given to some and new to 
other participants. Before I outline this proposal, certain clarifications are necessary. 

Let me begin by addressing the relation between collaboration and scaffolding, 
which are differentiated in Gregory's scheme. To clarify their interaction, I accept 
that these strategies are part of the many different resources participants use for the 
construction of any interactive unit, including writing conferences. Collaboration 
pervades conversational interaction, with turn-taking being the basic expression of 
one's collaboration with his/her interlocutor (or responsivity to him/her). Can we, in 
light of this, proceed to suggest that collaboration necessarily leads to the construc
tion of a "common" or "shared" perspective towards knowledge? Conversely, can 
scaffolding be seen as opposed to collaboration? As to be noted below, scaffolding 
cannot be implemented otherwise but through the collaborative interaction of all 
participants involved. To capture these nuances, I introduce a distinction between 
collaboration (the co-construction of an activity but not necessarily of new elements 
that would be added to the "common" perspective constructed towards knowledge) 
and the symmetrical co-construction of knowledge, taken to apply in cases where 
participants operate with similar agendas, goals and expectations on language use. 
The issue therefore is this: How is the co-construction of a common perspective at
tained in classrooms, given the asymmetries of knowledge and the divergent re
sources participants bring to classroom interactions (Linell, & Luckman, 1991; 
Markova, & Foppa, 1990, 1991)? Establishing certain pieces of information (which 
were previously assumed to be unknown to a community of learners) as part of the 
community "shared" or "common" knowledge is not a straightforward process but 
rather one that arises out of negotiations undertaken in a series of interactive units. 
How does this negotiation proceed? 

To clarify this process, I suggest that relevant inquiry should be directed not to
ward cataloguing scaffolding strategies - or, more aptly, the strategies assumed in a 
given instance to scaffold children's development - but toward tracing the scaffold
ing processes co-constructed by participants; these would involve negotiations 
around the status of information introduced into the classroom negotiation floor. As 
to be indicated in the analysis below, scaffolding is sequentially created at various 
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levels (within any unit, within an interaction, or a series of interactions) in a step
wise fashion; attention should therefore be directed to (1) the scaffolding attempts 
made by the teacher, (2) children's response patterns or types of uptake, and (3) 
teacher's re-application of new or already-used scaffolding strategies. This sequence 
captures the basic feature characterizing all types of conversational interaction -
their dialogic nature. As proposed by Schegloff (1984), each utterance signals par
ticipants' understanding of the previous turn (and the information it conveys), while, 
at the same time, it contributes information which may (or may not) extend the 
"common" knowledge base built gradually through the interaction. However, steps 2 
and 3 may not immediately follow step 1. Thus, a notion introduced by the teacher 
at the beginning of a unit may be initially rejected, only to be taken up by students 
and be appropriated at a later point within the same or in a subsequent interaction. 
According to the proposal I develop, scaffolding is situated at the following three 
levels: 
• Local level of scaffolding sequences'. This level captures the sequences through 

which participants respond to and shape each other's meanings. 
• Intra-textual/intra-unit scaffolding: Themes and issues raised in a specific unit 

may be taken up and used as a scaffold for the development of other units in the 
same interactional event. 

• Global level or intertextual scaffolding: Information which is presented in one 
interactive unit or literacy event may be singled out and used as the scaffold 
through which a new literacy event may be constructed. 

I focus on the final level, which, however, cannot be presented as developing inde
pendently of the other two. All of these interrelate to define classroom learning. 

The proposal I make on classroom learning is as follows: While learning has 
been, in general terms, described as a process during which participants integrate 
new information with given information (i.e., information which has been presented 
and negotiated in preceding turns, or units), I suggest that, given the collective na
ture characterizing the negotiation of information in classroom interactions, research 
interest should not focus on how new information gets attached to a static body of 
given information. After all, who regards this information as new and given? Is it the 
teacher or the students? And can we suggest that for all students the same piece of 
information constitutes given information? In light of this, then, it emerges that what 
should be of interest are the processes by which different participants, during the 
construction of any new unit (such as a writing conference) single out, and reach 
consensus on which pieces of information are indeed shared by all, which are shared 
to some degree, and which constitute new information. In other words, presenting 
the construction of any new unit (i.e., of a writing conference) as the process during 
which new information gets added to previously-introduced pieces of given informa
tion negates both the multiplicity of perspectives offered by many different partici
pants (and which may or may not be taken up by the others), while it construes of 
given knowledge as a homogenous construct accessible to all different participants. I 
suggest that in the construction of any such unit, what is important is how partici
pants redefine and re-negotiate information assumed to be given or shared by all 
classroom members, before new information gets attached to it. 
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Integrating these different lines of research into a unified perspective, I indicate 
that the way by which different pieces of information are used across classroom con
texts is an indication of the learning processes that take place in classrooms. 

2 DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

2. / Genre Literacy in the Greek Educational Context 

The writing philosophy that prevails in the Greek primary school educational system 
builds on a specific approach, informed principally by the expressive framework. By 
focusing on the act of writing itself, text production is basically defined as the pur
pose-free expression of one's thoughts. In a typical unit within the nationally-
enforced language-teaching syllabus, written text production as an activity tends to 
follow the presentation of a text (which is usually a literary text or a constructed, 
non-authentic piece of language) and the grammar section containing exercises to be 
completed. While the written texts produced (within the maximum allocated time of 
15 minutes on a syllabus-set topic) are read by the teacher, any discussion and/or 
revision (in their form or meaning) are clearly discouraged. 

Running against this line of research, a sizeable amount of language teaching re
search (Charalambopoulos, & Chatzisavidis, 1998; Kostouli, 2002) has put forward 
suggestions toward the implementation of a different writing pedagogy. Drawing 
from current sociocultural approaches to language learning and teaching (Leont'ev, 
1981; Ochs, 1988; Vygotsky, 1978), these proposals basically suggest a re-
conceptualization of writing as the genre-specific construal of meaning. The main 
premises capturing what Michaels (1987) refers to as the "writing system" (i.e., the 
set of overall values and implicit norms that shape children's orientation toward 
written text) acknowledge the following (see also Kostouli, 2002): 
• Writing is situated within units which contain multiple-draft production and 

revision in interactive situations (such as writing conferences and peer interac
tions) in which text-shaping variables (such as communicative goals, audience 
and text structure) are negotiated. 

• The selection of the materials to be used and the specifics of writing assign
ments (audience, topic, and genre) are determined by the teacher in co-operation 
with the children. No time limitations are imposed to children for completing 
their writing tasks. 

2.2 Data 

The data discussed in this chapter come from two school classrooms, one with a 
predominantly middle-class and one with a working-class student population (as
sessed through parents' level of education), within which this alternative philosophy 
has been implemented. To trace the paths or learning trajectories children followed 
within and across classrooms for the construction of classroom literacy, I took two 
steps. First: I identified the sequences of units constructed within each classroom 
during the course of the school year. Each sequence contains a number of literacy 



CO-CONSTRUCTING WRITING CONTEXTS IN CLASSROOMS 101 

events and activities. Secondly, I traced the relationships between events within each 
sequence as well as the relationships between sequences. As indicated in the discus
sion below, it is through the analysis of the historically-situated meanings (i.e., the 
relationships established over-time between and among texts and contexts) that we 
may capture children's developing understandings of writing situated within the 
social life of the classroom. The data analyzed in this chapter are extracted from a 
sequence consisting of two reading events, and a whole-class writing conference; 
these units were co-constructed by two female teachers (who had attended courses 
for about two years regarding the implementation of this alternative philosophy) in 
cooperation with 5* grade (11-year old) children attending primary school in Thes-
saloniki, Greece. The sequence of units is as follows, in which each unit represents a 
two hour event: 

Day 1 Reading Event 1 Interpretation of various, authentic narrative texts. 
Day 2 Reading Event 2 Reading and analysis of various narrative texts and fairy tales. 
Day 3 Text Production Children produce a first draft of a narrative text: 

a fairy tale story or a report of a personal experience. 
Day 4 Writing Conference Discussion on some of the texts children produced. 
Day 5 Re-writing session Children are producing the second draft of their text. 

2.2.1 Learning, Interaction and Re-contextualization Processes 

Level 1: Reading and Writing Events as Mutually Contextualizing Units. While the 
relationship between reading and writing has been basically discussed in textual 
terms (for a recent survey, see Belcher, & Hirvela, 2001a), in the present case, atten
tion is directed to reading and writing events; these are defined as sequentially 
emergent activities through which participants introduce and negotiate their (possi
bly different) perspectives on writing and narrative texts in particular; the perspec
tives offered for discussion need to interrelate, and contribute towards the version of 
the "shared knowledge" that is constructed in each classroom under investigation. 

Building upon the social interactionist perspective (Luke, & Freebody, 1997), I 
suggest that the relationship between the information each interactive context intro
duces and the common perspective, i.e., the literacy culture, that is co-constructed in 
each classroom should be seen as mutually constitutive. I take that reading and writ
ing events provide indices to the version of literacy the members of this specific 
classroom community co-construct. Alternatively, we may get access to the literacy 
culture constructed within each classroom community by attending to which parts of 
this sequentially developing perspective are displayed in the series of interactive 
units participants create. 

The issues attended to are as follows: How do reading and writing events relate 
to each other? What notions of genre literacy are foregrounded through the reading 
events and writing conferences constructed? The analyses of the linkages established 
point to intertextuality - a notion which is analyzed as a social construction. The 
issue therefore is this: Are writing conferences contextualized (i.e., relate [in terms 
of their thematic and interactional structure] to proceeding (immediately or more 
distant) interactive units? Does each unit within the conference project new informa
tion which is taken up and explored in subsequent units? 
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Level 2: Units within the Conference, The writing conferences under examination 
consist of a number of thematic units and sub-units, within which participants dis
cuss different narrative texts with the aim to construct a coherent structure of as
sessment criteria; through this set students may assess the communicative effective
ness of any narrative text. The first unit (or thematic field, as menfioned below) once 
completed, may function as a contextual resource of given information (i.e., as a 
"shared" pool of storytelling criteria) participants may draw upon and use in the 
subsequent unit for assessing the effectiveness of the second text. Does this happen? 
Analysis illustrates how this different level of contextualization occurs. 

3 DATA ANALYSIS 

3.1 The Thematic Structure of the Conferences 

Following Erickson, & Schultz (1981), I refer to the writing conference as a whole 
as an interactional occasion, while the term cycles of activity (Dorr-Bremme, 1990) 
is retained for the instructional and non-instructional phases of such conversational 
event, characterized by specific participation frameworks, and pursuit of certain 
goals (De Fina, 1997; Gumperz, 1982a, 1982b). Although cycles of activity may 
help analysts delimit the units constituting this sequentially-emergent literacy event, 
still these units are too general to help us capture the details by which meaning is co-
constructed. To this end, a lower-level unit was deemed necessary to be introduced; 
this is the themafic field. Following Maynard (1989), the themafic field (TF) is de
fined as an interactional structure consisting of a series of turns which refer to a spe
cific topic (see Brown, & Yule [1983] on the difficulties in identifying topics); in 
this case, the thematic fields are delimited by the specific texts classroom members 
attend to. Figures 1 and 2 present the thematic structure of the writing conferences 
constructed in the working- and middle-class classrooms respectively. 

Depth of thematic Macro-propositions summarizing the themes discussed 
fields 

Thematic Field 1 First story 
11 -42 General impression: short text, lack of action, lack of built-up agony, lack of details, 

abrupt ending 
43-49 Characters (names) 
50-65 Discussion on the fact that this text lacks built-up tension, agony, fantastic elements 
66-74 Discussion on characters' emotions, details 
75-91 Events, action 

Thematic Field 2 Second stoiy 
92-117 Reading the story 

118-137 General impression: problematic plot, beginning and ending, repetition, characters, 
punctuation problems 

138-170 Plot, episodes 
171-198 Agony, fantasy, characters, action, details, type of ending 

Figure L The thematic structure of the writing conference in the working-class classroom 



CO-CONSTRUCTING WRITING CONTEXTS IN CLASSROOMS 103 

The discussion in this chapter focuses on the first two thematic fields constructed in 
each of the two conferences analyzed. As Figures 1 and 2 illustrate, each thematic 
field consists of smaller units. Ideally, each of these units would introduce a differ
ent frame or a new way of orienting towards the developing knowledge base of sto
rytelling criteria. The content of each unit is summarized via a macro-proposition. A 
diagram is constructed which illustrates the underlying organizational structure of 
the conference. The issues raised are as follows: 
• On the thematic nature of writing conferences: What are the criteria teachers 

and students negotiate and/or establish when reflecting upon narrative texts in 
these two classrooms? How do the participants use the information introduced 
in preceding reading events for the construction of the thematic structure in each 
of the writing conferences? How does knowledge about writing and story gen
res develop from unit to unit within each conference? 

• On the interactive dimension: What role does the teacher and the children un
dertake in this continuously evolving process of meaning negotiation? Do the 
participants in both classrooms approach the conference with varying presuppo
sitions and, if so, how do they manage to construct a specific perspective toward 
narrative texts? 

• On learning'. How can children's learning be traced over the units constructed? 
Attention is directed to the relationship between the thematic structure of the 
conference, the way its sequence of units unfolds, the Discourses or frames of 
orientation toward information each unit presents and the interactive roles par
ticipants undertake. Does the sequential construction of thematic development 
correlate with the progression from scaffolding to collaborative or independent 
participation? Through what strategies is this transition signalled? 

Depth of Macro-propositions summarizing the themes discussed 
thematic 
fields 

Thematic First story 
Field 1 

24-41 General impression: the elements identified and which do not make the text effective are: 
character's inadequate presentation, vagueness, sentence structure 

42-55 Identification of the genre this text instantiates 
56-81 Story beginning, repetitions, vague points, characters, scenes 
82-95 Discussion of the genre (is this text a story?) 

96-157 Traditional vs. Contemporary stories: Points of differentiation 
158-165 Applying the distinction to the text under examination. Is this text a traditional or a con

temporary story? 
165-218 Turning this text into a traditional story 

Thematic Second story 
Field 2 

261-275 Reading the text 
276-293 Discussion on the features that make the text vague 
294-307 Details that should have and/or should not have been mentioned 
308-312 Problems in the order of sentences 
313-318 Reference to a related (in terms of its content) movie 
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Depth of Macro-propositions summarizing the themes discussed 
thematic 
fields 

319-330 Discussion on the details that are mentioned in this story 
331 -340 Emotions - feelings - vagueness 
341-364 Plot-action 
365-421 Identifying the genre - Proposals 
422-430 Classroom management unit 
431-519 Conclusive remarks - what we need to do to make the text better 

Figure 2. The thematic structure of the writing conference in the middle-class classroom. 

3.2 The Interactional Aspect: On Dominance 

Usually, the interactional role assumed by the teacher versus the students in a con
versational interaction is indicated through the realization of dominance, analyzed in 
terms of its quantitative, topical, and interactional dimensions. Quantitative domi
nance is assessed through the number of words spoken by each speaker (see Itakura, 
2001) - this measure indicates the "space" each speaker occupies in the sequence of 
utterances created (Linell et al., 1988, cited in Itakura, 2001: 63). 

Table 1 illustrates the patterns of teacher versus student participation in total and 
within each unit comprising the thematic structure of each writing conference. This 
detailed analysis is illustrative for helping us respond to an important question: How 
can we trace students' learning? Attending to the interactive trajectories participants 
followed when constructing storytelling criteria within and across units provide parts 
of the answer to this question. 

A detailed analysis of the interactive patterns attested in Table 1 indicates a 
complicating picture that does not corroborate the linear progression we expected 
participants would follow in their negotiation of meanings, i.e., from scaffolding to 
the independent construction of thematic units. To summarize findings which are 
outlined below, in the working-class classroom the learning trajectory followed con
sisted of both textual and interactional dimensions; children made a transition from 
the use of fragmented criteria to the appropriation of a limited set of criteria intro
duced by the teacher. This transition was attained with the teacher's scaffolding role 
prevailing throughout all units. In the middle-class writing conference, students pro
ceeded from the use of highly contextualized language to acknowledging and build
ing upon the teacher's criteria situated on a highly advanced level, a secondary Dis
course (Gee, 1990). The teacher and the students collaborated in a variety of ways, 
with children controlling the interaction in some units to other cases in which the 
teacher assumed a more dominating role. 
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Table 1. Dimensions of quantitative dominance in the two classrooms for two stories: Number 
of turns per unit, and percentage of students' turns 

WORKING-CLASS CLASSROOM 
STORY 1 STORY 2 

UNITS 
r 
2" 
3a 

4" 
5" 

No. Turns 
192 
94 
78 
67 

261 

% Student turns 
40.10 
12.77 
30.77 
17.91 
24.90 

UNITS 
l*̂  
2P 
3P 
4P 

No. Turns 
261 
119 
561 
285 

% Student turns 
22.60 
26.05 

3.19 
15.79 

TOTAL 692 27.46 TOTAL 1226 17.05 

MIDDLE-CLASS CLASSROOM 
STORY 1 STORY 2 

UNITS 
r 
2" 
3a 

4" 
5" 
6" 
T 

TOTAL 

No. Turns 
245 

83 
263 
150 
570 

69 
437 

1817 

% Student turns 
77.96 
46.99 
83.27 
30.67 
40.18 
27.54 
53.09 

53.66 

UNITS 
IP 
2P 
3P 
4P 

5P 
6P 
7P 

8P 
9P 

\0^ 
IIP 

No. Turns 
261 
131 
160 
81 
54 

103 
11 

173 
491 
111 
776 

2418 

% Student turns 
13.03 
67.94 
59.38 
91.36 
44.44 
42.72 
71.43 
66.47 
53.97 
17.12 
46.26 

48.51 

Textual Units, Interactive Patterns and Learning Processes: Comparing the interac
tive construction of teacher and student roles across the two writing conferences in 
question indicates that the two writing conferences point to distinct styles of knowl
edge construction. One would suggest that the writing conference in the working-
class classroom points towards an asymmetrical interaction, with the teacher domi
nating over the children, (72.5% over 27.4%, respectively for thematic field 1 and 
84.2% over 15.1% in thematic field 2), while in the other conference, the teacher 
and the children seem to cooperate in the co-construction of storytelling criteria. The 
data are as follows. In thematic field 1: teacher: 46.3% compared to 53.6% of the 
children and in thematic field 2: teacher: 51.4%, students: 48.5%. Further analysis of 
the data suggested that certain qualifications had to be made. 

Firstly: A detailed analysis of the students' interactive role indicated that the 
children cannot be treated as a collective. Counting the number of children who par
ticipated within each thematic field and unit yielded a very interesting picture. In 
both classrooms, a similar pattern emerged; some children emerged from their inter-
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active behaviour as the central partners, others were more peripheral participants, 
and others played the role of the hearers. In the working-class classroom, Tasos (ut
tering a total of 197 words [60.9%]), and Angeline (uttering 88 words [27,2%]), 
emerged as the dominant participants, followed by four other students who contrib
uted to the discussion and two others who contributed minimally (just a few words) 
to the discussion. In the second classroom, more children participated in the con
struction of meanings. In the middle-class classroom, 4 children were identified as 
the central participants (Bill [383 words, 32.6%], Angeliki [222 words, 18.9%], 
Maria [204 words, 17.3%], and Alexander [99 words, 8.4%]), 3 as peripheral par
ticipants (between 2-3%) and the rest (12 students) as overhearers. 

It seems therefore that, depending upon children's interactive role, within each 
writing conference two different learning contexts were created, one constructed for 
and by the central participants and the other by the over-hearers. However, the con
tributions of the central participants across the two classrooms were different. 

As to be shown, with regard to the working-class classroom, central participants 
consistently build upon the scaffold provided by the teacher. Given the interdepend
ent relationship of participants' interactional styles, it is worth asking if children's 
subordinate role emanates out of the dominant role the teacher undertakes and im
poses on them right from the beginning or whether this dominant role was assumed 
by the teacher due to the difficulty children faced in creating and sustaining a coher
ent thread in their discussion of texts. In the middle-class, a different picture ap
pears, with the teacher emerging as a more dominant participant as the interaction 
progressed. How can we account for this development? The notion of intertextuality 
helps us move beyond a simple presentation of the participants' strategies to outline 
the factors influencing participants' interactive role in the construction of the two 
writing conferences under examination. 

3.3 On the Intertextual Construction of Meaning: Retrospective and Prospective 
Contextualization Processes 

As noted, research conducted on (mostly L2) writing conferences tends to analyze 
these units as autonomous, i.e., as units which are developed and completed within a 
specific lesson, with no attention given to the resources (prior knowledge, interac
tional history etc.) children and teachers draw upon and bring to the construction of 
the writing conference in question. 

In this study, writing conferences in both classrooms are situated within a series 
of units which were constructed as steps in attaining a general goal: to establish a 
certain school-valued perspective of reflecting and talking about narrative texts. It 
was intended that the two reading events and the writing conference would develop 
as mutually contextualizing units; information presented in one such interactive con
text is expected to be taken up, negotiated and get extended in subsequent ones. But 
has this goal been realized in the two classrooms under investigation? To trace 
whether a thread of "shared meanings" is constructed over time in both classrooms, I 
focus on each writing conference and attend to the kinds of criteria co-constructed in 
the first thematic field, which is expected to be built in both a prospective and a ret-
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respective manner - this unit is expected to display students' (but also the teacher's 
as well) current understandings, partial understandings or misunderstandings of the 
pieces of information introduced in preceding units, while it would act as a structure 
providing new information to which the subsequent units of the same conference 
will relate and expand. 

In light of the above, then, several questions arise: What are the kinds of infor
mation participants use for the construction of storytelling criteria? Do they draw 
upon and to what extent do they exploit notions introduced in preceding units and 
events? What role does the teacher versus the students play in this process? Are 
there differences in the way children from the two sociocultural groups re-
contextualized previously introduced information? Apparently, we cannot simply 
assume that children appropriated all notions introduced in one interactive unit and 
employed them immediately for the construction of the next. While reading events 
may function as the co-text participants may draw from, proceeding beyond static 
construals of the co-text, I argue in line with Korolija (1998) and Korolija, & Linell, 
1996) that the preceding reading event should not be seen as a ready-made and al
ways accessible body of given information that interlocutors use for the construction 
of any new current unit. Reading events as cotexts should rather be interpreted as 
providing participants with a source of past "jointly constructed" resources that par
ticipants may use for the construction of current or future literacy events. It is neces
sary therefore that we attend to the elements the participants themselves and indeed 
the children "selected and displayed" (Schegloff, 1984) in their comments, i.e., 
which aspects of the cotext they are making relevant for the construction of any cur
rent thematic unit. The criteria presented in each reading event, and the participants 
(teacher versus students) who made direct and indirect reference to these criteria are 
presented in Tables 2 and 3. 

Table 2. The criteria singled out in Reading events 1 and 2 in the working-class classroom 

Narrative criteria 

Plot (direct) 
Characters 
Protagonist 
Emotions (indirect reference) 
Events (direct reference) 
Beginning-ending (direct) 
Message (direct) 

Reading 

Teacher 

no. 
0 
0 
0 
9 
0 

12 
0 

% 
0 
0 
0 

42.8 
0 

57.1 
0 

event 1 

Students 

no. 
0 
0 
0 
8 
0 
2 
0 

% 
0 
0 
0 

80 
0 

20 
0 

Reading event 2 

Teacher 

no. 
0 
0 

10 
25 

6 
19 
0 

% 
0 
0 

16.6 
41.6 

10 
31.6 

0 

Students 

no. % 
0 0 
3 4.8 
7 11.2 

31 50 
3 4.8 

18 29.03 
0 0 

Interestingly, while it is expected that participants in the middle-class classroom 
(compared to the working-class children) would be more actively involved in the 
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social construction of intertextuality, drawing upon, redefining and extending the 
criteria depicted in Table 3, this pattern is not noted. Furthermore, differences were 
noted with regard to the intertextual connections each teacher made; the teacher in 
the working-class classroom made frequent and direct references to a number of 
criteria, such as plot and feelings, which as we can see from Table 2, they were ac
tually not introduced directly or were mentioned indirectly in previous units. Inter
estingly, it was only at the very end of the conference that the middle-class teacher 
proceeded to make some intertextual projections to the criteria presented in Table 3. 
These differences in the role of teachers is instrumental since they too contribute to 
the construction of the two distinct learning contexts suggested earlier. What effect 
does the teacher's role have on students' genre learning? As to be indicated below, 
the different routes to literacy learning established in these classrooms are, in fact, 
shaped by the depth and extent of intertextual connections made between the various 
different units constructed within each classroom. 

Table 3. The criteria singled out in Reading events I and 2 in the middle-class classroom 

Reading event 1 Reading event 2 

Narrative criteria Teacher Students Teacher Students 

Plot (direct reference) 
Characters 
Protagonist 
Emotions (indirect reference) 
Events (direct reference) 
Beginning- ending (direct reference) 
Message (direct refrence) 

no. 
3 

12 
1 

15 
5 
3 
6 

% 
6.66 
26.6 
8.3 

33.3 
11.1 
6.66 
13.3 

no. 
0 
3 
3 

18 
0 
6 
0 

% 
0 

12 
12 
72 
0 

24 
0 

no. 
0 
2 
0 
8 
0 
8 
0 

% 
0 

16.6 
0 

44.4 
0 

44.4 
0 

no. 
0 
0 
0 
9 
0 
7 
0 

% 
0 
0 
0 

56.2 
0 

43.7 
0 

5.3.1 Co-constructing the Criteria 

A detailed analysis of the information negotiated within and across units indicated 
that the working-class central participants, firstly, faced considerable difficulty at 
exploiting previously-introduced information for the construction of the conference, 
and, secondly, at sustaining, through interaction, a coherent and constantly accumu
lating thread of given and new information on the topic focused upon, without the 
scaffold provided by the teacher. Consider (1), illustrating the ways thematic field 1 
is constructed; in both classrooms, this field is initiated with an open question by the 
teacher: "What do you think about this text? " 

Excerpt (1) 
1. Student: short/ 
2. Teacher: One by one (.) I want you to raise your hands ((xx)) anyway 
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3. Stavros: Aaa they were very short (.) and it did not have ((xx) agony 
4. Teacher, very good/ anyone else/ tell us Dimitri/ 
5. Dimitris: Aaa (.) just as Stavros said it was very short (.) and not very big = 
6. Teacher: yes it was short and small this is the same thing exactly it tell us (.) Angeline 
7. Angeline: it does not tell us how he found them = 
8. Teacher: =Great 
9. Angeline: = if something happened to him 
10. Teacher: all these things are missing. (.) they are not there it is important/ tell us Vangelis. 

(a sequence follows in which Vangelis explains that this text reminds him of the movie "Home alone" ) 

11. Tasos: it does not have all the details it should have had 
12. Teacher: great/ it does not have ((extended reference to themes), right? 
13. Tasos: and he ends the story very quickly (.) he does not explain us how he got lost/ 
14. Teacher: great/ 
15. Tasos: what happened and he got lost/ 

16. Teacher: ... by the way about the story characters can you tell me something about the characters in 
here 
17. Student: it has none (.) only the kid (.) and not his name 

In the above excerpt, a distinction needs to be drawn between content-oriented turns 
(turns which contribute some new pieces of information to the discourse or the 
knowledge base created thus far) and non-content oriented turns (turns which either 
repeat information or perform the task of discourse management). Children offer 
new information (often in mono-syllabic words) in some turns (1, 3, 7, 9 11, 13, 15, 
17) or present criteria in a very contextualized manner (turns 7, 9 and 11, 13). While 
both Angeline and Tasos point to the notion of plot, they do not have the metalan
guage to explain (mainly to the other children who are overhearers) what they mean. 

In general, it seems that in constructing the various units within the first thematic 
field, the teacher and the children operated with distinct perspectives on how to re
flect upon a narrative text and comment on its effectiveness. Interestingly, a number 
of turns within this thematic field contain children's utterances which repeat previ
ously-introduced pieces of information or contain clarification requests issued by the 
teacher (they are series of turns in which the teacher tries to understand children's 
points or illustrate that what the children said is not directly relevant to the topic in 
hand). Indeed, partial understanding is explicitly acknowledged by the teacher at the 
end of the thematic field, when she asked the question "so what is a plot? Have we 
all understood what a plot isl and received incorrect replies and silence. 

(2) is an illustrative example of the difficulties the teacher and the working-class 
central participants faced for understanding each other's perspectives. The teacher 
begins by foregrounding the theme: ''tell me what I should write down from the 
comments we have made so far. Tell me about the action''\ this way, the teacher in
troduces new information via a notion - action - that has not been used in the previ
ous units. 

Excerpt (2) 
1. Chris: they are short. 
2. Teacher: they are what? 
3. Chris: short 
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4. Teacher: they are short so in other words they do not have (.) short plot I should write short plot any
thing else tell me 
5. Achilles: it does not have agony 
6. Teacher: it does not have agony 
7. Peer: well done Achilles 
8. Teacher: by the way can you tell me (something) about the emotions the narrator presents us in this 
9. Student. None 
10. Stavros: It does not have fantasy. 
11. Teacher: No fantasy right. 
12. Angeline: It does not tell us if something happened to him since he was alone 
13. Teacher: great. This is in the plot (9.) by the way about the emotions 

In excerpt (2), the teacher begins by suggesting that the children summarize the in
formation or the knowledge they have gradually built during the construction of pre
ceding units. The teacher summarizes (in turn 4) the first (inadequate according to 
her standards) child contribution to the conversation, by subsuming it under the 
category of the "short plof\ i.e., under a term that constitutes new, unfamiliar in
formation to the children (see Table 3). The unfamiliar status of this piece of infor
mation is signalled by the children, who do not take it up and develop it further. Af
ter another child's contribution to the conversational floor, the teacher returns to 
foregrounding another criterion, the criterion of narrative evaluation, realized 
through characters' feelings. The children provide a monosyllabic answer. It is in
teresting to note that even this criterion, which was discussed in preceding reading 
events, and should constitute given information for the children, is not taken up by 
the children neither is it elaborated. Thus, while through the strategies employed 
(summarizing previous turns, questions, etc.), the teacher tries to help children move 
into contexts for practicing advanced literacy skills, for this group of children mak
ing the shift from the type of discourse they are used to be operating with (analyzing 
narratives through everyday terms) to notions belonging to a secondary Discourse, 
(to use Gee's (1990, 2001) terminology) requires a great deal of abstraction - an 
element of advanced literacy. 

Situating a set of utterances under the category of plot involves understanding 
both the nature of this notion and being able to trace its instantiations in various 
texts. The teacher in her turns makes an attempt to scaffold children's transition 
from common, everyday understandings of stories to a new, school-valued way of 
reflecting upon these texts. The two participants, however, seem to operate with 
largely distinct perspectives on how to comment upon narrative texts. What kinds of 
information do these children use when re-writing their texts to make them effective 
according to these criteria? This is an issue I will return to in the conclusion. 

In light of the above, we may now attend to the patterns of knowledge construc
tion noted in the middle-class classroom, where children were active participants in 
the construction of the sub-units defining the first thematic field. 

Excerpt (3) 
1. Eftixia: Miss, I did not like it that much/ ((because)) it does not have any names and it does not have 
many full stops/ in other words in some sentences (xx)) 
2. Teacher: Yes/ 
3. Eftixia: with different topics 
4. Teacher: with different topics/ yes go on Maria/ 
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5. Maria: Miss (.) in the first sentence it says (.) one day when to the roof of my apartment building I saw 
a cat who was miaowing and my mother called me and I could get near to her/I mean Miss he could have 
written 
6. Other student: ((xx)) 
7. Teacher: Go on (.) first Maria talks first and then 
8. Maria: He could have written that he did something with the cat and then his mother called him and he 
could not get nearer to it in other words that he tried to get near the cat but then his mother called him and 
he could not get any closer to her 
9. Student: ((xx)) 
10. Teacher: So its meaning? As a result the meaning (.) it is not clear/ go on Anggeliki/ ((Once)) yes (.) 
and kids speak louder ((xx)) 
11. Aggeliki. Miss I did not like it because what he wants to say he puts it in one big sentence/ 
12. Teacher: in one big sentence/ 
13. Aggeliki. Yes (.) he wants to say something without describing it he puts it in one big sentence/ it is as 
if he writes a summary 

(3) is an excerpt of Thematic field 1 in the conference constructed by some of the 
central participants in the middle-class classroom; thematic field 1 consists of 9 
units. (3) captures a part of the first subunit, which is collaboratively built by 4 girls, 
with the teacher inserting positive evaluative comments and performing echo-
repetitions. The children cite excerpts from the text and discuss them - a strategy 
within which the working-class children in the other classroom were not familiar. 
This group of dominant middle-class children seems to comment on the text on the 
basis of a certain set of criteria which are understood and shared by the central par
ticipant group but which, however, are left implicit for the other children. 

In general, throughout thematic field 1, the central participants assume a domi
nant role; this is indicated even more clearly at a later point by the way children re
sponded to an attempt made by the teacher to initiate a new thematic unit by sug
gesting this: how would we characterize this textl This attempt at a new topic initia
tion is aborted by the teacher herself after just 4 unsuccessful turns to establish it as 
a new theme. The children dismiss this question, carrying on their discussion along 
the previously-invoked theme, and presenting their justifications on what they liked 
in the text under analysis. 6 subunits are created, all being initiated by the children. 
The rest of the children collaborate, performing various functions, such as "adding 
information," "drawing conclusions," "agreeing with yes-no answers." The teacher's 
interactive role is limited to echo repetitions, a strategy which basically re-affirms 
children's common-sense ways of reflecting upon the text under examination and 
the criteria proposed for assessing its effectiveness. By assuming a subordinate role 
which basically ratified children's implicitly-conveyed set of storytelling criteria, the 
teacher reinforced the division between central and peripheral participants; in fact, 
the teacher made no attempt to help peripheral participants join the conversation, 
contribute to it or (just) make sure that the conversation carried out is clear and un
derstood by all students. Interestingly, as a result of this pattern, the learning routes 
middle- and working-class children followed were quite distinct; in the working-
class classroom, through the scaffolding role undertaken by the teacher, a pool of 
storytelling criteria - small and fragmented though it may be - can be identified (see 
3.4. below); in contrast, middle-class children's consistent use of a highly contextu-
alized way for describing texts has not led to the identification of any such small but 
clear-cut set of terms the rest of the children could draw upon. 
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A more detailed analysis of the teacher's versus the students' role in the middle-
class classroom indicates considerable variation from one thematic field to the next 
and indeed from unit to the next within the same thematic field. Consider units la, 
4a, 6a (10b is an non-instructional unit, concerned with various issues of classroom 
management) in which the teacher undertakes a very dominating role. How is this 
variation to be accounted for? As (4) illustrates, this group of children too (i.e., the 
central participants) faced considerable difficulties at appropriating genre-specific 
terms and inserting them into their discourse. This is where the teacher assumed a 
more dominating role. 

Excerpt (4) 
1. Teacher: Good so we say that it does not have plot the plot is all the things you said in other words the 
fact that he did not have any money (.) the fact that you mentioned that he did not have any money how 
he got on the bus how he got off the bus in other words what does this text not have? 
2. Student: Rhythm 
3. Student: Fantasy 
4. Teacher: In other words the = 
5. Bill: = agony 
6. Teacher: = agony in other words the character does not meet here what in the previous text 
7. Bill: difficulties 
8. Teacher: difficulties so here what does this text not have? 
9. Student: adventure 
10. Teacher: difficulties or obstacles but does he tell us how the kid is feeling? 
11. Student: no 

3.4 Tracing Learning 

Although the data reveal interesting similarities and differences in the texture of the 
writing conferences constructed across the two classrooms, the data cannot provide 
us with information on the learning processes that take place through these units. To 
account for this, and in light of the patterns noted, the following set of questions 
need to be raised. With regard to the working-class classroom: What are the effects 
of teacher's scaffolding attempts in the working-class classroom? On the middle-
class conference: How can we account for the increasingly dominant role the teacher 
undertook in the middle-class classroom? 

As noted, the effects of scaffolding attempts made by a teacher can be attended if 
we trace the way the children took up (if they did) notions introduced in preceding 
units. No single strategy - such as reformulations, questions, open questions or use 
of re-cycling units - may be effective for scaffolding children's understandings of 
knowledge - of narrative criteria in this case; its significance can only be appreci
ated if examined on the intertextual level. Consider the case under examination: 
Given that the information presented or negotiated in thematic unit 1 is re
introduced in thematic unit 2 and the writing conference and reading events form 
sequential components in an intertextually created web of meaning-making, it is 
reasonable to expect that children's gradual appropriation of the teacher's secondary 
Discourse notions would be increasingly reflected on both the interactional and the 
textual level. 
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The clarify the kinds of knowledge built through the retrospective and prospective 
intertextual linkages established by the teacher and the students, I outlined the types 
of information negotiated by participants throughout the thematic units constructed. 
To make this differentiation, I drew upon Gee and distinguished between turns con
veying information in everyday commonsense ways or in primary Discourse terms 
(types of discourses children are socialized in during their preschool years and point
ing to everyday experiences) or in a secondary Discourse terms (incorporating 
genre-specific metalanguage). Tables 4 and 5 illustrates the different perspectives by 
which the teacher and the children operated in each classroom. 

Table 4. The types of information conveyed in the working-class classroom conference 

Types of information Participants' turns 

Textl 
Theme introduction. Primary discourse 
Theme introduction. Secondary discourse 
Theme development. Primary discourse 
Theme development. Secondary discourse 

Text 2 
Theme Introduction. Primary discourse 
Theme Introduction. Secondary discourse 
Theme development. Primary discourse 
Theme development Secondary discourse 

On the basis of the textual and interactional evidence attested thus far, we may con
clude that the teacher in the working-class classroom played a very dominating role 
with the intention to help children appropriate a genre-specific set of criteria for 
commenting upon texts. What did students learn? What specific criteria did they 
appropriate? The specific criteria introduced and carried across thematic fields are 
presented in table 5. 

Interestingly, this group of working-class children failed to appropriate certain 
certain criteria (plot, action), despite the teacher's frequent intertextual references. 
Their appropriation would require a more extended period. The criteria appropriated 
(characters, character's names, number of characters mentioned) do not diverge 
from notions children themselves employ in their everyday discourse when referring 
to story characters. 

The picture is different in the middle-class classroom (see Table 6) in which we 
have no indication of children's appropriation processes, since the teacher started 
using genre-specific criteria only at the end of the conference. 

Teacher 
4 
4 

51 
9 

3 
2 

64 
5 

Students 
-
-

32 
1 

-
23 
10 
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Table 5: Criteria generated during writing conference in the working-class classroom 

Criteria mentioned by the children Criteria introduced through 
various teacher strategies 
(mostly questions) 

Thematic field 1 
The text is.... Short, no agony, short and brief, context-bound 
attempt to define a criterion (twice occurring), the text has no 
details, it ends abruptly, it does not contain fantastic elements, 
no details \ no agony, no fantasy, no adventure. 

Thematic field 2 
No typical introduction, no punctuation, no happy ending, re
peated reference to self, repetition, no fantasy, no agony, no 
adventure, no reference to a lot of characters, no character 
names, context-dependent attempt to define a criterion (charac
ter's feelings, emotions), characters, character names 

What are the characters in the 
story, what are the characters' 
names, characters' feel
ings/reactions, plot, events. 

(re-introduction of) plot, (in
troduction of) obstacles as an 
essential constituent of plot. 

Table 6. The types of information conveyed in the middle-class classroom conference 

Types of Informafion Participants' turns 

Text 1 
Theme Introduction. Primary discourse 
Theme introduction. Secondary Discourse 
Theme development. Primary Discourse 
Theme development. Secondary Discourse 

Text 2 
Theme Introduction. Primary discourse 
Theme introduction. Secondary discourse 
Theme development. Primary discourse 
Theme development. Secondary discourse 

Teacher Students 
3 9 

45 

4 
2 

161 

30 

127 
1 

4 CONCLUSION 

While w r̂iting conferences have been analyzed in a number of w âys, the aim of this 
chapter was to illustrate that these should be revisited as socially constructed events 

^ The term 'no details' is used by the children as a general criterion, although in a very ex
tended discussion, the notion of details had been made specific: details refer to plot, events, 
number of characters involved in the story. 
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which are created anew each time, depending upon the participants involved and the 
difficulties facing each time. While in both classrooms under investigation, a com
mon set of texts was employed and a common goal was posited, the reading and 
writing events constructed were distinct, reflecting participants' own difficulties 
with written language and their own levels of academic achievement. The analysis 
of the gradual way by which the thematic and interactional structure developed indi
cated that the co-construction of a writing conference is a demanding process which 
involves the coordination of many different perspectives toward a common thread. 
By attending to the way participants in each classroom community negotiated the 
interactive and thematic structures established, we were able to attend to the con
struction of different learning contexts - one by the teacher and the dominant group 
and the other by the overhearers. The reasons for the creation of these learning con
texts were different. While in the middle-class classroom, the teacher reinforces the 
perspectives of the dominant group of children, excluding and not bringing into the 
conversational floor the rest of the children, in the other classroom, the primary 
learning context is built by those children who were able to pick up and respond to -
though unsuccessfully most of the time - the teacher's perspective. Interestingly, the 
teacher herself realizes this divergence and the different learning contexts created 
and she gradually (mainly in the second thematic field) lowered her demands and 
introduced in the discussion terms and notions familiar to the children's discourse. 

Further research would need to address in detail the way by which children nego
tiated through their language their relationships, claimed a position in the units con
structed and asserted their power. What seems to arise, however, from the above 
analysis is that clear-cut and crude demarcations between middle-class versus work
ing-class children may not always be very helpful in accounting for interactional 
differences in classroom contexts. Mechanisms within the classroom help create 
further distinctions which need to be explored in subsequent papers. Why is it that 
some children were more dominant than others? What are the factors mediating this 
process? Further analyses of classroom situated processes would need to indicate 
how writers construct their gendered identities through their participation in contexts 
for negotiating writing. 

A second point worth raising concerns the analyses and the many routes we need 
to follow (in light of evidence such as the one attested in this chapter) for tracing the 
relationship between the conference talk and the revisions children introduce in their 
texts. As the data revealed, not all children had access to or were able to gain access 
into the learning opportunities constructed in their classroom. It is interesting to 
trace however, the revisions and changes the dominant groups of children in both 
classrooms introduced in their texts in comparison to those who adopted the role of 
the overhearers. Although learning may occur even in cases when it is not displayed, 
such data would help us trace the relationship between the learning contexts con
structed in one and the same writing conference and the way these affected how 
children defined revision and the changes they introduced in their texts. 
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APPENDIX 

Transliterated excerpts of some of the Greek examples attested 
(1) 

1 Teacher: Loipon (.) pos sas fanike (.) afto to paramiGi? 
2 Student: Sindomo/ 
3 Teacher: Enas enas (.) Oelo na sikonete 9eraki ((xx)) telos pandon/ 
4 Stavros: Eee (.) itan poli sintoma (.) ce Sen mas ((xx)) ayonia/ 
5 Teacher: Bravo/ Alios/ Pes mou Aimitri/ 
6 Aimitris: Eee (.) opos eipe o Stavros itan poli sintomo (.) ce poli micro diladi = 
7 Teacher: Ne itan sintomo ce micro to i6io prayma (.) afto akribos/ Fia pes mas eee 

(.) Angelina? 
8 Angelina: Ae leei pos tons vrike = 
9 Teacher: = Bravo = 
10 Angelina: =An epaGe tipota/ 
11 Teacher: Leipoun ola afta ta praymata (.) 8en ipar90une/ ine vasiko/ pes mas Vage-

li?/ 
12 Tasos: ((Aen e9i)) oles tis leptomeries pou prepei na e9i mesa/ 
13 Teacher: Bravo/ Aen e9i ((5iarkeia)) etsi? 
14 Tasos: Ce to telioni poli yriyora (.) Sen eksiyi pos 9a0ike/ 
15 Teacher: Bravo/ 
16 Tasos: Ti eyine ce 9a6ike/ 
17 Teacher: Bravo/ Afto/ Ine poli apotomo to telos/ Malista/ Fia pes mas ((xx)) 
18 Student: Ti na po? 
19 Teacher: E9i poli ((plousio))/ Episis eee (.) yia tous iroes? Mporeite na mou peite 

kati yia tous iroes? E6o pera = 
20 Student: Aen e9i kanena (.) mono to pe6i (.) oute to onoma tou/ 

(3) 
1. Efti9ia: ciria emena 6e mou poliarase/ ((yiati)) 8en anaferei onomata 9e 6en e9i 

arketes teleies/ 6ila5i se ((kapjes)) protaseis ((xx)) 
2 Teacher: Ne/ 
3 Efti9ia: Me Siaforetika Oemata/ 
4 Teacher: 5iadoretika Oemata/ Leye Maria/ 
5 Maria: ciria (.) stin proth protasi leei .hh otan mia mera piya stin taratsa tis 

polikatikias i5a mia yata pou niaourize 9e me fonakse i mama mou 9e 5en boresa 
na tin plisiaso/ 5ila5i kiria Ga borouse na yrapsei/ 

6 Student: ((xx)) 
7 Teacher: ela Upon (.) prota 0a milaei i Maria ce meta/ 
8 Maria: 0a borouse na yrapsei oti kati ekane me ti yata ce meta ton fonakse i mama 

tou ce Sen borese na tin plisiasei 6ila5i prospaOise na tin plisiasei (.) alia ((ton 
fonakse I mama tou)) ce Sen borese na tin plisiasei/ 

9 Student: ((xx)) 
10 Teacher: Opote to noima tou? Opote to noima tou SilaSi (.) Sen ine safis/ leye An-

geliki/ ((Mia fora)) Ne (.) ce na fonazete peSja perisotero osi ((xx)) 
11 Angeliki: Emena kiria etsi Sen mou arese ce poli yiati oti Oelei na pi to vazei olo se 

mia protasi/ 
12 Teacher: se mia protasi/ 
12 Angeliki: ne (.) Oelei na pi kati 9oris na to periyrapsei to leei se mia protasi/ Ine san 

na kanei perilipsi/ 

Transcription conventions 
(.) break in the flow of speech less than 0.4 of a second 
= latching of utterances 
((xx)) unclear speech (for a) bracketed material indicates a suggested hearing. 
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Abstract. This chapter draws on recent research on genre literacy to investigate aspects of British chil
dren's school writing, as revealed in the texts produced by children at different age levels and sociocul-
tural groups. Specifically, this chapter explores the way developing writers' prior knowledge shapes their 
learning about how to produce written texts in school and become confident writers. The discussion sin
gles out different constituents of the notion of prior knowledge; this is conceptualized in terms of both 
sociocultural conventions for organizing meanings (or formal schemata) and register choices, as well as 
knowledge of visual design and text layout. The discussion builds upon the premise that detailed textual 
analysis of written texts can reveal important information on the types of prior knowledge with which 
children approach genre writing in the school context, and illustrates some of the difficulties children face 
in the production of genres which constitute advanced school literacy tasks. Evidence is discussed of how 
some children use the semiotic meaning-making resources from their out-of-school literacy experiences 
in ways that can be effective (or ineffective) according to school standards. Furthermore, the discussion 
takes into account the extent to which this prior knowledge is acknowledged in the British school context, 
especially in its examination and assessment processes. Finally, the chapter highlights the role curriculum 
requirements and pedagogical practices play in establishing school writing as little more than sociocul
tural reproduction of culturally valued genres. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In accounting for children's writing in schools, the issue of the resources children 
have available and draw upon to communicate through spoken and written texts in 
school is of great importance. Writing is inherently more difficult than talking: 
whilst talking in everyday situations is mostly an unplanned activity (at least in 
terms of the linguistic forms chosen), writing is an activity which demands not only 
the communication of ideas but also the presentation of these ideas in school-
appropriate ways. Thus, learning to write in school is learning how to combine lin
guistic forms, with textual (organizational) structures and, as shown below, visual 
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design and layout resources to create texts which would be regarded as powerful in 
the school community. This is fundamentally a learned activity that is shaped 
through both deliberate instruction and individual experiences of text and of life. 
These two learning processes are not independent but may, in fact, inform one an
other. 

However, young developing writers in school may be differentially positioned in 
terms of their "acculturation" into the ways language may be used to express differ
ent forms and purposes through written texts (Wyatt-Smith, & Murphy, 2001). Chil
dren whose home background has socioculturally prepared them for the production 
of written genres (usually, middle-class children) may be advantaged. Martin (1985) 
argues that pedagogical practices which simply create opportunities for writing in 
school privilege those children who may already have access to ways of making 
meaning which are valued in school. While teachers may be eager to help all chil
dren become active members of the culture they inhabit (Hammond, & Derewianka, 
2001), all too often actual practice may favour those who are already initiated. This 
advantage may arise not only out of middle-class children's frequent encounters 
with texts and different text types, but may also be due to the fact that middle-class 
speech patterns for conveying meanings (compared to the spoken forms used by less 
privileged groups) are closer to the structures expected in written discourse (Kress, 
1994). 

It is interesting to note, however, that whilst most commonly employed peda
gogical practices - genre literacy included - tend to begin with and focus upon what 
children "can't do" in their writing, far less consideration has been attributed to what 
they "don't know." It is a well-known premise that children's prior knowledge 
shapes the way by which children approach the construction of a text and being 
aware of the extent of a child's prior knowledge enables effective pedagogical deci
sions to be made. 

Indeed, this is what genre pedagogy set out to attain. Practitioners of this tradi
tion advocated the explicit teaching of genre as a mechanism that would empower 
minority children. As this chapter indicates, however, teaching genre may not neces
sarily lead to empowerment (i.e., to the creative exploitation of the taught set of re
sources); children may be led to the social reproduction of the specific forms taught 
to them rather than to the creative use of a community-valued system of certain writ
ten discourses. What are the factors which mediate this process? Foucault claimed 
that "every educational system is a political means of maintaining or modifying the 
appropriation of discourse, with the knowledge and power it carries with it" (Fou
cault, 1972: 227). Building upon this claim, one could argue that effective instruc
tion may, in fact, have differential results to children, with some benefiting from it 
more than others. Given this, I claim that children's learning may, in fact, be 
strengthened by more secure understanding of a developing writer's prior knowl
edge, which is constructed through children's experiences of texts and of life. It is 
necessary therefore that we begin with children's prior knowledge. What does this 
prior knowledge consist of? Components of this construct are identified in this chap
ter. 
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1.1 Prior Knowledge 

Prior knowledge, as a significant pedagogical concept, is central to the theoretical 
perspectives of both socioconstructivists and cognitive psychologists. Different 
theorists, however, have ascribed different terminology to the mental organization of 
prior knowledge - usually referred to as frames, scripts, scenarios (Brown, & Yule, 
1983; Tannen, 1993), mental models (Johnson-Laird, 1980) and schemata (Bartlett, 
1932). As Brown, & Yule argue, these different terms are ''best considered as alter
native metaphors for the description of how the knowledge of the world is organized 
in human memory and also how it is activated in the process of discourse under
standing'' (Brown, & Yule, 1983: 238). Hayes, & Flower (1980) described writers' 
prior knowledge in terms of stored writing plans, mental maps of different types of 
writing which the individual writer can draw upon when embarking upon a written 
task. However, by being more concerned with the cognitive process of writing, 
Hayes and Flower are less specific about how these writing plans are established; in 
addition, mainly due to the fact that this work draws principally upon competent 
writers, little information is available on the nature of these stored writing plans in 
developing writers. Important is the distinction discussed by researchers such as 
Carrell, & Eisterhold (1988) and Swales (1990) between content schemata, which 
draw upon an individual's direct experiences of life, and formal schemata, which 
depict an individual's knowledge of text structuring patterns. Together, these sche
mata assist in the formation or reproduction of a genre. Considering this issue from 
an L2 perspective. Hedge notes how, for some writers, the experience of reading 
may help them develop schemata for writing: some good writers, ''who may not 
necessarily have had any formal instruction in discourse types, start writing with the 
appropriate 'schema' in their heads" (Hedge, 1988: 94). Tannen sees this interac
tion between prior knowledge and present experience as central to the meaning-
making process: "the only way to make sense of the world is to see the connections 
between things and between present things and things we have experienced before 
or heard about" (Tannen, 1993: 15). According to Edwards, & Westgate, the learner 
constructs knowledge and understanding through "an interaction between what is 
already known and new experience" (Edwards, & Westgate, 1994: 6). Apparently, 
and given the fact that learning to write is "acquired through culturally specific, 
formal and informal systems of pedagogy" (Luke, 1988: 17), pedagogical ap
proaches to writing need to acknowledge and properly incorporate this notion. Mer
cer suggests that pedagogical practices, and specifically those concerned with the 
teaching of writing, should be seen as "a developmental process in which earlier 
experiences provide the foundations for making sense of later ones" (Mercer, 1995: 
33). Nutbrown (1994) argues that explicit consideration of children's schemata in 
the classroom is a valuable way of making connections between theory and practice. 
In a different line of research, prior knowledge is conceptualized in terms of generic 
competence. The notion that people interact with written genres is at the heart of 
contemporary genre theory (Derewianka, 1996; Kress, 1994; Martin, & Rothery, 
1986; Swales, 1990) and both theoretical and pedagogically-oriented research on 
literacy (Czerniewska, 1992; Morgan, 1997; Wray, & Lewis, 1997) frequently draws 
on genre theory to inform the way texts are produced and understood. Genres are 
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interpreted as socially constructed forms, communicating meaning in culturally spe
cific ways. Derewianka describes genres as ''different types of text which are used in 
a particular culture to achieve specific purposes" (Derewianka, 1996: 7), underlin
ing a recognition that genre production is not simply about replicating a fixed se
quence of text structures, but, more significantly, about using language to express 
the sociocultural values represented by, and embedded within, those text structures. 
The text structure and the linguistic choices are the medium, while genre, as Swales 
(1990) points out, is a broader concept than text type, and represents a ''class of 
communicative events," with common communicative purposes, through which par
ticular social meanings and values are expressed. Genres operate within "socio-
rhetorical networks" (Swales, 1990: 9) or discourse communities, which share 
common goals. An understanding of "the processes of generic production is one 
aspect of knowledge of cultural and social production" (Kress, 1994: 222): learning 
to make meanings through specific community-valued genres is, in part, at least, 
learning about sociocultural representation. The Australian critical literacy move
ment foregrounds cultural representations as an explicit focus for the study of texts 
and advocates that attention be directed to the "cultural and ideological assumptions 
that underwrite text" (Morgan, 1997: 2) and to how these assumptions differently 
position readers and speakers. In this account, grammatical forms are interpreted as 
part of the textual resources which are used to express content, ideology and cultural 
positionings. The use of the passive voice in scientific texts, for example, is more 
than a convention: by removing the agent and by foregrounding the scientific topic 
as subject, these texts reflect a cultural view of Science as objective and empirical, 
and, more subtly, they position the claims of a piece of science writing as uncontest
able, as universal truth. 

The different terminology used to capture prior knowledge may help us realize 
that this construct might consist of many different components. It is interesting, 
therefore, to discuss how each of these components may be used to help us account 
for the difficulties children face in writing. So, the basic question is this: What does 
prior knowledge consist of? How do schemata and genres relate to each other? 

This chapter explores two different manifestations of schemata in British chil
dren's writing. Firstly, the discussion considers children's prior knowledge of formal 
text schemata, that is, knowledge of the socioculturally-shaped text patterns children 
deploy for representing experience in the form of specific text types, and the linguis
tic choices associated with these patterns. Secondly, it considers children's prior 
knowledge and social experience of the way visual design and layout features may 
combine with verbal systems to construct a more complex, multi-modal unit and 
indicates how these experiences influence children's endeavours in school literacy 
practices. 

2 GENPIES AND MEANING-MAKING PRACTICES IN THE BRITISH 
SCHOOL CONTEXT 

In the UK, the teaching of writing is framed by a statutory National Curriculum for 
English which adopts an eclectic theoretical position, incorporating both process and 
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genre approaches to writing, as well as a conservative emphasis upon the use of 
Standard English and technical accuracy in spelling, punctuation, and grammar. 
Since 1998, the primary school writing curriculum has been heavily influenced by 
the introduction of a National Literacy Strategy (DfEE, 1998), which specifies term-
by-term teaching objectives for literacy, in an attempt to improve standards. The 
Strategy has been extended into the secondary school curriculum since 2002. A pro
gramme of national testing and public reporting of results accompanies the National 
Curriculum: children are tested upon their achievements in English at the ages of 7, 
11, 14 and 16. 

The National Literacy Strategy (NLS) reflects the influence of genre theory and 
it recommends that all primary school children be explicitly taught the characteristic 
features of six text types (report; recount; explanation; instruction; persuasion; and 
discussion). In the secondary school, the focus on text types evolves, rather ambigu
ously, into an emphasis upon the purposes for writing, framed in terms of four writ
ing triplets (to imagine, explore, entertain; to persuade, argue, advise; to review, 
analyze, comment; and to inform, explain, describe). In the classroom, the realiza
tion of the NLS has led to explicit teaching of linguistic and textual features such as 
connectives, simple and complex sentences, the use of imperatives, and how texts 
open and close. There is extensive guidance material available for teachers to sup
port the teaching of text genres: this material has been sent to all schools and is 
available on the Department for Education and Skills website. Some of the material 
has been directly mediated through in-service training days or through additional 
support from advisory teachers. Teachers are free to select any text which represents 
a given genre, although where teachers lack confidence (or time) they are likely to 
use the guidance materials more heavily. Pedagogical strategies for teaching genre 
include the use of reading as a model for writing; guided or shared reading, which 
analyzes the typical genre characteristics of the text; shared writing of the genre be
ing taught; and independent writing, where learners attempt to create their own texts 
in the genre under study. The approach, in practice, is very linguistically-oriented, 
with more attention to grammatical structures than to how these grammatical struc
tures create meaning. However, teacher subject-knowledge of the grammatical ter
minology and of the text features is not always secure and this has meant that, in 
many cases, children are taught about generic features in a somewhat decontextual-
ized way. Thus, although the pedagogical principles are founded upon ''explicitly 
analyzing the textual features of an instance of a generic form" (Morgan, 1997: 67), 
the genres and their values remain un-explicated and uncontested. 

As the Australian line of genre literacy research has illustrated (see Cope, & 
Kalantzis, 1993), school writing has typical genres of its own; although these genres 
may partially mirror genres found outside of school (of course, the extent to which 
this is done is the object of empirical research), these are, nonetheless, very specific 
and intrinsically related to the context of school and to the wider context of exami
nation. A significant factor in school genres is that they emphasize an asymmetric 
power relationship between the teacher and the writer, with the teacher not only 
knowing the conventions of the genre, but often also acting as the determiner of the 
topic or title to be considered, and as the arbiter of the finished piece of writing. 
School, therefore, represents a specific type of discourse community in which teach-
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ers and examiners as expert members of this community work with novices. The 
assessment system used by this discourse community reflects a specific socioculturai 
view of what schooled literacy is, and is a key mechanism of acculturation into that 
forms and patterns valued in this community (Wyatt-Smith, & Murphy, 2001). In
deed, Cook-Gumperz maintains that schooled literacy is ''validated through test 
performances" (Cook-Gumperz, 1986: 41). In the UK, the testing regime is not only 
more frequent than in most other countries, but it is also heavily politicized and used 
for purposes of public accountability. 

This study attests a number of issues that have arisen from the application of 
genre pedagogy in the British context, focusing in particular on the way by which 
this pedagogy accommodates children's prior knowledge. The analysis illustrates 
that, if such knowledge is downplayed, curriculum requirements and pedagogical 
practices can, unintentionally, establish school writing (for some children, at least) 
as little more than socioculturai reproduction of a specific set of genres which are 
valued in this community. What are the factors, then, leading some, but not all chil
dren, to reproduce generic meanings? Why is it that some children are able to pro
ceed beyond a given set of choices and negotiate generic meanings in more dynamic 
ways? In short, as to be indicated, although genre literacy pedagogy, as implemented 
in the British context may be concerned with the empowerment of students, this 
process is mediated by matches between children's prior knowledge, on the one 
hand, and the expectations associated with the school context, on the other. 

To attain this aim and capture all of its implications, both students' texts and 
classroom processes should be analyzed. However, due to space limitations, this 
chapter focuses on children's texts only. The texts examined range from more to less 
effective according to school expectations; the differences attested reflect the differ
ent types of prior knowledge children bring to the writing task. Prior knowledge, as 
used here, is not only knowledge acquired in out-of-school, and home contexts but 
also knowledge a writer has accumulated from different sources (including school) 
and has available prior to performing a certain writing task. This knowledge is me
diated by classroom interactions taking place between the teacher and the students. I 
attend to the end result of this process, and analyze the linguistic, textual and multi
modal dimensions of the texts produced by different children. Information from 
classroom processes is provided when necessary to back up the claims I make. 

The texts cited are drawn from three different data sets of British children's writ
ing. The data on 16-year olds' writing are drawn from a stratified sample of 280 
examination scripts for the General Certificate of Secondary education in English 
(taken by 16-year olds). Texts written by 11-year old children are from a second 
data set; this is a stratified sample of 600 examination scripts for the national key 
stage 2 English tests (taken by 11-year olds). This data was collected as part of na
tional evaluations of pupils' performance in writing. Both data sets were analyzed 
quantitatively and qualitatively using the same analytical coding frames, which cap
tured numerical data about linguistic and textual features, and qualitative data about 
the content and textual organization of the samples. The third data set is a small cor
pus of British children's writing, across the age range from 5 to 18, collected in 
small-scale research investigations into children's understanding of genre. These 
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texts were analyzed qualitatively and included information about the teaching con
text which had elicited the writing, and pupil background information. 

The aim of this chapter is not to present quantitative evidence but rather to clar
ify, from the information gathered from these sets of data, the notion of prior knowl
edge, and some of its constitutive dimensions and trace the routes children follow 
when using this knowledge to perform various school writing tasks. However, the 
descriptions offered, undoubtedly, point to the need for further systematic analysis 
to be undertaken on how British children from different sociocultural groups apply 
their different sources of prior knowledge to the construction of texts. 

3 CHILDREN'S KNOWLEDGE OF GENRES AND SCHOOL EXPECTA
TIONS FOR WRITING: MATCHES AND MISMATCHES 

3.1 Children's Experiences of Narrative and Non-narrative Genres 

In the UK, children of every age are overwhelmingly more likely to select the narra
tive option in the national tests in English (QCA, 2002). This may, in part at least, be 
due to far stronger prior knowledge of narrative written genres than any other gen
res. Young writers' schemata for narrative are usually constructed through a broad 
set of cultural experiences of narrative. Fictional narratives are perhaps the only 
form of text which is widely available for every age, from pre-school stories to be 
shared in the home or the nursery, to adult narratives to be accessed by mature read
ers. Primary school text books often reformulate factual information into narrative 
forms (e.g., Usborne Books; science stories). Even children's experience of video 
and television is highly supportive of narrative understanding (Smidt, 2001). Many 
children will experience time shifts, or flashbacks in televisual form before they 
encounter these strategies in a written narrative text, having, thus, employed various 
semiotic systems to scaffold their understanding of the narratology. Television, too, 
has a strong tendency to present factual information in a narrative form: wildlife 
documentaries often study the natural world through anthropomorphic narratives. 
The BBC natural history documentary Wildlife on One, screened in the UK on 
09.07.02, described the activities of "Mr and Mrs Dunlop, the foxes"; and pro
grammes such as Crimewatch, with the very serious intent of catching criminals, 
present narrative vignettes of authentic crime events. Many popular computer 
games, played by both children and adults (such as Tomb-raider) are structured 
upon an unfolding narrative adventure. Given that narrative, in western societies at 
least, is a powerful, and readily accessible cultural form, it is reasonable to expect 
that all children approaching narrative written genres will bring to the task some 
kind of (though not necessarily the same) prior knowledge of the narrative form. 

However, children's schemata for non-narrative genres appear to be less well-
developed (QCA, 1999): analysis of writing in the UK national tests indicates that 
weaker writers, in particular, have a tendency to revert to narrative (QCA, 2002). A 
similar tendency by African American children to rely on narrative strategies for 
constructing expository discourses is recorded in Ball (1992). Children are less 
likely to read non-narrative texts, other than special interest books or magazines, and 
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many of the non-narrative genres they are asked to write in school exist outside of 
school primarily as adult genres (newspapers; campaign material; written speeches; 
argument writing). Their experience of producing these genres is limited, or even 
non-existent: children writing a letter of complaint, for example, are unlikely ever to 
have been in the position of the receiver of a letter of complaint, and may well never 
have written one. Such genres are principally mechanisms by which adults exercise 
power; grammar is crucially involved in this process, which is why, for example, it 
is more reasonable to expect that adults writing a letter of complaint to a shop will 
probably use the verb "purchased" as a way of asserting their authority, when most 
teenage writers would employ the more commonplace "bought." 

The nature of children's prior knowledge of written genres (i.e., formal sche
mata) create problems for children in tackling written tasks. On the one hand, chil
dren's cultural experience of narrative forms may favour the production of narrative 
genres over non-narrative ones. Negotiating openings and endings in non-narrative 
texts is an area of relative weakness in many developing writers (QCA, 1999). Clo
sure in narrative is easier, because children have more models available to them 
through their richer prior knowledge of narrative: at its simplest level, a narrative 
usually has a problem which needs resolution. In contrast, non-narrative genres are 
characterized by more variety in ways of managing closure. News articles rarely 
have a neat resolving conclusion, because of the dangers of the editorial cut of the 
final few lines, and the cognitive demand of synthesizing and summarizing an ar
gument in the absence of secure prior knowledge of this genre is considerable. It 
should be noted, however, that children's prior knowledge, even of narrative, is of
ten in terms of content and ideas, rather than in terms of explicit linguistic signal
ling. This difficulty is particularly evident in the construction of non-narrative texts. 
For example, the signalling of the organization of a narrative text may not be lin
guistically explicit, since it can be achieved through simple chronology; non-
narrative texts, however, may need more sophisticated linguistic signalling of infor
mation sequencing; this is a task children find more difficult to manage (Myhill, 
1999). 

3.2 Sociocultural Silences: Reflections on Content Schemata and Register Choices 

In this section, I consider how one aspect of children's prior knowledge - their 
knowledge of formal schemata - influences their writing; this can be noted by at
tending to writing tasks, the production of which demands knowledge which chil
dren are not expected to have. This seems to be particularly evident in the construc
tion of non-narrative (non-fiction) texts, where children are often asked to write in 
genres which they may not have encountered in their reading, and are unlikely to 
have experienced as writers. 
The letter in Figure 1 is written by an 11-year old in response to a writing task which 
asked children to invite a famous celebrity to a school fund-raising event. The child, 
not a confident writer, struggles with many aspects of the task. Beginning with reg
ister choices, we may note that the student is uncertain about the form of address to 
use when writing to someone known to you, but not known by you. This is com-
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pounded by her social language experiences of references to royalty which reinforce 
her understanding of her title as "The Queen": most conversational exchanges and 
television broadcasting about the monarch do indeed tend to refer to her as "The 
Queen". The writer is unlikely to have seen any letters to the queen, and clearly does 
not know accepted forms of address to royalty. 

Figure I .  A letter written by an I I-year old: Ineffective linguistic and textual choices. 

However, other children tackling the same task struggled similarly with the appro- 
priate form of address, even though other celebrities were chosen. For example, if 
David Beckham is the chosen guest, should he be addressed as David, David 
Beckham, or Mr Beckham? Many of these young writers had little sociocultural 
knowledge to support them in this respect. This writer is also uncertain about the 
tenor to adopt: she attempts some formality in the opening sentence (I would be de- 
lighted..) but slips into her own speech patterns later (it is a load offun). 

Focusing on the information structure, and the balance writers need to negotiate 
between given and new information, we note that the writer is uncertain about the 
information she needs to assume as given and the information she needs to provide 
for her reader. She relies heavily on given information; the writer draws upon her 
knowledge of school events (fun; meeting parents; races) but does not understand 
the need to provide contextual information for her distant reader (what charity is the 
event for? What would the role of the guest be? Who are the old people who live by 
the chestnuts?) 
By contrast, the writer of the letter to the editor in Figure 2 below, who is also 
eleven, is very comfortable with adopting the appropriate tone and providing the 
relevant information for his unknown reader. 

Dear E d i t o r ,  
I am w r i t i n g  t o  you because I have j u s t  been i n -  
formed t h a t  t h e  bus t h a t  t a k e s  t h e  Broad H i l l s  
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children to Bere Efford CP School will be with
drawn after Easter, which means no transport for 
the children. I think this is idiotic and have 
several reasons for believing this. 

[letter continues for three paragraphs] 

I hope you see my point of view and join forces 
with us to save the school bus. 

Yours sincerely 

Figure 2. A persuasive text written by an IJ-year old (middle- class): 
Effective linguistic and textual choices. 

In terms of the information sequencing, the following can be said. The letter opens 
with a clear statement of the issue the letter is addressing, describing the nature of 
the problem. The writer does not assume his reader knows the contextual details and 
summarizes them succinctly. The opening paragraph also gives a direct statement of 
his position in relation to the transport problem. The closure of the letter is particu
larly controlled: having argued why the school bus should not be withdrawn, the 
writer tacitly assumes he has successfully argued his case and invites the editor to 
share his viewpoint. The letter also manages a move from authoritative assertion in 
the opening to a more conciliatory tone in the closing invitation. 

Regarding register choices, the tone is formal and detached throughout: several 
lexical items indicate the increased formality by shifting from the more common
place vocabulary item to a more sophisticated choice {informed rather than told\ 
withdrawn and not taken away or stopped) and structures such as ''several reasons," 
and "I am writing to you " support the formal tone. 

This piece of writing does reveal the way by which prior sociocultural knowl
edge can influence developing writers' attempts at producing a text which can be 
judged effective according to school standards of effectiveness. This writer, from a 
middle-class family, brings to the task sociocultural literacy knowledge which seems 
to support his understanding of the task demand. Kress (1994) argued that in middle-
class professional spoken dialects are closer to written structures than the spoken 
dialects of other classes and that, as a consequence, ''the difference between the syn
tax of speech and that of writing is far less for such groups than it is for groups 
whose dialects are little if at all influenced by the structure of writing" (Kress 1994: 
3). It is likely that the oral discourse patterns of a middle-class family have trans
lated into written understanding in this piece. This may be true of lexical items, such 
as "idiotic, " "withdrawn, " and "informed, " but also of the general structure of ar
gument and how arguments are articulated. This would include understanding the 
need to balance assertion with conciliation, and the need to justify claims made 
{"several reasons"). I would argue that the difference lies not at the level of the sen
tence but rather at the global structure. 
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Comparing the two text samples, however, certain differences should be noted. The 
influence of the task itself should be singled out. Writing a letter of complaint about 
the removal of school transport facilities may be closer to children's own experi
ences and interests than writing an invitational letter to a celebrity, the task for the 
writer in Figure 1. This difference in the relative authenticity of the two tasks (add
ing another way of reflecting upon children's prior knowledge) may, in part, account 
for some of the differences in the written texts. 

But what about other types of tasks children encounter mainly in school and in
deed in secondary school? Consider the genre of explanation or science report. In 
reporting about phenomena, children usually employ everyday concepts; school re
quires that one incorporates in his/her description a specific vocabulary and specific 
ways of information presentation. It is worth noting to how children manage these 
tasks. 

3.3 Prior Knowledge: Local Forms versus Global Structures 

We can get a clear indication of weak writers' limited nature of prior knowledge by 
attending to the texts such writers produced after a series of lessons focusing on spe
cific genre elements. I am interested in tracing writers' inability to move from lin
guistic forms to the textual global forms defining a genre. I consider advanced liter
acy texts; it is hypothesized that children would not be equipped with rich prior 
knowledge (and especially formal schemata) of these text types; it is not expected 
that children would have the opportunity to either encounter frequently outside of 
school the written genres required in school, or to experience in their homes the oral 
discourse patterns which advantage the production of these written genres (Martin, 
1985; Wells, 1986). If genre features (from linguistic forms to textual structures) are 
negotiated in classroom lessons, would all children be able to use these and to what 
degree? 

One teaching technique introduced within the NLS strategy is an emphasis upon 
deconstructing how different written genres work in order to give all children access 
to those genres. In principle, this is a determined attempt to compensate writers who 
approach writing with limited prior knowledge of the expected forms, and to reduce 
the ways in which school writing can simply act as a mechanism for social reproduc
tion, based on home literacy experiences. However, in practice this is not always 
successful, unless the teacher attends to the level of prior knowledge brought to the 
task by the children in his/her classroom. 

From the data, we noticed that children followed two main routes. The first is 
mere obedience to using linguistic forms without any accompanying understanding 
of how meaning is being communicated through the genre. Morgan calls this func
tional literacy: the writer is explicitly taught and subsequently masters the sub-skills 
of writing, and where "form, understood as good form, a form-following, is all, and 
function is left to tag along" (Morgan, 1997: 59) Where the teaching focus is upon 
genre characteristics, this can result in superficial adherence to typical linguistic 
structures of the genre, but with no attendant structuring of meaning to cohere with 
the form. The second is creative use of the linguistic forms within general structures. 
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The two routes are exemplified in Figures 3 and 4 versus 5 in the use of connective 
devices; these reflect, respectively, dependent obedience to certain instructions as to 
the use of these forms or independence from a given set of choices. 

Deer Hunting 

Some people think that hunting is really really bad or 
cruel to animals because it bad to see, If kids see it be
cause it could be a bad influence, you would not like it if 
it was done to you. Another group who agree with this point 
of view are anti-hunt people, hey say that hunting (knowen 
as killing) is helping the deer population. If there was a 
weak deer in the chain, there would not b e any more weak 
deers. 

On the other hand the idea that they claim the hunting 
might be banned because when you try to help the population 
you might kill a strong deer. But on the other hand young 
deer will run quickly so you won''t be able top kill it. 
But on the other hand if it is banned there will be weak 
deer, won't there. 

Figure 3. Ineffective argumentative text (written by a 12-year old, working class). 

The text in Figure 3, written by a 12-year old, shows inappropriate use of discourse 
markers; while such markers help the writer signal his/her point of view, and sign
post the direction of the argument to the reader, in Figure 3, it seems that the writer 
has simply obeyed the requirement to use these markers; the text, as it is structured, 
does not indicate that the writer had reached a clear understanding of the way dis
course markers could be used to signal the structure of the argument produced. Note 
that adverbial phrases such as "on the other hand" do not mark a contrary statement, 
and the actual line of reasoning is extremely difficult to follow. 

The teaching of isolated linguistic forms such as connectives that signal a genre 
is not sufficient: the writer's lack of knowledge of how to structure and develop an 
argument (writing at text, paragraph and sentence levels of discourse) overrides the 
potential benefit of using appropriate discourse markers. Apparently, such writing 
reflects children's own definitions of the genres they are asked to produce. How is 
the "argumentative genre" (which the text in Figure 3 instantiates) defined by this 
child? This seems to be equated with the listing of claims rather than with an inte
gration of these according to certain ways of topical progression (see Connor, 1996). 
The text presented in Figure 4 seems to reflect a similar tendency on the part of the 
writer: obedience to taught structures. The text was produced following a series of 
lessons addressing the NLS teaching objectives for year 6, Term 1 (DfEE, 1998) 
which consider connecting words and phrases and how points and paragraphs are 
connected in different types of texts. Obeying the most heavily emphasized aspect of 
the teaching of connectives, the use of ordinal connectives {first, second, last), the 
writer selects inappropriate sequencing conjuncts for the explanation genre. Instead, 
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the writer needs connectives which signal range rather than order (one way, another 
way, a further way etc). 

Where electricity comes from. 

Electricity can come from lots of things, the first 
is a nuclear power station were nuclear energy is 
used to make electricity. 

The second is when coal, oil or gas is burnt in a 
power station, this is the most common way of mak
ing electricity. Another way is using big and small 
wind turbines which turn a generator and that makes 
the electricity. 

The last way of making electricity is hydro elec
tric power which is using water coming through a 
dam. The water coming through the dam turns the 
generator which makes the electricity. 

Figure 4. Ineffective use of connectives in a science report explanation (10-year old, working 
class). 

This can be contrasted with the 11-year old writer below, partially quoted earlier in 
Figure 2, who has used connectives with considerably more competence to signal 
the line of argument through the letter, and to negotiate his relationship with his im
plied reader. 

Dear Editor, 
I am writing to you because I have just been in
formed that the bus that takes the Broad Hills chil
dren to Bere Efford CP School will be withdrawn af
ter Easter, which means no transport for the chil
dren. I think this is idiotic and have several rea
sons for believing this. 

Most importantly, the road is far too dangerous for 
children to walk on. There are blind corners, muddy 
roads and lots of places where farmers use the roads 
to transport animals. 

Also, tractors and trailers use the road and carry 
hay bales, silage and other objects which aren't 
very secure and could fall on top of the children 
and damage them. This would cost the Council even 
more because their family will sue them for compen
sation. 

Thirdly, I want to know whether the Council would 
let their own children walk the roads at the crack 
of dawn and then be home late at night on such dan-
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gerous lanes. Yet young children are expected to 
walk when the bus is withdrawn. 

Lastly, I have a suggestion to make. It is that if 
it costs so much money to pay for a 48 seater bus, 
why not provide a 15 seater minibus for the children 
which would be cheaper and also a more practical 
size to transport the children. 

I hope you see my point of view and join forces with 
us to save the school bus. 

Yours s i n c e r e l y 

Figure 5. Effective use of connectives in a persuasive letter (11-year old, middle-class). 

4 CHILDREN'S USE OF VISUAL DESIGN FEATURES IN THEIR TEXTS 

Another constituent of prior knowledge children may explore through the production 
of written texts is reflected on the way children make use of text layout and design. 
Social experiences of texts outside of school are increasingly non-linear and domi-
nantly visual, rather than dominantly verbal (Kress, 1997; Kress, & van Leeuwen, 
1996). Many public texts which children encounter in the streets, such as signs and 
advertising hoardings, combine the verbal with the visual. Indeed, some signs now 
operate almost exclusively through symbolic representation - think, for example, of 
the number of public toilets which now indicate male and female only through a 
symbol. Print advertisements, whether on public display on hoardings or in maga
zines, make heavy use of image and connotation to convey meaning, and the verbal 
content is interrelated with the image. Indeed, Kress argues that written language is 
no longer the dominant mode of meaning-making, and that the visual has reached a 
position of equality in many, and a position of dominance in some" (Kress, 1997: 5). 
The exploitation of new forms of literacy, such as text messaging, in commercial 
sectors recognizes new ways of making meaning, especially amongst young people. 
This forty-something writer arranged to meet her teenage son outside a local garage, 
called "GR8 Autos": my ignorant reading of this name literally reproduced the 
graphemes (Gee-Arr-Eight Autos). My teenager took great satisfaction from my text 
messaging illiteracy, pointing out the correct reading of the name (Great Autos). 
However, it is not simply public and commercial texts which construct meaning in 
visual and verbal forms. Many of the books children read, either at home or in 
school, disrupt conventional notions of text linearity, and do not require left-to-right, 
top-to-bottom reading directionality. Books for young children have always made 
considerable use of a co-valent relationship between pictures and words. In addition, 
twenty-first century literacies for older readers, including adults, make increasing 
use of different ways of constructing meaning in print form. Non-fiction texts, in 
particular, often choose to represent information in non-linear structures. In many of 
these texts, the principal verbal information on the page is contained within boxes 
highlighted through the use of coloured print or coloured backgrounds and is 
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strongly supported by pictures, photographs, diagrams and other visual design fea
tures. Conventional notions of text linearity are subverted and information on the 
page can be read in any order: the eye can move randomly from one text box to an
other. Many of the books for both younger and older readers, commonly found in 
classrooms and school libraries, exploit the potential of layout possibilities to aban
don left-to-right directionality and deploy multi-modal techniques for presenting 
information. Popular series such as the Dorling Kindersley Eye Witness series, Us-
borne Illustrated World History series. Kingfisher / Wonder Why series, and Scho
lastic Horrible Histories series make heavy use of visual and verbal textual inter
play. Indeed, the Eye Witness series breaks with traditional text conventions, not 
just in presenting information in a format which can be read from different entry 
points to the page, but also by frequently disrupting the notion of a page. Instead, the 
text is sometimes designed over a double page spread as a single visual unit with the 
only concession to left-right directionality being the heading at the top left hand cor
ner which summarizes the focus for the double-page spread. Kress (1997) argues 
that young children's awareness of the inter-relationship between the verbal and the 
visual in creating meaning is evidenced by their understanding of generic forms and 
their ability to reproduce forms such as newspapers with multi-modal features. 

Theorists are increasingly conceptualizing writing as more than the representa
tion of verbal language in graphemic form: indeed, Sharpies (1999) advocates the 
theorization of the act of writing as one of "creative design" in which text layout and 
visual features are as important as verbal representations. Publishers recognize the 
sociocultural significance of these new forms of text design - indeed, the publisher's 
blurb on the back cover of a non-fiction text commonly found in school libraries. 
Tales of Real Escape, states that ''vivid illustrations, fascinating photographs, and 
lively maps and diagrams accompany this exciting collection of stories," informa
tion which explicitly foregrounds the visual over the verbal. Kress, & van Leeuwen 
(1996) argues that a literacy curriculum for the twenty-first century should acknowl
edge this multi-modality in meaning-making to ensure that all children acquire read
ing skills and strategies which will realistically equip them for the texts they will 
meet in out-of-school contexts. Indeed, Kress has been and is very critical of peda
gogical and assessment practices in which ''the page is not considered as a mean
ingful or significant element in writing" (Kress, 1997: 86). 

However, much of the writing required in school and tested in examinations has 
expectations of highly conventional, linear, left-to-right text reproduction, and this 
expectation intensifies as the child grows older. Secondary school writing is domi-
nantly continuous prose, apart from the occasional labelling of diagrams, or the 
permission to use illustration. Examination writing, which determines students' life 
chances, is almost exclusively linear and continuous prose. In terms of meaning-
making in writing, children's prior knowledge of real non-fiction texts does not help 
them meet the demands of writing certain kinds of genres (such as expository or 
argumentative genres) in school; arguably, they have to learn that meaning-making 
through some types of written texts produced in the classroom or in examinations (in 
terms of the type and range of the visual resources allowed to be employed) is dif
ferent from meaning-making in other contexts. 
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It is interesting to note that when approaching non-fiction writing tasks, some stu
dent writers tended to rely exclusively on the verbal system only while others drew 
upon visual design and layout means - usually by indicating where visual material 
might be positioned. The writing sample in Figure 6, is produced by an 11-year old 
in a national examination; this student is writing an information leaflet for visitors to 
a park. 

\^^]kl^^JXU^^Uitu-£^ \>^ 

Figure 6. Extract from an information leaflet text, produced by an 11-year old. 

The writing extract in Figure 7 is by a 16-year old in a public examination for Eng
lish: the task was to write a persuasive piece, informing parents of the dangers of 
allowing their children a television in their bedrooms. Interestingly, the assessment 
scheme for this paper gives no marks for the appropriate use of visual text, and the 
research report on children's performance in the test (QCA, 2002) refers only to 
traditional prose features, such as sentence boundaries, full stops, connectives and 
paragraphs. The child's multi-modal response is invited by the task but not ac
knowledged by the test. It is worth inquiring into the reasons leading this child to 
this choice, although, due to lack of relevant data, no definite answer can be given. 
What does this integration of verbal and visual elements reveal? Does it illustrate 
writer's awareness of multi-modal resources or does it express his/her attempt to 
increase the force of his/her argument by adding extra material? 
Consider now Figure 7. Like the text of the 11-year old student discussed in Figure 
6, this student too recognizes that graphics can support the verbal information, and 
both writers demonstrate that they understand the potential interplay between verbal 
and visual structures. The full pieces of writing for both these writers observe top-to-
bottom, left-to-right directionality and are principally in continuous prose. Arguably, 
the most appropriate response to this task would have been to follow the principles 
of the non-fiction texts available in schools, described earlier, and to reduce the 
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amount of continuous, linear prose. Given the assessment criteria and the emphasis 
of the National Curriculum for English upon written prose, it is unlikely whether an 
examiner would have given him credit had he produced the text in a non-linear 
mode. Indeed, the examination report (NEAB, 2002) makes no reference to any vis
ual or graphic representations, noting instead children's ability to use persuasive 
features such as rhetorical questions and emotive language. 

Why is this selected? Is it because the writer thought this choice would make the 
text more effective? It should be noted that there is a clear difference between the 
two texts cited in Figures 6 and 7 and this pertains to the way the argument is con
veyed by the textual dimension of the multi-modal text. The textual component of 
this 16-year old's text is an effective persuasive essay, with the graphic presented as 
an extra. In contrast, note that the verbal component of the text cited in Figure 6 is 
not as strong. 

However, whatever movies are shown, television, as you will 
know, can be educational, but the reality is that much of it 
is pure fiction and is of harm to your child. Reading is of 
much more benefit than TV, and so should be encouraged. Inde
pendent research has proven that TV watching raises stress 
levels and decreases your child's concentration span, whilst 
reading promotes concentration and reduces stress. However, 
many adults ignore such research, and pass it off as rubbish. 
You assume that a TV will give your child a sense of respon
sibility; but can you afford to be so foolish? 

As you read this, research is 
insert colourful graphic taking place into a link between 
showing TV watchers and ^^ watching and attention defi-
r̂ r̂. rpTT ,,̂ 4_̂ K̂ ^̂  ^^^^^^ cit disorder. Giving your child non TV watchers concen- ^ ^ 

a TV in their room will not only 
dent their education, but will 
also effect their health. 

tration spans 

Giving your child a television in their room may increase 
their freedom, but it will damage their health and education. 
At the end of the day the decision is up to you; but do you 
want to disadvantage your child's hope of success in life? 

Figure 7. A persuasive text by a 16-year old (middle-class): 
Integrating visual and verbal information. 

4.1 Creative Exploitation of Visual Design/Layout Resources 

Though visual design and layout information is not explicitly acknowledged, there 
are children who seem to employ the visual component of their sociocultural knowl
edge creatively in the construction of meaning in their written texts. Consider the 
recipe written by the 8-year old writer of Figure 8. The piece was written in a lesson 
where the teaching focus was on writing instructions. Attention had been given to 
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the use of imperatives in instructions, the importance of clear sequencing of the in
structions, and how diagrams and illustrations could support the written text. 

koumbUi 

' a ?»Ht of CuudbxflL!'! 

• buJttcr(2o^ 
»pflaioftlour('4tî  
,6uQQr(li|.cw) 

® ConifuUij rub tVrn butter 
CXrA. Plour to^^bnor. Stir û  
2oz SuxQCxr 
(S) ̂  SJLuca. and e»f nzod o u t 

«bn^r ovor it- J 
(§)SPCXX> cairrJcilQ. mixture, ovorj 

7«ia coin rooJkfL 
App^;RubQ/b, Fradb, Bvockbem /̂ 

.Pearh. Voaconmaka-t^sfl. 
bu HruJfb reoLpĉ  boo' I \ 

Figure 8. Integrating textual and visual information in an instructional text (written by an 8-
year old, middle-class). 

Although we do not have direct access to this child's prior knowledge, this writer 
draws from the information presented in the school through the teacher's explicit 
teaching about the genre features of instructional texts, but she has overlaid the tex
tual component with her awareness of the way visual elements may enhance the 
force of a text - the recipe constructed is not a text but a multi-modal semiotic text. 
The writing demonstrates not simply a clear grasp of certain textual and semi-
otic/multi-modal features but the student's ability to use them productively, i.e., to 
attain further aims. From the text produced, this writer shows that s/he knows that 
recipes are not simply instructions: they are in part persuasive texts, designed to en
courage the reader to try the recipe. The visual layout of the recipe, inside the apple 
outline, is a persuasive device, and the sentence which precedes the instructions, 
('This mouth-watering crumble is excellent with a spot of custard!!!''), is a persua
sive enticement. This highlights the advantage conferred upon those with sociocul-
tural prior knowledge of written genres: they are not reduced to simple reproduction 
of certain instructions on generic meaning, but they can recreate genres with a fuller 
understanding of how form and meaning interrelate to communicate with the reader. 
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5 CONCLUSION 

Children's in-school experiences of writing may be seen as a process of accultura
tion into schooled writing practices: "when children learn to write, they learn more 
than the system of writing. They learn about the social practices of language" 
(Czerniewska, 1992: 2). In the UK in particular, with its emphasis on formal testing 
of writing throughout the curriculum, there is a tension between describing genres as 
cultural forms, but teaching them as static, fixed and unchangeable forms. The 
teaching of writing, more so than the teaching of reading, is prone to this tendency. 
Genre-based pedagogies for teaching writing are frequently founded upon the prin
cipal aim of deconstructing for the learner the linguistic and textual structures which 
characterize a given genre with the view that the ability to reproduce genres is a 
form of "empowerment through appropriation" (Morgan, 1997: 66). However, crit
ics of this approach argue that it is a reproductive model, not a critical productive 
model: children are taught to conform to and replicate the demands of the genre, 
rather than to consider the values the genre embodies. It involves "an increasing 
loss of creativity on the child's part, and a subordination of the child's creative 
abilities to the demands of the norms of genre" (Kress, 1994: 11). 

This criticism seems to apply to the writing pedagogy implemented in the UK 
which is principally founded upon pedagogical assumptions that do not take chil
dren's prior knowledge (or lack of it) into account. Attention to the linguistic aspects 
of genres has often been reduced to singling out linguistic forms in specific texts or 
addressing notions of correctness, themselves culturally contested (e.g.. Standard 
English; comma usage). As this study illustrated, pedagogical practices (emanating 
from teachers' reduced confidence in and knowledge of this approach) can, uninten
tionally, establish school writing as little more than sociocultural reproduction of 
certain genres valued in this context. Less attention seems to be directed towards 
exploring how children learn to make and interpret meaning through text types or 
genres valued by specific discourse communities. Inherent in this is the need to rec
ognize the significance of the various schemata for writing which children bring to 
writing tasks, including the semiotic resources for meaning-making which derive 
from out-of-school literacy experiences. Langer, & Nicholich (1981) argue that elic
iting and organizing prior knowledge enables new learning to be more meaningful, 
and activates schemata onto which new knowledge can be mapped. But, equally, 
addressing what developing writers "don't know," the sociocultural silences, should 
be a pedagogical priority. 

While this chapter draws upon the notion of schemata (formal and content sche
mata) as the metaphor for the mental organization of prior knowledge, in light of the 
evidence suggested I would argue that we need to proceed beyond proposals on 
prior knowledge as a static set of expectations which children bring to text produc
tion. This notion should rather be used in reference to a constantly evolving set of 
strategic resources children have available regarding text production. 

Analysis of classroom pedagogical practices are important to help us capture the 
processes facilitating or hindering developing writers in learning how, through their 
texts, they may negotiate prior knowledge with the information presented in the 
classroom lessons. I expect that from this negotiation children would come to under-
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stand how to communicate meaning with their implied reader(s). In addition, this 
information should be brought to teachers to inform them about the way teachers 
can engage in a more critical exploration of linguistic and textual structures with all 
students. It is necessary that we help teachers develop strategies to assist all children 
in learning how to the balance the expectations of the school context with their own 
social and cultural experiences of written genres. 
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Abstract. This chapter develops out of a broader study of 250 texts which were produced by ll'^^-H^ 
grade students from both the US and France and were collected over a five-year period. The students 
were asked to create argumentative texts in which they explored questions about social issues after having 
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dents are analyzed not as constellations of a stable set of linguistic-textual features, but as the result of a 
dynamic set of social and rhetorical negotiating moves in the discursive spaces of the school situation. 
The discussion explores a few of the interesting points of the tension between convention and creativity 
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movements of "reprise-modification" (Fran9ois, 1998). This concept is a natural extension of Bakhtin's 
dialogics, with each utterance acting as "a link in a chain." Attention is directed to the identification of 
those textual movements with which students play with reproduction, reprise of the expected, but also 
proceed to the invention of the new, and modify the texts they encounter in the act of appropriating 
school discourse. The writer's work between the common and the specific is part of the essential nature of 
school writing. As proposed, this analysis permits a better understanding of how average students' texts 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Discourse analysis has developed in the past few decades many interesting methodo
logical frameworks for exploring the texts produced in different kinds of situations, 
including school situations. Part of the extensive work in this domain has been con
ducted in contrastive rhetoric; research in this field is concerned with capturing 
overall text differences between different cultures, identifying linguistic and textual 
features associated with specific genres, exploring reader expectations and discourse 
patterns, raising, through these topics, the possibility of linguistic relativity (see 
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Connor, 1996, for a thorough overview of these questions). Text linguistics has of
fered a "descriptive apparatus" (Connor, 1996: 12) for this kind of analysis, allowing 
for careful identification of certain features such as theme-rheme construction, use 
of connectors, deixis, various modes of enunciation, and so on. 

Generally, and in spite of highly developed work by U.S. researchers including 
Berkenkotter, & Huckin (1988) and Swales (1990), such analysis has been largely 
marginalized in the field of composition (as this is known in the North American 
context). This is probably due to the fact that composition research and discourse 
analysis, though focusing on academic and school writing, tended to proceed along 
distinct and even parallel-running research lines, with little interaction noted be
tween the two fields. This may be, partly, because discourse analysis - at least in its 
initial developments - has been mainly concerned with identifying and counting 
frequencies of specific textual features in order to describe patterns in text produc
tion and text reception. Indeed, this orientation has been criticized by composition 
theorists, such as Flynn (1995, cited in Charney, 1996) and Schilb (1990), for its 
failure to provide ways of understanding larger and complicated issues related to the 
ideological nature of text production and interpretation. Highly-publicized debates in 
the field targeted "whether empirical methods have any legitimate place in composi
tion studies, and, if not, how we are to achieve intellectual authority without them" 
(Charney, 1996: 567).̂  

Some lines of research in composition theory have focused on school writing as 
a form of initiation into the shared conventions, values, or ways of speaking of spe
cific academic groups - in part, their genres (Bartholomae, 1985a; Bautier, 1995; 
Bizzell, 1992; Brice-Heath, 1983; Rose, 1989; Shaughnessy 1977; and of course 
preliminary traces in Bernstein, 1958 and Labov, 1978). Much of this research has 
indicated that students' ignorance of or resistance to these shared conventions and 
world-ways constitute very interesting areas of inquiry indeed. 

In recent years, discourse analysis has broadened its scope of inquiry to include a 
variety of approaches that illustrate how texts function in interaction with their so
cial and cultural contexts. Perhaps the most valuable recent developments have been 
inspired by Bakhtin's work on meaning-making. Bakhtin's perspectives on lan
guage, genre, and the historicized meanings of utterances provide a richer and more 
comprehensive theoretical framework for thinking about the way texts function in a 
variety of social contexts. This framework enables us to look at texts - utterances, in 
Bakhtinian terms - not as collections of individual features but as complex and dy
namic moments of interaction with other texts, in the largest sense. This perspective 
enables us to move towards understanding how a particular discourse, as the produc
tion and interpretation of culturally recognized and ideologically shaped representa
tions of reality (Ivani5, 1998), functions in an intertextually constructed web of lin
guistic and discursive choices. When applied to the study of student writing, this 
perspective offers vitally important insights, for it allows us to locate and describe 
different moments of a text's makeup. 

Rare works such as the 2002 ''Discourse Studies in Composition'' collection, edited by Ellen 
Barton, & Gail Stygall, are beginning to explicitly bridge the gap. 
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Drawing from the Bakhtinian perspective, in this chapter, I offer a reading of a small 
set of French students' texts. Situating the inquiry within the general field of school 
discourse, this chapter undertakes a detailed analysis of some of the specific, con
crete ways school discourse is instantiated in a few French lycee student texts. The 
way of reading and analyzing students' texts that is developed strives for meta-
consciousness of the part of the analyst, who is conceptualized as a particular kind 
of reader (even more so when the analyst is also a teacher). Culler (1982) suggests 
that to interpret is to articulate an experience of reading. This does not mean that we 
cannot be systematic and rigorous in our reading. As Paltridge reminds us, both the 
production and the interpretation of texts are not individual performances but proc
esses which themselves are informed by preceding events, performances, and inter
pretations (Paltridge, 1997: 11). In studying a text, researchers, as indeed all people, 
bring with them their own ways of seeing and recognizing. I suggest that this should 
be included in our description (much as ethnographers have begun including this 
acknowledgement of the interpretative nature of their descriptive work). In this 
sense, I propose that my reading of the students' texts be seen as a dialogic moment 
made up of multiple factors. 

This chapter, therefore, seeks to provide a sampling of both systematic descrip
tion and multi-layered contextual interpretation of students' texts, which are seen as 
arising not out of the use of a stable set of linguistic-textual features but out of a 
dynamic set of social and rhetorical negotiating moves employed in the discursive 
spaces of the school universe. The analysis seeks to develop a principled way of 
exploring the traces of the various ways this group of student writers, much like 
other writers, manages intertextuality. The discussion illustrates how these students 
work with words, expressions, styles, and structures from a given prompt text, while 
creating a new text of their own. 

2 BAKHTIN, DIALOGISM AND AUTONOMY IN FRENCH SCHOOL 
WRITING 

Student writers are often depicted in French scholarship as working their way to
wards autonomy - in fact, this is presented as the goal to be achieved. A recent 
French conference sponsored by the Institut National de Recherches Pedagogiques 
(INRP) explicitly announced this as its theme: "ways to develop autonomy in stu
dent writers." Leading French sociolinguist Elisabeth Bautier (1996) suggests that 
one of the major unsettling changes French students face as they make the transition 
into secondary education is the teachers' expectation of student autonomy in study 
and writing skills. Other researchers, like Barre-deMiniac et al. (1993), suggest that 
student autonomy is one of the markers that differentiate successful students from 
those who struggle, even well before high school. This focus on autonomy is not a 
question of encouraging students to have a singular voice, to be individuals, or to 
benefit from group work-shopping in individual ways, nor is it a focus on autonomy 
vis-a-vis the texts students read and write about. Rather, it is a focus on secondary 
students' ability to produce texts independently, alone, in on-demand situations. 
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without relying on peer review, group processes or even revision as part of the writ
ing process. 

This emphasis may be partly understood as arising out of the structure of the 
Baccalaureat exam.^ Students in France must pass this exam as autonomous writers 
in order to receive their secondary education diplomas and thus gain access to post-
secondary studies. Once there, students will not be supported in their writing. I 
would like to claim, however, that no writer writes alone in the way imagined by the 
French demands. In fact, the writing valued by the French system enables us to see 
students' ability to negotiate with context and with the voices represented in the 
texts students encounter in their reading, with the institutional requirements that 
shape aspects of language use in the texts they are writing, and with the generic ex
pectations that influence their acts of making meaning. The claim I put forward, i.e., 
that student writing be seen as an act of negotiation, is not new; Bartholomae 
(1985a) and Bizzell (1992) were among the first to introduce and explore this nego
tiation in detail. The proposal I make that creativity and convention be conceptual
ized as forces working against each other in a text, prevails in current research as 
well. Ivanic (1998), for example, analyzes academic writing through Fairclough's 
notions of manifest intertextuality (i.e., actual signaled intertext), on one hand, and 
interdiscursivity, on the other (a notion which echoes conventions, styles, and genres 
from other texts). 

Important work conducted in the French context (in the fields of educational sci
ence, genre theory and cognitive psychology) interrelates this perspective to student 
argumentative text writing (see, for example, Alain Boissinot's Les textes argumen-
tatifs or several publications from the Institut National de Recherches Pedagogiques 
Press). In reviewing studies of student texts, Connor (1996) singles out many lines 
of work on argumentative discourse across cultures; within these are studies focus
ing on cross-cultural constructions of effective arguments and patterns for introduc
ing and using sources. What interests me is neither a classification of "cultural" or 
other features in a set of texts, nor an explanation of the student-subject, i.e., the 
producer of the text and the processes involved in the construction of him/herself, 
but the text itself and what my interaction with it - a potentially reproducible inter
action - allows other readers to see about the way the text in question works as both 
"written by" and "writing" the situation. 

2 

After a fairly unified curriculum for the first nine years of school, French students enter the 
lycee, the last three years of school and move towards tracks of education based on interests 
and aptitudes: technological/pre-professional, vocational, and general tracks. The last group 
of tracks offer students areas of concentration: literacy and language, science and mathemat
ics, and economics/social sciences are the most prevalent options. All of the technological 
pre-professional, and general tracks lead to the Baccalaureat exam, a lengthy comprehensive 
exam which weighs subject areas differently in the scoring depending on the student's area of 
focus. Writing plays an omnipresent role in students' experiences, from start to finish. Testing 
and assessment are largely done through written essays and oral presentations. Writing is 
included in every discipline. Writing ability along with broad cultural literacy are key to suc
cess on the Baccalaureat. Comprehensive information about the French educational system 
can be obtained from the Ministry of Education's website and Maria Vasconcellos (J 993). Le 
systeme educatif Paris: Editions la Decouverte. 
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2.1 Theoretical Notions 

This chapter sets out to identify some of the features by which the negotiation proc
ess described above may be instantiated. I suggest that to do so, we need to integrate 
several theoretical and methodological perspectives developing out of work that is 
carried out in both discourse analysis and composition theory. The student texts con
sidered here are read in terms of the dialogic elements they display; I emphasize 
their various forms of intertextuality, and integrate three terms: reprise-modification 
(Fran9ois, 1998), literate arts (Pratt, 1990), and textual movements, in my attempt to 
describe and interpret these dialogic elements. These three concepts create a model 
which suggests that in analyzing texts as products and in capturing the process of 
reading we need to bring out their essential dialogic nature. 

Dialogics: A Bakhtinian line of research has extensive implications for shaping our 
understanding of school writing. The discussion builds on the premise that 

[...] there can be neither a first nor a last meaning; [anything that can be understood] 
always exists among other meanings as a link in the chain of meaning, which in its to
tality is the only thing that can be real. In historical life this chain continues infinitely, 
and therefore each individual link in it is renewed again and again, as though it were be
ing reborn (Bakhtin, 1986: 146). 

The language choices students make are historicized. What might be said is always 
already built on what has been said; the language, as Bakhtin argues, 

has been completely taken over, shot through with intentions and accents [...]. All 
words have a "taste" of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular work, a 
particular person, a generation, an age group, a day and hour. Each word tastes of the 
context and contexts in which it has lived its socially charged life [...]. Language is not 
a neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the private property of the speaker's 
intentions; it is populated, overpopulated - with the intentions of others (Bakhtin, 1981: 
273-274). 

As the student writer learns "to use discourses which already exist," his/her text is 
constituted through "the unique way in which s/he draws on and combines" these 
discourses (Ivani5, 1998: 86). This process, we will see in the student examples, is 
often most affected by the immediate history of the text the student has just read. 

Since writers select among a shared set of lexical, grammatical, and syntactic re
sources, the texts they produce are constituted by new uses of already-inhabited lan
guage. Theoretically, in outlining the various factors that limit the choices a writer 
has available in the process of constructing a text, we may distinguish one set of 
factors that are associated with convention (and include norms and practices, like the 
genre of the text, the cultural context within which the text is produced, the values of 
the discourse community [Ivanic, 1998: 41], the subject matter, or the linguistic fea
tures of a particular language), from another set encompassing those factors that 
allow for more play or individual freedom, capturing the stylistic or creative choices 
an individual writer makes within the limits of the situation. Bakhtin's dialogics 
may, in fact, serve as the umbrella frame for both convention-driven choices and 
choices that resist, move beyond, unsettle or disrupt convention. 
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The notion of dialogism has been further developed by French linguist Frederic 
Fran9ois (1998) in his concept of reprise-modification as the fundamental discursive 
movement at work in all forms of discourse. Reprise-modification means, literally, 
re-taking-up-modifying. It is realized on the textual level, and can be revealed in all 
aspects of linguistic structure, from words to syntax to text structures. It can also be 
revealed in the slippery in-between spaces of text construction, the moments not 
always localized in one or another specific word, phrase, or genre. Reprise-
modification thus involves reproducing words, phrases, utterances, passages in a 
variety of ways that simultaneously modify them. This concept is a natural extension 
of Bakhtin's dialogics, with each student utterance acting as "a link in a chain," both 
built on the history-in-use of words and looking towards their reception by readers 
or speakers (Bakhtin, 1986). 

Dialogism should not be seen as neutral or cooperative. M.L. Pratt (1990) uses 
the term literate arts to describe dialogic moments which are, in fact, the site of con
tact and contest. She uses the example of a South American native's letter about 
Spanish massacres and oppression, written and sent to King Philip of Spain hun
dreds of years ago but not read until the 20̂ ^ century because the culture of the time 
could not accommodate the heterogeneous text supplied by the native. Using the 
frame of interaction between cultures as a "contact zone," she suggests that success
ful literate interaction is almost always carried out in situations of unequal power 
and negotiation; the term of "literate arts" is used in reference to strategies for suc
cess. 

A notion closely interrelated to dialogism is that of intertextuality. As Paltridge 
(1997) points out, several literary theorists have been influential in developing the 
notion of intertextuality, including Foucault, Barthes, and Bloom, although he cred
its Kristeva with introducing this notion as Bakhtin's challenge to static, homogene
ous views of genre which was seen as independent of social and historic contexts. 
Many theorists have built upon this Bakhtinian frame to argue that genres are flexi
ble expressions of shared group values and that utterances reflect accumulated 
meanings while creating new text (Hanks, 1989 cited in Paltridge, 1997: 11). 

The Bakhtinian frame described above provides us with a way of reading student 
texts that foregrounds values other than traditional originality. Bakhtin argues that 
utterances are double-voiced; he uses the term "ventriloquy" to express the power of 
dialogic overtones (cited in Ivanic, 1998: 48). Discursive movements like "copying" 
become necessary steps in text construction; the nature of the copying becomes quite 
interesting, and cultural differences in its value become apparent (Ivanic, 1998: 3-4). 
In fact, we can think about copying as one strategy along a continuum of strategies 
of reprise-modification: copying, quoting, paraphrasing, summarizing, referring to, 
linking outward from a single word, indirectly suggesting, referring to through con
nection to a cultural commonplace, echoing through association, stylistic allure, or 
implied assumption, and so on. These have been presented in other studies (see 
Folman, & Connor on originality of content conceptualization, in this volume) as 
moving from less to more original, though this linear path may seem insufficient. 
The theoretical frame provided by Bakhtin and Fran9ois indicates that any one of 
these strategies can be more or less "original." 
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According to this entire dialogic perspective, then, written text production cannot be 
operationalized as the acquisition of the set of static conventions shaping meaning in 
texts but as a dynamic negotiation that involves the writer in the process of moving 
with and against given resources, adopting, bending, and diverting available textual 
patterns and resources to attain his/her communicative ends. This process is a factor 
in the evolution of convention itself; rather than showing a "smooth progression 
towards possession" of academic discourse, student texts show diverse forms of ne
gotiation (Donahue, 2002b: 68; Ivani^, 1998: 52). These forms are henceforth re
ferred to as forms of "textual movements." These movements are not seen as con
stituents of an inventory of strategic structuring steps (as Swales [1990] has sug
gested in his categories of text moves used in the introductory paragraphs of aca
demic articles), but as ways of naming modes of discursive progression (not neces
sarily linear) in a text. Textual movements (also referred to as "literate arts" by M.L. 
Pratt) as dialogic moments can be subsumed under the general notion of reprises-
modifications defined above. We localize the discursive arts in the identification and 
description of students' movements of reprise-modification, textual movements 
which play with reproduction, reprise of the expected, invention of the new, and 
modification in the very act of appropriation. This chapter considers particular ex
amples of reprises-modifications, ones related to working with a prompt text, but all 
of the other possible reprises are at the horizon of the discussion. 

School expectations: Multiple factors, of course, influence the construction of a 
given text, such as genre expectations, language parameters, institutional norms and 
scholastic expectations, both stated and implied. Some of these influences are cru
cial to the discussion, in particular those related to the school situation as a discourse 
community. Given the utopic connotations Harris (1997), Pratt (1990) and others 
have suggested we tend to attach to the notion of community, certain clarifications 
are necessary. The notion of community is quite problematic; it implies relative ho
mogeneity, a sense of belonging, implied standards of cooperation, shared goals and 
projects, shared conventions and world-views, a shared language and so on. In this 
view, texts are produced and interpreted against criteria defined and imposed by 
certain discourse communities, and student writers must adopt the valued practices 
and conventions of the community in order to be heard. The term "community" in
vites monolithic perspectives and images of a nurturing space with clear boundaries, 
welcoming initiation. However, most close looks at particular communities bring out 
as much difference as they do shared elements. 

In addition, while the metaphor of the discourse community offers a way to un
derstand why students might express themselves in conventional ways, it does not 
account for the reasons student texts exploit these same conventions in various 
ways. In fact, students joining the school community are often not in the evoked 
situation at all. Pratt's (1986b) term of "discursive spaces" might be preferable to 
that of "discourse communities," precisely because it frees us from the apolitical 
innocence and apparent stability of "community" while allowing us to talk about at 
least temporary groups that student writers join in order to successfully navigate 
through their studies. 
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Students' texts produced in a particular school situation, or class do share certain 
identifiable strategies for making meaning, but these texts are far from interchange
able. Their discourse is neither some part of full-blown academic discourse, nor just 
an immature version of that discourse, but constitutes its own genre. Learning this 
discourse means learning the activities and conventions associated with it, though 
not being wholly assimilated by them. Students' texts offer us concrete traces of the 
negotiating acts of this "bridge" discourse, thus allowing us to capture, at least for a 
moment, the dynamic interaction between text and school as context. 

The school genre studied in this paper is an essay which is defined via a specific 
set of parameters in the French classroom. It is essentially interpreted as a response 
to an excerpt taken from a respected author. Dozens of assignments collected during 
the study fi-om French classrooms, descriptions of successful essays in privately-
published student help books and textbooks, and official descriptions of student es
says in government-produced curricular materials all call for essays with a brief in
troduction, a development in a thesis-antithesis-synthesis structure, use of examples 
from literary, historical, and current events sources but not from personal experi
ence, a generalized voice, which makes an argument in the sense of a logical discus
sion of the various points and counterpoints of an issue, and a conclusion-synthesis, 
which establishes the student's stance on the issue presented - again, without per
sonalizing that stance. The essay should be concise, detailed, well reasoned and 
clearly formatted; it should show the student's "culture generale" (cultural literacy) 
and control over language, syntax, and grammar. 

3 DATA AND METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 Describing the Methodological Framework 

The work detailed in this chapter has developed out of a descriptive analytic study of 
250 student texts and a sub-study of 40 of these texts, from the US and France, col
lected during a five-year period. The students were in 11̂ -̂13̂ ^ grade, responding to 
questions about social issues after having read a published text, texts, or an extracted 
piece of a text related to these issues. 

If, in light of the discussion in the previous section, text construction and recep
tion are best conceptualized of as dialogic and heterogeneous, based on context, 
reader interpretation, and layers of meaning, the methodology to be used for describ
ing and analyzing these students' texts must match this complex openness. "One of 
the aims of the conversation analyst," Paltridge points out, "is to avoid a priori as
sumptions about analytical categories and to look for phenomena which regularly 
and systematically occurs in the data" (Paltridge, 1997: 14). Halliday (1985, cited in 
Paltridge, 1997: 3) suggests that "selective analysis," choosing and developing data 
for the purpose at hand, is effective. The larger studies I have done have favoured 
offering a comprehensive multi-layered perspective that combines both quantitative 
and qualitative analysis; for the purposes of this shorter discussion I restrict the 
analysis to certain features of reprise-modification that exemplify the work going on 
between the student text and the prompt text. 
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The focus is directed on exploring the methods students employ for "appropriating" 
a discourse, i.e., taking full ownership, integrating oneself into the discourse through 
a sort of acculturation (see Bartholomae, 1985a; Bautier, 1995; Bizzell, 1992; Har
ris, 1997). The term selected, however, reprise-modification, is presented as a more 
useful, all-encompassing term, with less baggage attached to it and less implied 
agency than that of "appropriation." It allows us to see that student writers are truly 
both creating and being created by the words, phrases, styles, patterns they use to 
write, as has been suggested by Ivani5 and others. 

The methodological framework developed for this interpretive analysis is 
grounded in functional linguistics, literary criticism, and composition theory but 
combines them in ways no one of them would develop alone. 

Systemic functional linguistics as represented by Halliday (1985) (see for a dis
cussion, Ivanic, 1998: 39-40) offers tools for capturing the situational and cultural-
historical contexts of meaning-making in order to emphasize that meaning is not an 
individual choice. Paltridge (1997) points out that in the examination of any written 
text, meaning is grounded in the contexts of culture and situation. The sociolinguis-
tic perspective offers ways by which we may link the text findings to larger social 
issues and explore specific features of intertextuality; from the sociolinguistic per
spective I employ the notion that language is a means of expressing social identity 
(for a further analysis on this, see Ivani5, 1998) and that genre users are working 
with an overall communicative "budget," which may include routinized models of 
socially relevant communication and social stocks of knowledge that vary from in
dividual to individual (Paltridge, 1997: 21). 

Several perspectives from literary critics have provided complementary strands 
of theoretical thought, one capturing the way genres work within various discourse 
communities (such as those of school-based discourse community) (see, for exam
ple, Genette, 2002) and the other exploring how analysts might read such a dis
course (see Culler, 1982; Eco, 1989; Jauss, 1978; Starobinski, 1970). From this per
spective we can learn how a reader who is a teacher might rethink his/her relation
ship with student writing, becoming, at least provisionally, another kind of reader. 

Developments in composition theory have allowed us to consider issues concern
ing students' process of initiation into school-based writing. Specifically, the social 
constructionist perspective provides very valuable insights into the development of 
writer's identity (see Bautier, & Rochex, 1997; Ivani5, 1998). Though this perspec
tive has questioned the concept of a unified self and emphasized the social influ
ences that create many different identities, it has not paid sufficient attention to the 
fact that the individual still does, must, exist - some real thing must be the site of the 
social influences. Various notions have been proposed by researchers. Goffman uses 
the notion of the "performer" (Ivani5, 1998: 22). Francois (2002) describes the bio
logical ''sac de peau'' (skin-enclosed being) (personal communication).^ In order to 
keep both the social emphasis and the reality of individuals in play, I prefer to focus 
upon the various textual movements between the more social and the more individ-

I am well aware of the ongoing debates about the constructed self, biological bases for lan
guage development, nature/nurture and so on. What I am positing is a necessary and intricate 
relationship between the social and the biological. 
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ual, between the more convention-tied and the more creative choices made by a 
writer. However, I would argue that we cannot clearly identify particular textual 
features as belonging to one category or the other. 

3.2 Locating Dialogic Elements in Students' Texts 

In the larger study conducted (see Donahue, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c), the overall set of 
features recorded included word choice, construction of subject positions with first, 
second and third person in the singular/plural and with passive voice, integration of 
other voices (paraphrase, quote, definition, etc.), local and global coherence devices 
(deixis, explicit connectives, built-in shared assumptions, larger organizational pat
terns), argument strategies (examples, natural logic, assertions, placement of thesis), 
and so on. These features were chosen during an initial holistic reading of all of the 
texts. The quantitative study identified potential patterns of text function and con
struction but left unanswered many questions about the interrelationship of linguistic 
choices, context, subject matter and structure. A subsequent close reading of a sub
group of the essays enabled an account of multiple factors occurring and influencing 
each other (and thus the reading of each essay) simultaneously. The categories pre
sented here are specifically those which help us locate dialogic features in terms of a 
writer's response to another text (in this case to a prompt text) but potentially to 
other texts students encounter; that is, a few of the integrated features of what stu
dents take, modify, and reproduce a leur compte from both the text read and the dy
namic context. These categories, however, fit into and are supported by larger over
all patterns of various indicators which tend to move together to create certain ef
fects. What is most important in this particular analytic-interpretive approach is that: 
• the interpretation offered is not a statement about "the" way to consider each 

text but one way of reading student texts among others; 
• this way (represented partially here) includes a re-synthesis of the various indi

vidual textual components broken out by the analysis - this has been one of the 
greatest handicaps to some versions of discourse analysis in the past, such as 
text studies focusing on an isolated coherence device or on a single form, such 
as a pronoun's presence or absence in a student's text. 

The specific categories considered for this chapter include: 
• reprise word-for-word, 
• reprise through paraphrase, 
• reprise of assignment language, 
• reprise of stylistic allure or atmosphere, 
• reprise of political perspective, 
• reprise through use of examples, and 
• reprise through use of commonplaces 
"Commonplace" is used here in the rhetorical sense, to name the ready-made molds 
into which arguments, thoughts, experiences are often poured (Fran9ois, 1998). 
They may be the cognitive commonplaces of concepts or the linguistic common
places of utterances, both authorized by an institution or a culture as pre-articulated 
ways of apprehending or expressing common experiences (Bartholomae, 1985a: 17). 
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The essence of a culture, the collective memory of that culture as described by Pal-
tridge (1997: 20), is generally reflected in its commonplaces, its highly distilled ver
sions of common wisdoms; students who end their texts with neat statements about 
education as the solution to all of our problems or who reflect on how an experience 
has changed their lives by describing the pre-self and the post-self of the experience 
are using these commonplaces, unexamined or naturalized ready-made ways of see
ing and explaining experience; these allow members of a culture both to express 
experiences and understandings in a shared way and to come to understand their 
own experiences as, in fact, shared, not unique. Commonplaces are sometimes close 
to cliches and stereotypes, expressions along a continuum of possibilities for proc
essing ideas, beliefs and lived moments. 

4 STUDENT TEXTS IN THEIR CONTEXT 

The texts analyzed in this chapter were written in the late 1990's in French class
rooms, by students preparing to take the French portion of the Baccalaureat exam. 
The students worked on a particular kind of essay, an etude d'un texte argumentatif 
(study of an argumentative text), which was introduced in 1996 and already modi
fied in the French national program by 2001. The essay was designed to offer stu
dents the opportunity to work on the production of an "argumentative" text; this task 
required that students respond (through a series of short answers) to the perspective 
outlined in the prompt text, and then produce a written essay developing, critiquing, 
or extending the argument in some way. In the study under examination, the essays 
read by the students were excerpts from larger works. La verite en marche by Emile 
Zola and Les yeux ouverts by Marguerite Yourcenar (a translated paragraph from 
Yourcenar and from Zola is provided in Appendix A, to give the sense and flavour 
of each author's style). Each excerpt was approximately 700 words long, a full sin
gle-spaced page of text. 

The Yourcenar text was a short piece taken from a series of interviews with the 
author. The subject of the excerpt is solitude. The interviewer, Mathieu Galey, asks 
Yourcenar whether she feels alone, even when surrounded by others, in the way 
great writers often do. Yourcenar's response is first an affirmation of the solitude we 
all feel, solitude when we are born, when we die, at work, in sickness. She counters 
this with the assertion that she feels no more alone than other human beings, al
though she is physically alone at certain points of the day - early in the morning, 
late at night, as she works on ideas...Yourcenar follows this with a development of 
the many ways in which she is not alone. She points to being visited frequently, 
sharing her everyday life with her daily contacts (housekeeper, grocer, gardener, 
village children) and reaching out to other circles, friends with shared tastes and 
concerns. Yourcenar's final point is that those who welcome others are rarely alone, 
and that class and culture do not count in these relationships, that humans are con
stantly overcoming the effects of class. Yourcenar's rhetorical strategies include 
parallel cumulative syntax, rhetorical questions, concrete examples used to evoke 
abstract commentaries, images used to connect to conceptual claims. The Yourcenar 
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essay question asked students to consider whether in our day and age, the effects of 
social class and culture can be easily overcome. 

The Zola text is an excerpt from one of Zola's exhortative pieces, a direct call for 
the youth of his generation to move towards a just society. He calls this the "great 
need" or "great duty" of the next generation. The piece is written in 1901 and is spe
cifically designed to reach out at the start of a new era. In a play back and forth be
tween the older generation and the younger generation, with a lexical chain of 
equivalencies for age and youth, past and future, ends and beginnings, Zola details 
the work that has been accomplished (science, generosity, productivity, honour in 
battles for justice and free speech and thought) and outlines the struggles to face 
ahead (a greater freedom, a stronger justice, tolerance, truth, and humanity). He uses 
layer upon layer of rhetorical strategy: repetitions of syntax and phrasing, direct ad
dress with the informal "tu," strong patterns of contrast between good and evil in 
point-counterpoint, the imperative, sentences that shame the listener (we will only be 
ready to die if we know you will carry on; aren 'tyou ashamed that we (older ones) 
are more impassioned than you about what should be your great need?), imaginary 
dialogue that puts words in the mouth of the reader/listener, and connections to 
shared experiences with this intended recipient. The essay in response to Zola was to 
describe the "great need" or the "great call" awaiting the current generation, devel
oping and carefully organizing the essential aspects. 

4.1 An Introductory Example 

Before launching into the interpretation of the six texts studied here, I would like to 
describe one of the texts in order to establish the stylistic flavour of this particular 
kind of French high school essay. This is not to suggest that all texts produced are 
similar nor that this text is "representative" (which it is not) but rather to give a 
sense of the work involved in these particular school artifacts. A full translation of 
this text, as well as a sample of a student's Zola response, is offered in Appendix B. 

Text 1 (#77/ Christine D. / Travail d'Ecriture (all grammatical errors are left intact) 

Alors que certaines personnes, comme M. Yourcenar dans ''La solitude pour etre 
utile", pense que "La classe (...) ne compte pas; la culture au fond trds peu", d'autres ne 
toldrent pas les differences et s'enferment dans leur univers, De nos jours, y a-t-il eu une 
Evolution des esprits pour rdellement d6passer ces distinctions entre individus? C'est ce 
a quoi je r6pondrai personnellement apres avoir ddvelopper mon argumentation. 

Prentierement, le temps passe et les nouvelles generations delaissent de plus en plus 
leur culture. Ainsi, les structures sociales, les manifestations r^ligieuses ou intellectuel-
les qui d^fmissent diff^rents groupes tendent k se m^langer, se confondre pour occuper 
une place discrete dans les relations avec les autres. Mais ceci n'est pas sp^cifique a 
I'annee 1996. D6ja avec le « melting pot» americain, le melange de diff^rentes civilisa
tions se mettaient en place. 

De meme, les esprits ^voluent. On accorde moins d'importance a la classe sociale des 
personnes qui nous entourent. Notamment a I'ecole les 61dves ne sympathisent pas 

"^ All numbers in parentheses refer to the numbers assigned in the larger study of 250+ stu
dent essays. 



STUDENT WRITING AS NEGOTIATION 149 

qu'avec d'autres eldves issus d'un meme environnement culture! et social. Au moment 
de la recreation, les plus jeunes se preocupent plutot de savoir lequel lance la balle le 
plus fort ou laquelle saute le mieux k I'dlastique. 

Cependant, la sensation d'insecurite dans laquelle se trouve certaines personnes les 
place dans une peur irresonnee de I 'inconnu. Alors elles ne souhaitent avoir des rela
tions qu'avec des personnes de m6me Education. Ainsi, les fran9ais ddvisageraient un 
ecossais s'il portait un kilt et se promenait dans les rues de la ville. 

Par ailleurs, a travers I'acquisition de biens et de services, les individus expriment 
avant tout un besoin d'identification sociale. Par exemple, une personne achate une 
grosse voiture et par la m6me affiche un « rang social 61ev6 », par consequent, certains 
voisins sont intimid^s et les relations entre-eux deviennent done tr^s reduites. 

Parfois, les distinctions sont involontaires. Exept6 quelques rares cas, des Etudes xt-
centes sur le choix du conjoint ont d6montr6 que 1 homogamie (c'est-^-dire un mariage 
avec une personne ayant des caract6ristiques socio-6conomiques semblables) est domi-
nante aujourd'hui. Aussi 77% des agriculteurs se marient entre agriculteur. 

Malheureusement done, volontaire ou pas, m6me en 1996, les differences de classe et 
de culture sont difficilement d6pass6es. Cependant avec revolution de la soci6t6, on 
peut esp6rer que dans quelques ann6es, ces dissemblances n'existeront plus. 

This student essay comes from the Lycee Julliot de la Morandiere, Granville, aca-
demie de Caen. This lycee is a large, comprehensive public school, including col
lege preparatory, pre-professional and vocational-technical programs. About 80% of 
the students pass the Baccalaureat exam annually. 

The school's population is fairly representative of various socioeconomic groups 
and most of the students are interested in pursuing higher education. In particular, 
the vocational-technical program represents a real possibility for improving stu
dents' socioeconomic status; children of working-class families can move to higher 
status as technicians or in middle management. The student writer of this essay was 
in the vocational-technical program, in her penultimate year of studies. At the end of 
this year, she would face the French essay portion of the Baccalaureat exam. 

The explicitly scholastic nature of the essay is already obvious from the title, 
''Travail d'Ecriture" (Writing Work). The essay is handwritten, which is the norm 
for French school work, often even in university-level studies. The essay's format 
clearly delimits the introduction, body, pivot-sentence between the two parts of the 
body, and conclusion with double spaces. 

The essay's introduction is comprised of three sentences. The first presents an 
outline of the pro-con type: "Yourcenar thinks... but others think... " This an
nouncement is followed by an explicit reprise of the assignment's language and fi
nally by a statement by the student, je repondrai personnellement (I will personally 
speak to this). This statement, while atypical, does establish the presence of the stu
dent. And yet, it does not provide the student's actual perspective, the "thesis" as 
American teachers might call it. It only suggests that such a perspective will eventu
ally be given. 

The essay's overall A/B structure after the introduction is divided into two parts: 
the presentation of the student's interpretation of Yourcenar's ideas {newer genera
tions let go of their cultures and people are evolving) and the presentation of poten
tial ("others") opposition to her ideas {some still have unreasonable fears of the un
known, need social identification, homogamy is still prevalent today). 
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After the introductory sentence in each part, presented in italics in the text above, 
ideas are developed through a series of the assertions mentioned above, followed by 
generalized cultural, historic, or statistical examples: religions are mixing, children 
in the schoolyards play together regardless of class membership, people buy fancy 
cars to show their affiliation, a large percentage of agricultural workers still marry 
among themselves, and so on. The A/B structure is supported by frequent explicit 
connectors, in particular time frame connectors such as premierement; avant tout 
(first, first of all) and contrastive connectors such as alors que; mats; cependant 
{while, but, however). 

The relationship between the Yourcenar text and the student's essay is one which 
was fairly typical of the French students' essays in the larger study. Once the point 
of the essay, the general focus, is established, the content of the prompt text itself 
often becomes far less relevant. In this example, in fact, Yourcenar's text is no 
longer directly mentioned at all. The elements discussed in the essay might have 
originated from thinking about the prompt text, but the text itself is no longer the 
focus of the student's work. 

In addition, in this particular example, the assignment does not relate directly to 
Yourcenar's actual main theme of solitude. The issues of "class" and "culture" ap
pear only briefly at the end of her short excerpt. The prompt text thus becomes a 
literal point of departure. 

Although observing the classroom situation of production was not part of this 
study, the texts offer clues about what was covered in class or in other related read
ings. For example, the student here cites the infrequency of intermarriages between 
agricultural workers and other social classes, a specific example used in several of 
the students' essays in this group and not likely to have been spontaneously gener
ated by so many students. 

The concluding paragraph, in traditional French school style, presents the "the
sis" in an even-handed way: on the one hand, class and cultural differences are dif
ficult to overcome, but, on the other hand, as society evolves one can hope... This 
kind of balanced perspective (as opposed to a forceful thesis) is quite typical of 
French student essays. 

5 FORMS OF REPRISE-MODIFICATION 

The sample analyzed above contains examples of some of the features that are fre
quently found in French student writing, some more specific to this particular as
signment, and others related to the individual student's response. Our sense of the 
shared (the conventional) and the individual (the creative) is generally sharpened 
when we look at groups of essays in response to a prompt; the generic limits on the 
text and the elements of individual "style" are easier to draw out. 

The two groups of texts presented here are selected from the largest sample and 
analyzed in detail because they offered the most interesting examples, in my judge
ment, of the specific kinds of reprise-modifications discussed in this chapter. As 
already noted, the analysis is not meant to provide definite conclusions on the strate
gies this specific age group of students adopts in their writing but rather to outline 
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the basic elements of the dialogic way of reading student texts. The texts analyzed 
do their work in multiple ways, but I will look primarily at how they draw certain 
features, information, and other textual, linguistic, and stylistic elements from the 
prompt texts they read. All of them are built with the most essential textual move
ment of reprise-modification, which takes multiple forms, from simple reprise of the 
actual language the student is using (here, French) to complex reprises of cultural 
thought patterns or intimate genre structures. 

The very nature of the two questions posed in the assignments studied, "speak 
for your generation'' (in response to Zola) or ''speak about overcoming the effects of 
class and culture in this day and age " (in response to Yourcenar), invites a response 
built on commonplaces and other reprises. All six essays instantiate what Bartholo-
mae (1985a) might call "approximations" of academic discourse. In "Inventing the 
University," Bartholomae suggests that students often must begin their integration 
into university discourse, their appropriation of it, by simply repeating the words of 
the text in front of them, slowly moving from that "mouthing" to a recreation of 
their own text. But he argues that what students produce in this evolutionary process 
is an approximation of academic discourse, a semblance which moves slowly to
wards a "true" habitation of the discourse. I would argue two points here to nuance 
this perspective: (1) average^ students' texts, rather than approximations of some 
fiiture-expert discourse, are legitimate moments of a "bridge" discourse, moments of 
negotiation, always temporary, always a use of the available that adopts, chooses, 
rejects, transforms in order to communicate within the situation at hand which is 
itself a provisional situation and not a long-term integration into an academic uni
verse, and (2) this progressive (but not linear) evolution occurs in all of our integra
tions into new discursive situations. This is the way intertextuality works. Every 
textual movement identified here is one version or another, along a continuum, of 
the dialogic movements to which readers and interpreters respond: dialogic in that 
they are versions of re-using, re-inventing each word, phrase, and utterance put into 
play. Each movement identified is not closer to convention or further from it; each 
utterance can be more or less original in its own right, depending on its use rather 
than its nature. 

In the texts described, the movements in question are: heavily influenced by the 
language of the assignment, built on cultural commonplaces frequently circulated in 
the media, the students' daily circles, and school settings, and supported by exam
ples based largely in literary and sociohistorical contexts. They use occasional per
sonalized examples transformed into generalized ones, overall structures organized 
along present versus past binary lines, and build on (assumed) shared values and 
perspectives, sometimes in ways that seem to recreate stereotypes. 

^ "Average " is used here in descriptive ways, as opposed to statistical ways - to indicate that 
we are looking at student texts which are not far outside of the norm, neither outstanding nor 
judged as problematic by readers who are teachers. This means that the student texts studied 
had received a grade ofB-C or, in France, 9-13/20, and were collected from classes of stu
dents in schools which equally fell in the national norm for middle-ground schools, neither 
elite nor troubled. 
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5.1 Reprise-Modification of the Language of the Assignment 

The introductory paragraph in each of the essays presented here is invariably tied to 
the wording of the assignment, along the lines of, for example, "We can ask our
selves, then, whether in this day and age it is possible to overcome the effects of 
class and culture," in response to the assignment described above, "consider 
whether in our day and age, the effects of social class and culture can be easily 
overcome." These explicit reprises place the texts squarely in the domain of school 
writing and ensure the student writer's place in the conversation that the assignment 
proposes. 

5.2 Reprise-Modification of the Prompt Text's Theses 

The Yourcenar texts show reprise-modification of Yourcenar's politics (as well as 
the politics and values, upper-middle-class, of the educational system). The argu
ments tend towards compromise, a middle-of-the-road "let's all get along" message 
represented by an articulation of the "good" (read, liberal-humanist) point of view, 
the kind of message educators tend to favour. One student says "If the differences of 
class and culture have softened over the years, with the relaxing of social and cul
tural barriers and the fact that individuals are getting closer, we still note that, to a 
fair degree, important differences subsist and unfortunately the class system remains 
in place" (Text 2: #52). There is some shared confusion across texts about culture-
as-ethnic group versus culture-as-arts and aesthetics, although on the whole the texts 
portray fairly common versions of class and culture: class represented through eco
nomic stratification, culture represented through differences in nationality or ethnic 
group. 

The students writing in response to Zola congratulate the previous generation, as 
does Zola, and criticize war as does Zola. The concluding paragraph in all six essays 
tends towards a doubtful commentary on the practicality of the proposed solutions, 
in particular because of weak human nature. One essay says, for example, "The 
problems of lack of solidarity, intolerance, and racism are due to a lack of knowl
edge about others and a lack of maturity among people which prevents them from 
overcoming their frustrations... " (Text 6: #104). 

Texts also reproduce and modify the fairly liberal-humanist values of anti
discrimination, social welfare, and education. The arguments tend more towards 
social critique and cast doubt on human nature's ability to pull off change. The great 
needs identified are in no way surprising, at least not to this reader. They seem quite 
part of Fair du temps, the news, current events, "les discours qui courenf (current 
hot topics), perhaps even other classes the students share. But for the student writer 
discovering these concepts, they may well, of course, be new. The interesting factor 
in reprise-modification is that we never quite know the degree to which the reprises 
are simply mouthing as opposed to taking on for oneself the perspective (content) or 
the phrasing (ways of expressing) in question, even when the reprise is word-for-
word. 
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5.3 Reprise-Modification of the Atmosphere of the Prompt Text 

Some of the texts operate with a kind of intellectual-affective reprise-modification, 
constructing a dialogue with the prompt author by recognizing the value of the au
thor's perspective in the same gentle way that the prompt text appeared to respect
fully present a balanced perspective. Yourcenar is presented first by giving her 
credit for being a thoughtful, intelligent, or caring individual: ''On the subject of 
solitude, the author opened up the theme of the relationships she maintains with 
people around her and declared that she gave «only modest attention to class and 
culture)}" (Text 2: #52). Only then are the counterpoints presented, as if to imply 
that Yourcenar might be a better person than the rest of us: ''But we wonder whether 
today it is easy to overcome barriers of class and culture or whether there are bar
riers between different social milieux " (Text 2: #52). 

This affective reprise only goes so far, however. The three texts did not repro
duce Yourcenar's use of the first person, for example. She often presents herself 
directly, as in: "I have many friends in the village; the people I employ, and without 
whom I would have trouble maintaining my large property which is after all fairly 
isolated, and lacking the time and the physical energy needed to maintain the yard 
and house, are friends." The French school norm to avoid first-person, narrative, 
self-reflective writing appears to override Yourcenar's influence in personalizing the 
arguments. Yourcenar talks of herself, the students do not even thought they are 
technically invited to. These students, in 11* grade (the students writing about Zola 
were in 12* grade) and not in the elite track of French secondary studies, may be 
relatively more convention-tied. 

5.4 Reprise-Modification of the Prompt Text's Stylistic Allure 

We can trace specific stylistic features of the prompt texts in the students' texts. 
From Yourcenar's style, students borrow, take on and appropriate a tone of reason
ableness and the assignment's allure of compromise. One student, for example, says 
"In addition, through the acquisition of goods and services, individuals express 
above all a need for social identification'' (Text 1: #77). The word "need" suggests 
that the writer feels the individuals in question might be justified, and the term "so
cial identification" is positive in its implication that groups of disparate individuals 
can seek out inclusion. In another example, the writer says "Sometimes, the distinc
tions (class-based) are involuntary" (Text 1: #77). The use of the word involuntary 
is connected to a sense of understanding and recognition of social factors beyond the 
individual's control. The assignment suggests that Yourcenar allows only a modest 
role for the effects of class and culture, and queries whether we can easily rise above 
these differences; the student in Text 1 is equally moderate in her perspective, sug
gesting that "unfortunately, voluntary or not, even in 1996, class and culture differ
ences are difficult to overcome. However with the evolution of society, we can hope 
that in a few years, these dissimilarities will no longer exist. " In addition, the stu
dent voice of the archi-spectator, historicized and reasonable, dominates this essay. 
The student claims that her description of cultural problems is "not specific to 
1996" and that the American melting pot model is a good example. She thus dem-
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onstrates a reasonable perspective, recognizing historicized features of the discus
sion at hand. 

Some texts work with a series of auto-reprises in the variant definitions of cul
ture: culture appears as social structure, as religious or intellectual groups, as civili
zation, as ethnic groups, and as social environment - all variants on a theme, subtly 
building the overall notion. In Text 2, the notion is built through repeated terms like 
"open" and "closed," the repeated binary of social progress and improvement tem
pered by frustration at the continued and evolving ways discrimination occurs: 
''Even though culture (in the sense of arts and cultivation) has been opened up only 
recently to all social classes, it still stays more privileged for members of the upper 
class. In this way, this culture stays open to everyone but the lower classes only get 
a glimpse" (Text 2: #52). At the same time, the student's text coheres with a quite 
typical present-past binary, which is a frequently used academic structure. In other 
eras, the student says, social class limited people's options. Now, things are improv
ing. However, the remaining problems are becoming worse. Society may evolve, she 
argues, but individuals do not, and the bourgeois still innovate (her term) new meth
ods of exclusion. This binary thread parallels the binary Yourcenar constructs as she 
weaves back and forth between recognition of solitude and counterpoint develop
ment of ways in which she is never alone. 

The Zola texts show a strong reprise-modification of the stylistic patterns of 
Zola's speech (the tone, syntax, urgency, rhetorical strategies including heavy use of 
the imperative, exhortation, and repetition for emphasis - all of the stylistic aspects 
described earlier). In response to Zola, students put into play several kinds of stylis
tic reprise, while there is essentially no reprise of specific content (themes, argu
ments, ideas). The terms representing big abstract notions are repeated often, in par
ticular the words "violence," "racism," and "intolerance;" parallel sentence struc
tures emphasize the rhythm, such as in this passage: 

"It is true that our society knows great uneasiness due to a forgotten element. The for
gotten great value of tolerance. [...] We can find the remedies. [...] In particular for the 
examples close to home, like homeless people that we ignore out of "habit," or in front 
of whom we look away in shame. Well, be shameful! But do not stay indifferent. Dare 
to look at the problem in order to find in our hearts the solution. Do not turn away from 
the more distant examples, either, like the war in Bosnia which flows from incompre
hension among peoples. Be honest with ourselves and get interested. Stop closing our
selves behind our pride..." (Text 4: #101) 

The "osons...soyons...cessons,.." (dare...be...stop...) or '\..un oubli. L'oubli..." 
(...a forgotten element. The forgotten...) are powerftil syntactic structures that re
semble those seen in Zola's text. The rhetorical question-answer format is frequently 
repeated as well; "Do you believe this massacre would have happened? Of course 
not!" or ''How many conflicts are the result of this misunderstanding [...]? All!" 
These various rhetorical strategies appear throughout Zola's text, an oratory piece 
with ringing syntactic force. 
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5.5 Reprise-Modification of Structure 

Texts do their work by shadowing the underlying structure of prompt texts - the 
organization, the order of information, the pattern of concrete examples used to con
struct supported versions of abstract concepts. Text 6, for example, picks up on the 
structure of Zola's piece in particularly strong ways. For example, the assignment 
did not ask for solutions, only an articulation of the generation's great needs. But 
Zola provides solutions in his text - rise up, get involved, pursue justice, remember 
your fathers' pain - and so does this ^iwAtnt/'Each individual's attitude must 
change. For example in the combat against extreme poverty carried out by Albert 
Jacquart," or ''It is through informing people and raising their awareness that we 
can banish intolerance." He also introduces these connections with explicit paral
lels, such as ''Zola says... " "and so we, youth of today, also must... " 

Text 2 presents the notion of class in a series of variant implied definitions, much 
the same way that Yourcenar implicitly develops the notions of solitude and interde
pendence. Yourcenar builds her definitions on the assumption that "alone" is equiva
lent to "without others' physical presence" and offers various examples of the few 
times she is actually alone and the many times she is not: the delivery man stops for 
a glass of wine, the friends with shared interests call. This use of concrete examples 
to build a sense of the notion of "not alone" is the approach the student writer uses 
in Text 2 to build the notion of "class" when, for example, he describes parents pre
venting their children from attending dances with other children of a different class. 

5.6 Reprise-Modification through Commonplaces 

Texts appear to be crafted in step with the already-said and the to-be-said of larger 
social debates. The proposed solutions are commonplaces, the primary one being a 
liberal-good citizen worldview in which education is the ready-to-hand solution for 
our problems ("education is the solution" or "youth will show us the way"). In par
ticular, the kernel notion that intolerance will be overcome by education and open 
mindedness, clearly a perspective both Yourcenar and Zola would support, reap
pears as a central guiding mold for students' thoughts. One student suggests that 
men are at their worst when they choose to remain ignorant; another argues that lack 
of knowledge about the other leads to intolerance and racism. 

The texts rely equally heavily on doxic values: democracy, equality, antivio-
lence. The central themes of liberty, justice, humanitarianism underlie all three Zola 
essays. Text 4 points out that charity begins at home; Text 6 points to the importance 
of change starting from within. Again, the subject matter and the question invite 
these commonplaces. And they are for students, for us all, the place to start, a cul
turally available way of talking about the subject at hand. We would perhaps be hard 
put to design assignments for students that do not call on these available forms, 
forms students inhabit for as long as they need them in their academic apprentice
ship. 



156 C.DONAHUE 

5.7 Reprise-Modification through Examples 

The texts are constructed with strategies that allow student writers to reproduce-
modify the personal by speaking "around" personal experiences without actually 
telling their own stories. Several examples fall into the category of "suspiciously 
non-personal," as in the student who talks with rancour about how some bourgeois 
families invite only closed, elite circles of students to their dance parties. Others are 
clearly local experiences: games at recess as the great social equalizer among young, 
still-innocent children, encounters between the Parisian elitist and the resident of 
public housing, or possession of material goods as an indicator of wealth - the big 
car, the nice house. 

Traditional academic examples are offered as well. Some are sociohistoric, such 
as marriage statistics, shared metaphors such as the "melting pot" image, etc. Others 
are literary, series of references to famous figures or authors making statements that 
support the student's claims: "The stupidity of mankind resides in his willingness to 
remain ignorant, and according to Einstein, «two things are infinite: the universe 
and human stupidity, although about the universe, I'm still not absolutely sure»" 
(Text 4: #101), or 'Tolstoi affirmed that «wealth is a crime because it assures the 
dominance of those who have over those who do not». " 

Only one student offers an explicitly "local" example, citing lines from the popu
lar rap group "Assassins," although even this reference is not made personally (as in, 
"I hear in the words from this song..."); instead, he says 'This is what brought 'As
sassins ' to show their discontent in one of their most piercing songs, «the African is 
my brother, the Muslim and the Jew I respect their prayers» " (Text 6: #104). 

5.8 The Unstated, the Implied 

As in much published writing, including the two pieces represented here, students 
build their responses at least partly on unstated assumptions. Text 1, for example, 
constructs its argument based on the non-explicit themes of the innocence of chil
dren, of education as potentially removing innocence, of innocence as robbed by 
capitalism. Culture in this essay is ethnic, in fact it is the equivalent of ethnocen-
trism, although this equivalence is again only implied. The assignment is implicated 
in this result, as culture is presented by the assignment itself as an obstacle to over
come. 

In the negotiations students carry out, none argues completely outside of the 
realm of the expected. No one makes the case, for example, that the poor have a 
culture or that cultural difference isn 't something to "overcome." 

One essay is built on the assumption that we don't want war, we don't want in
tolerance (Text 4: #101), since the text calls for banishing intolerance and discusses 
the sad results of war; another sets up a very subtle reference to the "veil" we need 
to remove because it obstructs our view; cultural references to veils are a flashpoint 
in French culture for larger issues of immigration and racial tension (Text 5: #102). 
These subtle references create a real sense of assumed shared values with readers. 

Of course, shared assumptions can lead to stereotype as well. The student author 
of Text 6 demonstrates one of the ways in which this can happen when he describes 
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the cause of juvenile delinquency, linking working parents' absence to the inevitable 
lack of authority figures in children's lives, leading them inevitably to search for 
alternate authority figures in local drug dealers. 

6 INTERPRETING MOVEMENTS, LOCATING THE RESISTANCE 

Any reading of student work (or of any other texts) is first and foremost an act of 
interpretation, however rigorous or analytic this interpretation might be. In light of 
this, therefore, it is clear that my aim is not to propose the "correcf understanding 
of the movements described above, nor a rigid classification, but to suggest a possi
ble way of exploring these - a reading which will help us see how these various ex
plicit moves instantiate elements of both the common or conventionally constructed 
set of thoughts, expressions, utterances and the new, the individually creative uses of 
these shared elements. Even more crucially, the focus was directed to identifying 
some aspects of each student writer's play between these two forces. I call this play 
"style" in the tradition of Frangois (2002) and Starobinski (1970). We might also 
call it "voice," which is neither the deep, true voice of the expressivist self nor the 
fragmented voice of the socially constructed self, but a slippery voice-as-style lo
cated in the student writer's work as s/he moves across and between the shared and 
the specific. This focus on the play, through reprise-modification, with language and 
discourse permits a better understanding of how average students interact with read
ings and with both cultural and educational commonplaces, working from the al
ready-said and respecting (at least some but rarely all of) the limits of textual expec
tations. 

Available research has suggested that the negotiations student texts carry out rep
resent students' "postures;" both the limits imposed and the individual freedom al
lowed to student writers have been discussed in terms of how students create their 
identities as a writer or construct school-based selves (see Bautier, & Rochex, 1997; 
Ivani5, 1998). Student texts thus represent discursive positions or provisional pos
tures adopted by or assigned to student writers: the "writerly" or the "integrative" 
posture are among those described by Bautier, & Bucheton (1997), as are the "posi-
tivist" or "cooperative" posture described by Ivanic (1998). Several postures may be 
taken up in a single text. 

While Ivani5, Bautier, & Bucheton emphasize the role of the student writer as 
negotiating an identity, here we have seen the text itself as a site within which we 
can observe the traces of this negotiation process. No closed inventory of any of 
these postures is posited, since these postures may recombine and shift constantly^. 
Student writers in particular both desire and resist the central discourses they are 
acquiring, working with shared convention as they have taken it and it has taken 
them, partly because they are in the relatively narrow position of needing to learn 
the rules operating in a discourse that they have not necessarily chosen to acquire. 

^ These kinds of discursive postures need to be clearly distinguished from existential posi
tions, the lived positions that students and other human beings inhabit There may well be 
crossover between the two but not necessarily; among other things, language is not the only 
way to construct an identity. 
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From the analysis presented in the previous section, it becomes clear that students in 
constructing their texts are influenced at multiple levels by the prompt texts they 
read. This is, of course, what the literacy contract of a working text is all about -
entering the academy, entering the literate world - entering the conversation, the 
already-said, the to-be-said. It is interesting to see, however, the ways by which av
erage texts bend and divert the imposed or suggested frames and arguments. Some 
such patterns are outlined below: 
• All of the six texts use the literate art Pratt (1990) would call "transculturation": 

taking part of what a dominant culture claims but using it to different ends. Text 
3 weaves in Yourcenar's perspective respectfully, but then develops opposition 
to her: ''Yourcenar says... " ''...she "reasons well...'' But ""Others (we) say... " 
and "Yourcenar is right for herself but not for 'us'. " She succeeds where others 
- almost an implied "real" people, everyday people like the student - can't. This 
is a subtle rejection of Yourcenar that retains just the right amount of respect. 

• Five of the six texts function by using what Pratt would call the "literate art of 
mediation" for subject matter that can't normally be expressed in the school 
situation. The students writing in response to Yourcenar may not feel free to cri
tique bourgeois values. The school situation, an implicit locale for reproducing 
bourgeois values, is not the first place to be making a case for communism or 
for pure capitalism, for example. No student text resists Yourcenar with pas
sion, questioning, for example, her claim that her maid is as important to her as 
her sister...The texts present an expression of unusual awareness of the role of 
schools in questions of the reproduction of class and bourgeois cultural values, 
as when one text suggests that the lower class tries to internalize the norms and 
the values of the middle-class through schooling that copies this milieu today, in 
order to educate children. Another text links the upper class with a more com
plete "culture" in the sense of cultivation. These are concepts a student could 
choose to talk about as a student, as the recipient of such social engineering, but 
it would be difficult. Yourcenar's text allows students to indirectly comment on 
the situation. 

• Texts offer subtle shifts in emphasis, extending the argument presented in the 
prompt text. Text 5 steps fiirther than Zola by claiming that we must preserve 
the values established by the previous generation (as says Zola) but we must go 
fiirther, intensify our efforts. This subtle shift is a mild critique and a creative 
introduction of a newer perspective. Text 4 frequently explicitly works at inte
gration into the academic conversation through auto-reformulations. The writer 
adds, for example, clarifying notes ("racism, that is") and parenthetic apposi-
tives ("They [the fathers]..."). This phenomenon is relatively rare in student 
writing, although academic authors permit themselves such asides and recon
siderations without hesitation. 

• Texts are constructed with multiple responses when only one is called for. Text 
6 retranslates "grande besogne" into "social problems," by lumping them all 
under the rubric "environmental problems." ''These are all forms of environ
ment, " the student says, "a term which is not limited to air, water and space but 
regroups lots of other criteria - social, cultural, communicative, religious... " 
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This approach cleverly allows for the essay to develop multiple points. In addi
tion, they are not the types of "great needs" evoked by Zola. While he remains 
resolutely abstract and largely positive, calling for youth to pursue justice and 
democracy, this student and the two others discussing Zola identify specific 
problems and call for resolution of those problems. The examples are almost 
always from current situations or local issues - ghetto housing, drug dealing, 
immigration, children inadequately supervised - although again no personal ex
periences or examples appear. 

7 CONCLUSION 

This chapter set out to illustrate through the description of various movements of 
reprise-modification, or various literate arts, that texts and even students' texts are, 
in fact, constructed partly with the already-said and partly with the new; community-
shaped expectations are not rejected, but neither are they bought into wholly. Texts 
do their work through the process of negotiating patterns, forms and values that are 
generally institutionally accepted, although quite often not specifically identified or 
applauded by teachers. Students are not being "taught" explicitly much of what they 
are picking up on: the cultural commonplaces, the stylistic reprises, the unstated 
assumptions. These effects are perhaps the most interesting ones to us as we think 
about teaching students to write. 

Succinctly, by tracking these discursive arts - localized in reprises-modifications 
in a small corpus, the following tendencies were noted: 
• texts do show traces of interaction with, influence by, more than just the "ideas" 

of the prompt texts the student authors read; 
• community expectations and norms about content, structure, argument support 

can override the influences of the texts students encounter in their readings; 
• cultural and educational commonplaces are both a way of expressing ideas 

about a theme but also a possible strategy of resistance; 
• the individual interpretation/appropriation of words, expressions, structures can 

be the interaction that bends and diverts expectations and negotiates a place for 
a student's text to be heard. 

These descriptions help us understand students' texts in a wider perspective as an act 
of negotiation. By identifying some of the ways in which the student writer's text 
produces meaning, we are led to developing a broader picture of school discourse, 
seen as a dynamic point of encounters between various elements: student-situation-
history-context-language-institution. 

This insight into students' discursive activities can change the way student work 
is read, with long-term effects. A Bakhtinian-informed dialogic perspective sug
gests, for example, that commonplaces are a necessary place to start, even to be. 
Writers work along a continuum, moving back and forth among the most obvious of 
reprises (i.e., the quote) to the most unstated (the commonplace). In between, writers 
might reprise-modify through paraphrase, example, or definition. Elements like sty
listic allure or rhetorical echo are another axis of this continuum. 
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Inhabiting the thoughts of others, a necessary element for discourse construction, 
means cohabiting with the writer's own thoughts - an "other" who can even be one
self at another point in time. One of the problems with the expressivist position has 
been just this: it implies that writers can inhabit themselves first so that they are then 
more able to inhabit the ideas of others. But the "self- others" frontier is, as we can 
see from the student texts explored here, not clearly demarcated. There is no real 
way to tell what a student actually believes in his/her essay. We get thQ feeling that 
some are more sincere because their examples seem local or their passion seems 
real. But is it just that, a feeling? Would different readers get a different feeling? 
What rhetoric is at work? This is partly why the analysis presented here has focused 
on the texts themselves and not the student writers, who can not be directly deduced 
from their texts. 

That said, the perceived influence of text and situation on the students' writing, 
described above, and their presentation of "self - "perspective," suggests that it 
would be interesting to use the analytic method described here to follow students 
themselves, developmentally for example. We could follow a group of students over 
time, as Nancy Sommers has done with students at Harvard, to see whether they 
develop a (roughly) consistent perspective or are in fact as flexible as these prelimi
nary (isolated) results suggest. We could compare different social groups longitudi
nally and try to identify when various student writers pick up different negotiating 
strategies, whether some strategies seem to consistently appear before others, and 
what seems to encourage their acquisition. We could continue the cultural analysis 
begun in this study, and compare the strategies students from different cultural 
groups use when engaging in dialogic interactions with various genres constituting 
their school discourse. In such an inquiry, the methodological apparatus used in this 
chapter would provide an alternative to the traditional methodological requirements 
of cross-cultural contrastive research and could encourage researchers from different 
methodological perspectives to engage in fruitful dialogue about what each brings to 
our understanding of student writing in various cultural setings. Such a dialogue 
could be a challenging next step. 

In any case, the students' texts produced and analyzed in this chapter show a 
fairly successful simultaneous sharing and striking out, a way of negotiating be
tween commonality and individuality, a way of performing the ongoing tension be
tween the two, creating the negotiation which is students' "bridge" discourse. The 
proposed receptive-interpretative way of reading these texts foregrounds such nego
tiations and opens the door to collaboration between discourse analysis and compo
sition theory. 

APPENDIX A 

AUTHOR'S TRANSLATION OF A PARAGRAPH FROM ZOLA AND YOURCENAR 

Emile Zola: 

Oh youth, youth! I beg you, dream of the great need which awaits you. You are the future worker, you 
will throw down the foundations of this next century, which, we believe firmly, will resolve the problems 
of truth and equity, posed by the century now coming to a close. We, the old, the older ones, we leave you 
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the formidable weight of what we have searched for, many contradictions and obscurities perhaps, but 
surely the most impassioned effort any century has ever made towards enlightenment, the most honest 
and well-founded documents, the very foundations of this vast edifice which is science that you must 
continue to build for your honour and your happiness (in French, honneur et bonheur). And we ask you 
no more than to be even more generous, even more free-spirited, to surpass us by your love for everyday 
life, by your efforts put fully into your work, this fecundity of men and earth which will finally know how 
to make a harvest of joy overflow, under a shining sun. And we will fraternally give up our place for you, 
happy to disappear and to rest from our completed labor, in the happy sleep of death, if we know that you 
will continue and that you will carry out our dreams. 

Marguerite Yourcenar: 

I don't see the writer as more solitary than others. Look at my house: there is a continual coming-and-
going of people, as if the house were breathing. It is only in rare periods that I feel alone, and even then, 
not completely. I am alone at work, if being surrounded by ideas or beings bom from one's mind is being 
alone; I am alone in the morning, very early, when I watch the sunrise from my window or from the ter
race; alone in the evening when I close the door to the house while I look at the stars. Which means that 
in fact I am never alone. 

But in everyday life, again, we depend on other beings and they depend on us. I have many friends in the 
village; the people I employ, and without whom I would have trouble maintaining my large property 
which is after all fairly isolated, and lacking the time and the physical energy needed to maintain the yard 
and house, are friends; otherwise they wouldn't be here. 

APPENDIX B 

TRANSLATION OF SOME STUDENTS' TEXT SAMPLES: 
Text 1: #77 Writing Work by Christine D. 

While some people, like Margeurite Yourcenar in Solitude in order to be useful, think that "Class does 
not count, culture counts very little," others do not tolerate difference and close themselves into their 
universe. In this day and age, is there an evolution in people's thinking that will really allow us to over
come these distinctions between individuals? This is what I will respond to personally after having devel
oped my argument. 

First of all, time passes and new generations leave their culture more and more. Thus, social struc
tures, religious and intellectual manifestations that define different groups tend to mix and become one 
and so occupy a more discreet place in relationships with others. But this is not specific to 1996. Already 
with the American "melting pot" the mix of different civilizations was happening. 

In the same way, people's minds evolve. We assign less importance to the social class of those 
around us. In particular at school students don't get together with only other children from the same cul
tural and social environment. At recess, the youngest children are more preoccupied with who throws the 
ball the farthest or jumps rope best. 

However, the feeling of insecurity in which some people find themselves puts them in a state of un
reasonable fear of the unknown. So they just want to have relationships with people with the same educa
tion. So, the French would look askance at a Scotsman walking around the streets of Paris in a kilt. 

In addition, through the acquisition of goods and services, individuals express above all a need for 
social identification. For example, a person buys a big car and by doing so, shows off a "high social 
level," consequently certain neighbors are intimidated and the relations between them are thus very lim
ited. 

Sometimes, the distinctions are involuntary. Except for a few rare cases, recent studies about choos
ing a mate have shown that homogamy (that is, a marriage with someone with similar socioeconomic 
characteristics) is dominant today. And so 77% of agricultural workers marry in their own group. 

Unfortunately, then, voluntary or not, even in 1996, the differences in class and culture are difficult 
to overcome. However with the evolution of society, we can hope that in a few years, these differences 
won't exist any more. 
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Text # 4: #101, Writing Work by Aude B. 

Our generation is the inheritor of the legacy of our ancestors who, by their experiences, arrived at 
great values. We must fight to preserve them. This contract is our "great duty." It is the same one as our 
ancestors, except that our duty is to intensify it, as forgetting certain values is the cause of many of our 
society's evils. 

It is true that our society knows great uneasiness due to a forgotten element. The forgotten great 
value of tolerance. Unfortunately, it is not yet universal because the capacity to tolerate is not innate in 
humans. Our parents were aware of this, so much so that they ceaselessly fought to acquire the founda
tions of a coexistence among humans, so different and yet united. How many wars occurred? How many 
conflicts are the result of this misunderstanding of the other? All! The second world war is a sad example. 
An unprecedented example of intolerance and incomprehension which brought about the exclusion of an 
entire race. 

Indeed, intolerance inevitably brings on exclusion of a man, a social class, a race, an ethnic group. 
But let us not allow ourselves to hide behind fatalism. Each of us can take away a stone from the wall of 
exclusion. Given that talking about this scourge is a way of recognizing its presence, we can find the 
remedies. In particular for the examples close to home, like homeless people we ignore out of "habit," or 
from whom we look away in shame. Well: be shameful! But do not stay indifferent. Dare to look at the 
problem in order to find in our hearts the solutions. Do not turn away from the more distant examples, 
either, like the ethnic war in Bosnia which flows from incomprehension among peoples. Be honest with 
ourselves and get interested. Stop closing ourselves behind our pride. As Flaubert says, "the height of 
pride is to disdain oneself and indeed, indifference and pride push us to disdain others. We end by for
getting respect. 

This respect is the foundation of tolerance. We must know how to respect each person's ideas. We 
must respect what people, and in particular youth, believe. Because in a society where everything is un
stable, where we can no longer find our reference points, faith in an idea gives hope and will. Of course, 
there are always false prophets who exploit the absence of reference points in order to lie to young peo
ple. They hide behind false values that eclipse the older ones. This is the way dictatorships are founded. 
However, there is a remedy: communication allows us to annihilate these falsehoods but also to under
stand each other's motivations. This communication is translated by a kind of intellectual charity. And as 
C16menceau tells us, "There is much to say against charity. The most serious reproach is that it is not 
practised." In addition, intellectual charity is an exchange of knowledge that allows us to understand 
better. 

Given that intolerance is linked to incomprehension, we have the responsibility to learn. Knowledge 
and culture give us the keys to understanding. Instruction enriches us and helps us to accept behaviours or 
ideas that are not our own. Do you believe that if the Colombs had bothered to study the Indians, this 
massacre would have happened? Of course not! The stupidity of man resides in the fact that he is willing 
to remain ignorant, and according to Einstein, "Two things are infinite: the Universe and human stupidity; 
but as far as the Universe is concerned, I have not yet acquired absolute certainty." This stupidity and this 
ignorance are found as well in the example of colonizers who, wanting to impose their culture, ended up 
bringing about the detriment and impoverishment of the colonized's culture. It is by this detriment that, 
once again, false prophets and dictators were able to exploit the situation. 

Tolerance is the foundation of a balanced society. It is obtained by respect for others and understand
ing of others. Even more, it is up to us, inheritors of a heavy past, to learn and to communicate so that we 
can accept our neighbours' differences. But we must prove ourselves worthy of our heritage. Only I am 
afraid that in order to accomplish this task, we will have to hold out against huge faults. And is that really 
within the reach of human nature? 

Aude B., 101, Travail d'Ecriture 

Notre g6n6ration est I'h r̂itidre du legs de nos anc6tres qui, par leurs experiences ont aboutit a des 
grandes valeurs. Nous devons lutter afin de les preserver. Ce contrat est notre "grande besogne". II reste le 
meme que nos ancetres, seulement, notre devoir est de I'intensifier car I'oubli de certaines valeurs est la 
cause de bien des maux de notre soci6t6. 

II est vrai que notre society connait un grand malaise du a un oubli. L'oubli d'une grande valeur qu'est 
la tolerance. Malheureusement, elle n'est pas encore universelle car la faculty de tol̂ rer n'est pas inn6e 



STUDENT WRITING AS NEGOTIATION 163 

chez rhomme. Nos parents en ont pris conscience, si bien qu'ils n'ont cess6 de mener un combat pour 
acqu6rir les bases d'une coexistence entre etres humains diff6rents et pourtant unis. Combien de guerre 
ont eu lieu? Combien de conflits rdsultent de I'incompr^hension de I'autre? Tous! La seconde guerre 
mondiale en est un triste exemple. Un exemple inoui' d'intol6rance et d'incompr6hension qui ont men6 k 
I'exclusion de tout un peuple. 

En effet, I'intol^rance entraine in^vitablement I'exclusion d'un homme, d'une classe sociale, d'une 
race, ou d'une ethnic. Mais ne nous cachons pas derridre la fatalitd. Chacun de nous pent oter une pierre 
du mur de I'exclusion. Etant donn6 que parler de ce fleau c'est en reconnaitre la presence, c'est que nous 
pouvons trouver des remedes. En particulier pour les exemples qui nous touchent de pr6s, comme les 
personnes sans-logis auxquels nous ne faisons pas attention par "habitude", ou bien devant lesquelles 
nous detournons le regard par honte. Eh bien: ayons honte! Mais ne restons pas indiff6rents. Osons regar-
der le probleme pour y trouver en son coeur les solutions. Mais ne mdprisons pas les exemples plus loin-
tains, comme les guerres ethniques en Boznie Herz^govine qui d^coulent de 1'incomprehension entre 
plusieurs peuples. Soyons honnetes avec nous-m6mes et int6ressons-nous. Cessons de nous renfermer 
derriere notre orgueil. Car pour Flaubert "le comble de I'orgueil est de se m^priser soi-meme" et en effet, 
rindifference et I'orgueil nous poussent au mepris de I'autre. Et Ton fmit par oublier le respect. 

Ce respect est la base de la tolerance. II faut savoir respecter les id^es de chacun. 11 faut respecter ce 
en quoi les gens, et surtout les jeunes croient. Car dans une society oil tout vacille, oil Ton ne trouve plus 
ses points de reperes, la foi en une id6e donne I'espoir et la volonte de tout. Certes, il y a toujours eu des 
faux prophetes qui profitent de cette absence de points de reperes pour mentir aux jeunes. lis se r^fiigient 
dans des fausses valeurs qui occultent les anciennes. C'est le fondement de toute dictature. Cependant, il 
existe un remade: c'est la communication qui permet k la fois d'an^antir ces duperies, mais aussi de com-
prendre les motivations de chacun. Cette communication se traduit par une sorte de charit6 intellectuelle. 
Et d'apr^s Ciemenceau: "II y a beaucoup a dire contre la charit6. Le reproche le plus grave qu'on puisse 
lui faire, c'est de ne pas 6tre pratiqu6e." Par ailleurs, la charit6 intellectuelle est un 6change de savoir qui 
permet de mieux comprendre. 

Etant donn6 que I'intolerance est li6e a I'incomprdhension, nous avons la t^che de nous instruire. Le 
savoir et la culture nous donnent ces clefs de la comprehension. L'instruction nous enrichit et nous aide a 
accepter des comportements ou des idees qui ne sont pas les ndtres. Croyez-vous que si les Colombs 
avaient daigne 6tudier les Indiens, un tel massacre aurait eu lieu? Bien sur que non! La betise de I'homme 
reside en ce qu'il se complaint h rester ignorant, et d'aprds Einstein: Deux choses sont infinies: I'Univers et 
la betise humaine; mais en ce qui concerne I'Univers, je n'en ai pas encore acquis la certitude absolue." 
Cette betise et cette ignorance se retrouvent aussi dans I'exemple des colonisateurs qui, en voulant impo-
ser leur culture, ont aboutit au detriment et k I'appauvrissement culturel de peuple colonise. C'est par ce 
detriment, que de nouveau, des faux prophetes et des dictateurs, ont pu profiter de la situation. 

La tolerance est le fondement d'une societe equilibree. Elle s'obtient par le respect et la comprehen
sion de I'autre. En outre, c'est a nous, les heritiers d'un lourd passe de nous instruire et de communiquer 
afin d'accepter les differences de nos voisins. Encore faut-il se montrer digne de notre heritage. Seule-
ment, j'ai peur que pour accomplir cette tache, il faille braver de gros defauts. Et cela est-il a la portee de 
la nature humaine? 
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Abstract. This research investigates writing from sources in two educational contexts as it specifically 
relates to the academic task of constructing a high school research paper. In order to look closer into this 
issue, the following research questions were asked: (a) What are the synthesizing styles of writers com
posing from sources in two different cultural contexts and to what extent do they differ cross-culturally? 
(b) How do the similarities and differences between the two samples reflect the "nature" and "context" of 
the task? To answer these questions the research papers of thirty English-speaking senior high school 
students in the U.S. and the research papers of forty Hebrew-speaking senior high school students in 
Israel were analyzed using a Taxonomy for Research Paper Evaluation, especially developed for this 
study. To analyze the data, t-tests, size of effect (d) and the sum of absolute differences statistics were 
conducted. The results show that the composing styles of both samples were low on synthesizing, show
ing preference for alternative styles of composing from sources. The results also suggest that while the 
research paper is a universal norm-based product defined by the international academy, the products of 
the two cultural groups were situated at different points along the approximative systems of research 
paper writing. In light of this interpretation of the findings, theoretical and pedagogical implications are 
drawn for mainstream literacy acquisition. 

Keywords: Writing from multiple sources, intercultural rhetorical differences, synthesizing styles, dis
course synthesis, context, cultural context, taxonomy, writing assessment, research paper, norm-based 
products, research paper evaluation, high-school writing tasks, approximative systems, literacy acquisi
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The central role of the research paper assignment within educational systems has 
been particularly acknowledged in the professional literature in the last twenty five 
years. The research paper has been found to be one of the most common end-of-
high-school and college-level writing tasks that students encounter across the 
curriculum (Curtin, 1988). It was also found to be an ecologically valid task both in 
school and beyond (McGinley, 1992). 

As a reading-writing task, the research paper has been found to induce critical 
thinking, inquiry and learning (Greene, 1995; Nelson, 1990a). It has also been found 
to emphasize the importance of decision making on the writer's part, from selecting 
a focused topic and sources to developing and organizing structure and thesis. 
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Writing a research paper presupposes procedures and reporting conventions of a 
given academic community. It has been found to entail the most complex 
constructive processes that students are expected to perform (Bereiter, & 
Scardamalia, 1983). 

Synthesis of information from many sources, inherent in composing a research 
paper, has also drawn the attention of the research community. Researchers have 
found that the multi-source discourse synthesis is one of the most cognitively de
manding academic learning tasks. In order to "transform source texts to create new 
texts," writers organize textual meaning, select information on the basis of a rele
vance principle, and make connections between the information they select from 
sources and the content they generate from prior knowledge (Spivey, 1990: 257; see 
also Young, & Leinhardt, 1998). Thus, this task, like more basic tasks of writing 
from sources, such as arguing in response to letters to the editor (Wolfe, 2002), en
tails drawing on source texts for relevant information and integrating this informa
tion with the processor's previous knowledge in order to construct a new conceptual 
framework (Ackerman, 1989; Bereiter, & Scardamalia, 1983; Bracewell, 
Frederiksen, & Frederiksen, 1982; Flower et al., 1990; Greene, 1993, 1995; Kanz, 
1989a, 1989b; Kennedy, 1985; McGinley, 1992; Nelson, & Hayes, 1988; Sarig, 
1991a; Sarig, & Folman, 1993; Spivey, 1988, 1990, 1997; Spivey, & King, 1989; 
Stein, 1989). Such synthesis displays the processor's ability to assess critically both 
the source texts and previous knowledge (Kanz, 1989a; McGinley, 1992; Nelson, & 
Hayes, 1988). The processor's ability to synthesize often predicts performance on 
high-level literacy tasks, such as summary writing and paraphrasing. 

Findings from the studies of discourse synthesis show that good writing consists 
of many features, such as identification and incorporation of high-level intertextual 
material, connectedness and organization (Spivey, 1984; Spivey, & King, 1989), 
awareness of rhetorical structure, appropriate rhetorical stance and original material 
(Ackerman, 1989, 1991), and, most importantly here, critical approach to the source 
texts (Greene, 1995; Kanz, 1989a; McGinley, 1992; Nelson, & Hayes, 1988). 

A survey of research-paper writing in the U.S. has shown that the research paper 
has a well documented status in the English curriculum of 84% of the college 
freshman composition programs and 40% of the advanced writing programs (Curtin, 
1988; Nelson, & Hayes, 1988). Yet, only in the mid-eighties has the research paper 
come to the fore in studies on writing pedagogy. 

The purpose of the present study is to examine research paper writing in two 
cultures, namely the American and the Israeli. In order to address this issue, we 
asked the following research questions: 
• What are the synthesizing styles of research-paper writers composing from 

sources in two cultural contexts, and to what extent do they differ cross-
culturally? 

• How do the similarities, and differences between the two samples reflect the 
"nature" and the "context" of the task the students responded to? 
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2 METHOD 

In order to investigate the issue of writing from sources in two educational settings, 
as it specifically relates to the academic task of constructing a high school research 
paper, the following study was set up. 

2.1 The Samples and Research Contexts 

The American Sample and Research Context. The sample of the American research 
papers consisted of thirty papers written by twelfth-grade students from a suburban 
high school in Indianapolis, Indiana. All research papers were submitted as partial 
ftilfilment of an advanced (honours) end-of-high-school English course (English 6). 
These papers were submitted at the end of the Fall semester (n=25) and at the end of 
the Spring semester (n=5) of the same academic year. The papers were photocopied 
for us, after the course instructor had scored them. 

The school from which the U.S. data came is a large suburban high school in a 
Midwestern city of one million people. The county is racially integrated with a ma
jority of white students. However, being in an integrated area, the school has a sub
stantial African-American population. In addition, some Vietnamese and other 
Asian residents live in the county. The socioeconomic level of the students is mixed, 
ranging from upper-middle class to middle and lower class. The teachers in the 
school are local residents, and teacher turnover is low. The senior-year students were 
17-18 years old. 

In the U.S., the research paper was a requirement of a senior year English one-
semester course. The U.S. students in this study were given guidelines concerning 
the following features: (a) the process of topic selection ("... talk with an adult about 
something that affected him or her as a young person. This topic should be of inter
est to you and researchable"); (b) the scope of the paper (fairly limited to 6-9 pages); 
(c) reliance on source materials expected (at least three appropriate sources); (d) the 
suggested timetable and progress stages (selecting material, drafting and revising 
the research paper); and (e) the criteria for evaluation of the research paper (three 
different scores translatable into letter grades) were designated for research process 
and format: content, written style and correctness, and research process as repre
sented by the product. 

The scoring of the American research-paper sample sets was done by the course 
instructor, using a 0-5 holistic criterion-referenced evaluation scale, which the stu
dents had received, at the beginning of the course. 

The Israeli Sample and Context. The sample of the Israeli research papers consisted 
of forty research papers written by twelfth-grade students from a suburban high 
school in central Israel. All of the research papers were submitted in partial ftilfil
ment of the Israel Ministry of Educafion and Culture's matriculafion requirements in 
sociology. This sample consisted of research papers submitted in the Fall (n=24), 
and in the Spring (n=16) semesters of the same academic year. We were given 
special permission to analyze these research papers, photocopies of which were 



168 S. FoLMAN, & U. CONNOR 

deposited in the high school Hbrary after they had been scored by an external 
examiner. 

The policy of high school upper-grade research paper approval in Israel has a 
built-in selection apparatus. According to this policy, only students whose mark is B 
or above can opt for the research paper as an end-of-high-school project. Research 
paper writing adds to the matriculation points in the area of study in which the re
search paper is written. The high school from which the Israeli data came is also a 
large centrally-located suburban high school, with a student body of 1,200. The 
school draws its student population from suburban middle to lower-middle classes, 
with an ethnic composition mix (of about 60% of the students of a Sephardic origin 
and 40% of them of an Ashkenazik origin) typical of other comprehensive high 
schools in Israel. The teachers in this school are local residents and the turnover 
among the social science and humanities teachers is rather low. The senior-year stu
dents were 17-18 years old. 

The research paper is defined in Israel as an independent study, the primary 
objective of which is to summarize or clarify a well-defined issue. The research 
paper in this study was, therefore, not expected to be scientifically innovative, but 
rather to show dedication and genuine ability to carry out an independent study. 
{Guidelines for Research Paper Writing [1991], Ministry of Education and Culture. 
Israel). 

In Israeli schools, one teacher assumes responsibility for the research papers 
written in his/her school. This teacher is in charge of giving general oral guidelines 
for research paper writing (one session). S/he is also responsible for referring 
students to two main sources of information on research paper writing which are 
found in the school library: The Ministry of Education and Culture (1991) 
Guidelines for Research Paper Writing, and an additional two-page instructional 
pamphlet, prepared locally, which mainly relates to research technicalities, such as 
format, scope and editorial matters. The teacher in charge also initiates and 
supervises the various administrative phases of getting the topic, outline and 
academic advisor approved by the Ministry of Education and Culture. The academic 
advisor, who is an expert in the content domain of the research paper, is usually 
selected by the student. 

Once the topic is approved, the students are guided almost exclusively by their 
academic advisors. Most of the advisors guide their students at the outline stage and 
then direct them to work on their own, meeting with them only after the first draft 
has been completed. Thus, there is no real instruction and guidance as to the 
conceptualization or the realization of the research paper. 

Even though Israeli students write research papers in various content domains, 
the Israeli research papers selected for this study were all on sociological topics (for 
one matriculation point in sociology). This content domain was selected in order to 
match the sociological-existential topics of the American sample of research papers, 
thus meeting the methodological requirement for consistency in specific subject 
matter. Interestingly enough, when the topics of the two sets of sample research 
papers were compared, they were found to be remarkably similar. 

The external examiner is usually a teacher (in another high school) in the subject 
area from which the research paper draws and for which the student gets credit. The 
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marking system prevalent in Israel is a holistic one. The examiners usually receive a 
six-criteria guiding sheet on the basis of which they determine the grade for the 
research paper. Students receive one matriculation point for writing their research 
paper. 

2.2 Some Methodological Considerations for Cross-cultural Comparisons 

We claim the compatibility of these two sample sets of products (the American and 
the Israeli) by showing our close adherence to three basic methodological guidelines 
recommended by Purves (1988) as methodological directives for carrying out valid 
studies of contrastive rhetoric. 
• "The language (native or foreign) in which the writers are writing must be 

defined. " In this study each of the sample populations composed their research 
papers in a naturalistic non-laboratory setting, writing in their native languages 
(i.e., English and Hebrew). 

• "The education of the writers should be similarly defined and described. " In 
this study the populations were twelfth-grade high school students within the 
educational systems being considered. 

• "The settings in which the writing occurs should be as similar as possible. " In 
our study the task is defined in both research contexts (American and Israeli) as 
an end-of-high-school research paper. The research or term paper (used in both 
cultural contexts synonymously) is defined as "...a particularly demanding 
constructive act... [in which] a writer must locate, read, select and organize 
material from various sources to form an original synthesis" (Nelson, 1990b: 1). 

Thus, disregarding differences in the pedagogical framework for composing the re
search papers in each of the cultures, students in both contexts probably opted for 
topics which were of interest to them as an age group. However, while both sets of 
research papers related to the same content domain and shared similar form re
quirements, they differed in scope: the Israeli research papers were between 20-40 
pages (a minimum of 15 pages was required), whereas the American research papers 
were between 6-12 pages. This difference in scope had a direct bearing on both the 
depth and breadth of the survey of the literature, and possibly on the core of the pa
pers as well. 
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Table 1. Methodological comparison between the American and the Israeli samples 

Criteria for comparison American context Israeli context 

Language of writing 
Education of writers 
Writing task 
Set-up 
Subject matter of task 

Explicit in-class writing 
instructions for research paper 
Specified guidelines for scope 
Specified criteria for evaluation 
Guidance in content domain 
Task reward 

Major Similarities 

both Mother tongue (English in US; Hebrew in Israel) 
11-12 years of schooling 

Research paper 
Naturalistic 

Sociology - General existential issues 

Major Differences 

Senior course in English composi
tion 
6-9 pages 
3-set criteria 
No specified guidance 
Partial fulfilment of a senior 
course in Englishcomposition 

Independent study 

A minimum of 15 pages 
6-set criteria 
Academic advisor 
One matriculation point (high 
school exit exam) in Sociology 

2.3 The Scoring Instrument: A Taxonomy for Research Paper Evaluation 

The instrument used for the evaluation of the two research paper samples was 
developed especially for this study. The instrument is a criterion-referenced 
taxonomy. It consists of five major category-clusters (presented in the left hand 
column below), sub-divided into 18 categories (with sub-categories, which are 
outlined in the Appendix), scored on a 1-5 scale. 

Each of the five main category-clusters relates to what we believe are state-of-
the-art requirements of the research paper as gleaned from the professional literature 
on the research paper as a learning task and from the data collected from this study. 
A brief description of the theoretical underpinnings for the main category-clusters 
follows. 

Drawing mainly on Spivey (1990), as well as on work by Greene (1993), about 
connections between prior knowledge, source-texts' content and target texts' 
content, we constructed the first category-cluster, which is labelled ''Content-
Conceptualization. " This category-cluster, and even more specifically, category 1 -
"Scope and Depth of Topical Theoretical Knowledge" - captures both the content 
schemata of the new target text (which is the product of the connective inferences 
between the information writers select from sources) and the content they generate 
from their own previous knowledge (see also Ackerman, 1991). 
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TAXONOMY FOR RESEARCH PAPER EVALUATION 

Content-Conceptualization 1 Scope and Depth of Topical Theoretical Knowledge 
2 Originality of Content Conceptualization 
3 Synthesized Topics of Discourse 
4 Content Accuracy and Reliability 
5 Evaluative - Judgemental Observations (Attitude) toward the 

Issue at Stake, the Bibliographical Source Texts and/or Results 
Rhetorical-Textual 6 Genre of the Research Paper 
Realization 7 Hierarchical Textual Relations and Level of Elaboration 

8 Relatedness of the Bibliographical Survey to the Paper's Core 
9 Coherence and Connectedness of the Various Textual Sub

structures (Chapters, Sections, Macro-structures and Micro-
structures). 
Explicitness of Task Representation and Genre Representation 
Explicitness of Voice and Stance 
Explicit Connectedness at Various Textual Levels 
Clarity and Communicativeness of Discourse 
Appropriate Word Choice and Phrasing 
Adherence to Academic Register 
Employment of Research Instruments 
Adherence to the Research Paper Style Sheet 
Data Processing and Analysis 

Category 2 in the same cluster "Originality of Content Conceptualization" draws on 
Spivey's (ibid) guidance about transforming texts to create new texts. 

We constructed Category 3 - "Synthesized Topics of Discourse" - to reward 
Students for the ability to analyze, synthesize and integrate ideas of others within 
their own projects, especially in light of findings about students' intuitive tendencies 
to "stay close both locally and globally to the source text when composing the target 
text" (Nash, Schumacher, & Carlson, 1993). 

We constructed category 4 - "Content Accuracy and Reliability" - thus 
delimiting the complete liberty that a writer may take in his/her transformations of 
source texts into target texts. Following Greene (1993), and Lu (1987) among 
others, we also included (within the category cluster) Category 5 - "Evaluative-
Judgemental Observations (Attitude) toward the Issue at Stake, the Bibliographical 
Source Texts and/or Results." 

The second category-cluster - ''Rhetorical-Textual Realization " in general, and 
Category 6 in particular draws on Meyer, & Rice's (1977) top-level structures as 
they relate to expository writing. According to their system, the most sophisticated 
(i.e., cognitively demanding) top-level structure is "Problem and Solution" and the 
least sophisticated one is "Addition." 

In the same way. Category 7 - "Hierarchical-Textual Relations and Level of 
Elaboration" - and categories 9, "Coherence and Connectedness of the Various Tex
tual Sub-structures (Chapters, Sections, Macro-structures and Micro-structures)" and 
12, "Explicit Connectedness at Various Textual Levels," draw on some leading 
mental models of text processing (in reading), which have been applied to writing as 
well (Kitsch, & van Dijk, 1978). 

According to Giora (1985), pragmatically well-formed texts are hierarchically 
structured. Thus, one of the criteria for the evaluation of the well-formedness of text 
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is the hierarchical structure of information, as it is represented in the surface 
structure of the text (see also Folman, 1997). 

The third category-cluster "Communicative Considerateness" mainly draws on 
work by Folman, (2000), and van de Kopple (1985), and has been operationalized 
by Barton (1995) and Greene (1995). Categories 10, 11 and 12, capturing 
"Explicitness of Voice and Stance" and "Explicit Connectedness at Various Textual 
Levels" are typical of the kind of information tapped by this cluster. "Explicitness of 
Task Representation" in this cluster and "Connectedness at Various Textual Levels" 
are related to the use of meta-discourse. Meta-discourse helps make the text as 
explicit as possible for the reader. 

The fourth category-cluster, "Linguistic Realization, " draws on the requirements 
of the discourse community, i.e., the target audience (Bizzell, 1990; Folman, 2000a, 
2000b). As Greene puts it: "...Writing an essay that contributes a unique perspective 
requires that [students] adapt and restructure information from different sources to 
meet their goals within the bounds of acceptable academic discourse and the 
directives of the literature on discourse communities (the underlining is mine) and 
the requirements they put forth..." (Greene, 1995: 187). 

"The Research Paper Procedural Imperatives" - category-cluster five - draws 
primarily on the literature related to the construction of the research paper (see for 
example, Birenbaum, 1995, as well as various style sheets, such as The APA style 
sheet, 1995). 

It may seem that some of the taxonomy's categories are scored on scales that in
dicate discrete qualities and some others are scored on graded typical scales. Yet, 
both the former and the latter constitute graded scales which move from low score -
1 on the scale to high score 5 - on the same scale. Thus, even in cases such as that 
epitomized in category 6, where it seems that the scale is made up of discrete value-
qualities, the lowest score on the scale, which taps the additive genre, is regarded by 
scholars in the field as the lowest genre of expository writing, whereas Problem-
Solution is regarded as highest - hence the scale of scores. 

As for the reliability of the taxonomy, reliability analysis for each sample 
showed the taxonomy to be a highly reliable instrument, with Cronbach Coefficient 
Alphas of .94 and .87 for the American and Israeli sample, respectively. Reliability 
analysis of the taxonomy across samples was considerably high, with Cronbach 
Coefficient Alpha of .91. Reliability analysis of the taxonomy's category-clusters 
across samples was fairly high with Cronbach Coefficient Alphas of .80; .71; .80; 
.87; .66 for category- clusters one through five, respectively. 

3 DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

The products were analyzed by the researchers, each marking research papers 
originally written in her native culture. To establish inter-rater reliability 
approximately one third of the American research papers were analyzed by both 
researchers (working independently). Inter-rater reliability calculated using Pearson 
Product Correlation Coefficients, was found to be impressively high (.98), and 
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statistically significant (at the p=0.0001). Table 2 shows means and standard 

deviations by category for each sample. 

Table 2. Means and standard deviations (in brackets) by category for the American (n=30) 
and the Israeli sample (n'=40) 

Category 

01 
02 
03 
04 
05 
06 
07 
08 
09 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 

American 

1.73 
2.27 
2.23 
2.67 
2.20 
2.30 
2.33 
2.40 
2.77 
1.57 
2.20 
2.30 
2.33 
2.70 
2.90 
1.27 
3.53 
1.10 

(1.08) 
(1.11) 
(1.16) 
(0.88) 
(1.19) 
(1.15) 
(1.03) 
(1.40) 
(1.04) 
(0.86) 
(1.30) 
(1.18) 
(1.45) 
(1.02) 
(1.16) 
(0.74) 
(1.04) 
(0.31) 

Israeli 

3.38 
2.38 
2.58 
3.33 
2.15 
2.08 
2.78 
2.23 
3.33 
2.65 
2.55 
3.28 
3.58 
3.40 
3.68 
2.65 
3.23 
2.15 

(1.08) 
(0.59) 
(0.84) 
(0.83) 
(0.80) 
(1.10) 
(1.03) 
(1.40) 
(0.89) 
(1.39) 
(1.15) 
(0.88) 
(1.01) 
(1.03) 
(0.86) 
(1.23) 
(1.07) 
(1.39) 

Table 3 displays the means, standard deviations and size of effect results for the 

sample category-clusters. 

Table 3. Means, standard deviations, comparisons and effect size results for the American 
(n=30) and Israeli (n=40) samples by category-cluster 

Category Clusters 

Content Conceptualization 
Rhetorical-Textual Realization 
Communicative Considerateness 
Linguistic Realization 
The Research Paper Procedural 
Imperatives 
Total 

Descriptives 

American 

2.22 (0.90) 
2.45 (0.92) 
2.02 (0.96) 
2.64(1.06) 
1.96(0.51) 

2.26 (0.77) 

Israeli 

2.76 (0.57) 
2.60 (0.78) 
2.82 (0.95) 
3.55(0.85) 
2.67(1.01) 

2.85 (0.59) 

Test results 

/ d 

2.87** .73 
0.71 .18 
3.46*** .84 
3.93*** .95 
3.81*** .93 

3.58** .87 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .0001 
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The taxonomy's category-clusters were formed for two main reasons: First, the 
sample size did not yield enough observations for each category in each cell to allow 
for a valid t-test, and second, comparisons of category-clusters allowed for collaps
ing differences on a category level into global (factor) differences between the sam
ples. 

On the whole, the results show significant differences between the two samples 
in overall performance on the research paper assignment. Both scored relatively low, 
with means of 2.26 (45.20%) for the U.S. group and 2.85 (57.00%) for the Israeli 
group. Beyond these generally low mean scores, the results showed significant dif
ferences between the two samples in performance on category-clusters 1,3,4, and 5, 
with means ranging between 2-3 score average, and with the exception of a slightly 
higher mean for the Israeli group on cluster 4. For cluster 2, however, even though 
the means for both samples ranged within the same average score of 2-3, no statisti
cally significant difference was found between the two samples. 

Table 4 presents the distribution of score frequencies for a low (1+2) and a high 
(4+5) scoring categoric. 

Table 4, Distribution of score frequencies and sum of absolute differences (E) for each cate
gory in the taxonomy, by the American and the Israeli sample 

Category Score categories 

Low (1-2) High (4-5) 

American Israeli American Israeli 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 

73.33 
73.33 
72.67 
43.33 
66.67 
83.33 
63.33 
56.67 
43.33 
83.33 
66.67 
66.67 
60.00 
50.00 
43.33 
90.00 
10.00 

100.00 

17.50 
67.50 
57.50 
15.00 
60.00 
82.50 
32.50 
55.00 
12.50 
50.00 
50.00 
12.50 
20.00 
17.50 
12.50 
35.00 
27.50 
67.50 

10.00 
10.00 
13.33 
13.33 
13.33 
13.33 
13.33 
30.00 
26.67 

3.33 
20.00 
16.67 
36.67 
30.00 
36.67 

3.33 
43.33 

0.00 

42.50 
5.00 

15.00 
40.00 

0.00 
15.00 
22.50 
25.00 
45.00 
37.50 
17.50 
40.00 
75.00 
50.00 
67.50 
27.50 
52.50 
27.50 

111.66 
21.66 
37.74 
57.67 
40.00 

3.23 
61.67 
13.34 
61.66 
68.33 
38.34 

108.33 
81.00 
65.00 
61.60 

110.00 
53.34 
65.00 

Table 4 shows significant differences in performance between the two samples in 
most of the Taxonomy's 18 categories, excluding categories 2 (Originality of Con
tent Conceptualization), 3 (Synthesized Topics of Discourse), 6 (Genre of the Re-
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search Paper), 8 (Relatedness of the Bibliographical Survey to the Paper's Core), 
and 11 (Explicitness of Voice and Stance). 

4 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS FOR STUDIES 1 AND 2 

The overall quality level of the essays, as assessed by the Taxonomy for Research 
Paper Evaluation, proved to be low. The statistically significant difference between 
the overall scores of the two samples, though informative (t=3.58**), relates to the 
difference between two mean scores, both showing values below the cut-off point of 
the passing mark (2.26 and 2.85 when the passing mark was 3.00, which equals 
60%). Interestingly, however, the significant difference between mean scores is con
sistent for all category-clusters, the Israeli mean score always ranging somewhat 
higher than the American score, except in the case of category-cluster 2, "Rhetori
cal-Textual Realization." For this category-cluster no statistically significant differ
ence was observed between the two samples. 

On the basis of these observations which drew on the data analyses we will at
tempt to answer the first research question: What are the synthesizing styles of re
search paper writers composing from sources and to what extent do they differ 
cross-culturally? 

The data show that the students' products in both samples were low on synthe
sizing. This overall trend of the low amount of synthesized discourse was inferred 
from the students' performance in category 3 ("Synthesized Topics of Discourse"), 
which explicitly measures synthesizing skill. In addition, categories such as 2 
("Originality of Content Conceptualization"), 6 ("Genre of the Research Paper") and 
7 ("Hierarchical-Textual Relations and Level of Elaboration"), which tap various 
aspects of alternative styles of composing from sources, are also relevant in this re
spect. Students' writing typically included only one or more source texts in an un-
synthesized chain. Sometimes, students synthesized some previous knowledge with 
(or without) a source text. The low level of synthesizing was also obvious in the 
students' preference for additive and descriptive text organization. Furthermore, 
writers tended to opt for a flat, non-hierarchical style often characterized by discon
tinued short passages. 

In order to show how scores in these four categories affected our conclusion re
garding the synthesizing styles, we shall look closer at one sample paper entitled 
"Silent Cries" (written by one of the American students), which dealt with child 
abuse. 

Both readers agreed that the synthesizing style (category 3) of the paper could be 
best characterized by "topics of discourse presenting one or more source texts in an 
un-synthesized chain form" (2 on the 1-5 scale of category 3). Following are some 
examples of this synthesizing style as observed in "Silent Cries": 

In this paper we first read that ''child abuse is an old sin... Primitive people had 
a custom which called for the killing of the third or fourth child.... " This historical 
perspective on child abuse was based on one source text. Dale Rogers' Hear the 
Children Crying ([1987]. New Jersey: Fleming H. Ravell Co.). The writer next de
scribes various manifestations of emotional abuse in a long paragraph drawing on 
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only one source text, Joyce Price's Emotional Abuse of Children May Plague 10% 
of Homes, (Washington Times, 5 Jan. 1988, pp. D4 and D5). The writer next dis
cusses sexual abuse, drawing again on one source text, David Hechler's Battle and 
the Backlash (1988. Lexington, Mass.: Lexington Books). 

This example illustrates a writer's text in which hardly any of the topics of dis
course are based on a synthesized generalization of knowledge gained from several 
source texts. The writer cites one source text at a time (apparently synthesized with 
some of the writer's previous notions on the topic). This barely synthesized dis
course makes the text sound more a summary than a synthesis, in other words, "the 
originality of content conceptualization [can be] characterized as "borrowed - para
phrased or summarized" (2 on the 1-5 scale of category 2). 

This style of barely synthesized text also makes the text sound more descriptive 
and exploratory (i.e., 2 on the 1-5 scale of category 6) than argumentative. 

In addition, the "barely synthesized style of discourse" is manifested in "the Hi
erarchical Textual Relations and Level of Elaboration", category 7. The textual rela
tion of "Silent Cries" can be best characterized as non-hierarchical or as exhibiting 
minor hierarchical relations on the paragraph level (2 on the 1-5 scale on category 
7). This is a fairly low score on this category, indicating lack of global relations be
tween the various structural units and suggesting a low level of synthesizing ability 
on the part of the writer. 

Moving away from this concrete example, it should be pointed out that beyond 
the limited synthesizing style cross-culturally, minor differences were observed be
tween the samples. Differences were inferred from each of groups' scores: the 
American writers used more borrowed, paraphrased or summarized style than the 
Israeli writers (category 2 - 73.33 and 67.50, respectively), while the students in 
Israel had considerably higher scores than the American writers in the discontinued, 
scattered hierarchies' category (7.45 and 23.33, respectively). These figures indicate 
some minor cross-cultural differences within the low-synthesizing ability style ob
served for the two cultural groups. 

The answer to the first research question has a close bearing on the answer to the 
second research question: ''How do the similarities and the differences between the 
two samples reflect the nature and the context of the task that students responded 
tol" These results, we would like to suggest, mainly reflect the writing syllabuses 
and the pedagogical practices of each of the educational systems. Even though the 
end results seem to be similar for both groups in terms of the performance related to 
synthesis, the pedagogical processes leading to them are perhaps different. Whereas 
in the U.S., the instruction in writing in the mother tongue seems to be fairly "insti
tutionalized" in the high school syllabus, writing instruction in Israel is not system
atic. Nevertheless, the syllabus of the American senior "English 6 Research Paper 
Writing" course showed little evidence of pedagogical attention to issues such as 
writing from sources and developing abilities to synthesize text in writing. 

These observations suggest that even in educational systems in Israel and in the 
U.S. where writing instruction has a "respectable" standing within the school cur
riculum, synthesizing skills are not explicitly taught (Curtin, 1988; Stahl et al., 
1996). Such a conclusion may be read between the lines of current research on dis
course synthesis, which highlights mainly the naturalistic (Spivey, & King, 1989; 
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Spivey, 1984, 1990) and intuitive synthesizing skills of students of various age 
groups (Sarig, 1991a, 1991b). These results underscore the complexity of the task 
even for college level students (Spivey, 1984; Young, & Leinhardt, 1988) and obvi
ously for younger students (Raphael, & Boyd, 1991). This recently growing research 
on intuitive synthesizing skills calls for more research on specific features of synthe
sis that need more pedagogical attention. For example, "... such information would 
help to determine how much instruction may be needed to enhance elementary stu
dents' beginnings of discourse synthesis" (Raphael, & Boyd, 1991: 38). 

The results of our study suggest that students are reluctant to engage in synthe
sizing procedures, which require a great deal of effort. Instead, students seem to en
gage in activities common to many school writing assignments, which reward stu
dents for reproducing information (Applebee, 1981). For some students this practice 
encapsulates their entire writing education (Flower et al., 1990; Nelson, 1990a). 
Raudenbush, Rowan, & Cheong, observe that "...there is a widespread perception 
that U.S. schools are comparatively ineffective in cultivating conceptual understand
ing of academic subjects" (Raudenbush et al., 1993: 524). The observation is based 
on a large scale assessment conducted by the U.S. Department of Education. This 
assessment demonstrates that although U.S. students perform adequately on tests of 
basic skills, they perform comparatively poorly on tasks that involve problem solv
ing, critical analysis and flexible understanding of subject matter..." (U.S. Depart
ment of Education, 1991: 32-41; see also Stedman, 1996). The findings of our study 
which suggest little synthesizing may also be partially ascribed to a prevalent task 
representation of the research paper both in Israel {Guidelines for Research Paper 
Writing [1991]. Ministry of Education and Culture, Israel) and the U.S. (Nelson, 
1990a, 1990b; Nelson, & Hayes, 1988). In Israel, the research paper is conceived of 
as a comprehensive, often linear and additive summary of the most available litera
ture on a given topic. Similarly, in the U.S. writing about the research paper task 
representation of one of her subjects. Nelson stated that: "she seemed to assume that 
the aim of the research paper assignment was to test her ability to assemble and re
produce information" (Nelson, 1990b: 15). Apparently, this is a common assump
tion (see also Schwegler, & Shamoon, 1982). 

In addition to the similarities in synthesizing styles, some other similarities 
emerged in the comparison between the samples. Fairly prominent among these 
similarities was the students' inadequate differentiation between the bibliographical 
survey of the literature and the core of the research paper. This rhetorical cross-
cultural trend is suggested by the frequent high scores observed for both groups for 
category 8, i.e., "Relatedness of Bibliographical Survey to the Paper's Core" on the 
low to intermediate levels of the scoring scale (56.67 and 13.33 for the American 
sample and 55.00 and 20.00 for the Israeli sample). Thus, students in each group did 
not show awareness of the fact that a bibliographical survey is only one, introduc
tory, component of a research paper. For many students, the entire research paper 
was merely a survey of the literature. They failed to deal with other important com
ponents of research paper writing such as research hypotheses, research methods, 
and techniques for gathering and reporting information and for presenting results in 
an effective and interesting manner. Some students seem to regard the research as
signment as little more than an exercise in gathering, assembling and citing chunks 
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of material from library references in academically acceptable ways (Nelson, & 
Hayes, 1988). 

Another similarity between the groups was the low level of evaluative-
judgemental observations (attitude) toward the issue at stake, as well as the biblio
graphical source texts and/or results. Surprisingly, although the research paper is 
regarded a reading-writing-to-learn assignment which fosters "critical literacy" 
(McGinley, 1992), both groups exhibited a low level of evaluative-judgmental atti
tude towards the issue at stake and towards the bibliographical source texts and re
sults. This trend may be due to many factors. For example, a number of educators 
have observed that a legacy of essayist literacy has led students to see texts as com
plete, self-contained, and objective, not open to challenge. As a consequence, stu
dents often become "deferentially literate," politely observing what other authors 
have accomplished in their writing. This sociocultural heritage has its corollaries in 
the reverence felt by Jewish people towards the Hebrew Scriptures. 

The effort to maintain an objective voice was also observed for the two samples. 
This trend was suggested by the non-significant differences in frequencies of the two 
samples for the characteristic of explicitness of voice and stance-category 11. The 
high frequencies on the low end of the scale (particularly high for the American 
sample set - 66.67 and considerably high for the Israeli sample set - 50.00) showed 
that both groups of writers avoided using explicit voice and stance. 

The inadequate explicitness of voice and stance seems to have emanated from a 
conditioning to regard the research paper as an endeavour requiring distance and 
objectivity (McCormick, 1990). This line of thought is supported by the instructor's 
deletions of all the "I"s from the American research papers and from the Israeli re
searcher's observations that the prevalent academic writing pedagogy in Israel ad
vises students to avoid the first person in academic writing in order to maintain aca
demic objectivity and distance. 

Thus, there were similarities between the two groups of students in their writing 
styles. Yet, the results suggest cross-cultural rhetorical differences in four areas. 

First, there were differences in scope and depth of theoretical knowledge which 
have direct bearing on content accuracy and reliability (categories 1 and 4 of the 
taxonomy). Differences in task definitions, requirements and representations re
sulted in major differences in scope, depth and theoretical knowledge presentation 
favouring the Israeli sample over the American one. These differences seem to af
fect the level of accuracy and reliability of the content of the research paper samples. 

The distribution of frequencies for category 1, i.e., "Scope and Depth of Theo
retical Knowledge," show high frequencies of scores at the low end of the scoring 
scale for the American sample (73.33) and moderate frequencies at the intermediate 
to high end of the scoring scale for the Israeli sample. This difference in perform
ance may be explained by the fact that the Israeli high school students regarded the 
research paper as a scholarly endeavour calling for reliance on learned sources. The 
American high school students, on the other hand, conceived of the research paper 
more as a term paper for which they should draw on not many more than three 
sources. Sources would not have to be learned sources, but popular journals were 
acceptable. 
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Significant differences in performance between the two samples were observed for 
category 4, namely "Content Accuracy and Reliability." The results showed moder
ate frequencies on the low and intermediate levels of the scale for the American 
sample, 43.33 and 43.33, and moderate frequencies on the intermediate and high 
levels of the scale for the Israeli sample, 45.00 and 40.00. These differences may be 
due to the American students' heavy reliance on impressionistic-popular sources 
rather than on more reliable source texts and the Israeli students' reliance on more 
academic sources and instruments for data elicitation and analysis. 

Second, differences in linguistic realization, mainly displayed in (a) limited ex
plicit coherence and connectedness at the various textual levels; (b) clarity of com
municative discourse; (c) word choice appropriateness and phrasing; and (d) adher
ence to academic register. 

Significant differences between the two samples consistently favouring the Is
raeli sample were shown in the frequencies observed for categories 10, 13, 14, and 
15. These results were due more to the high frequencies on the low end of the scor
ing scales observed for the American sample (see for example frequencies of scores 
for categories 10 and 13), than to the high frequencies on the high end of the scale 
for the Israeli group (see for example, category 10, but also category 15). 

As each of the cultural groups wrote in their mother tongue, differences in per
formance may be ascribed to a more serious attitude of the Israeli group who re
ceived extra credit towards matriculation from writing a research paper. The serious 
attitude resulted in a more careful academic style, which was more meticulously 
phrased and worded. The American papers were not always coherent or well-
phrased. 

Third, there were differences in the way students coped with research paper pro
cedural imperatives, such as (a) employment of research instruments, (b) adherence 
to research paper style sheet, and (c) data processing and analysis. Among the most 
surprising differences between the American and Israeli samples, favouring the Is
raeli sample, were the differences observed in coping with the research paper im
peratives. Since the American group had received explicit classroom instruction in 
this specific area it seemed fairly unlikely that the Israeli group would do better in 
this respect. This was not, however, the case. In category 16, "Employment of Re
search Instruments," high frequencies on the low end of the scoring scale were ob
served for the Americans (90.00), whereas for the Israelis, high frequencies were 
observed on the moderate level of the scale. In category 17, "Adherence to the Re
search Paper Style Sheet," high frequencies were observed on the intermediate and 
high level of the scale for the Americans whereas for the Israelis, high frequencies 
were observed on the high end of the scoring scale. In category 18 the highest fre
quencies (100.00) were observed on the low end of the scale for the Americans, with 
fairly high frequencies on the low end of the scale for the Israelis as well. The 
American group perhaps considered the research paper a less demanding task 
(which could earn them only some semester credits) than the Israeli group, which 
could earn one matriculation point for writing the paper. 

Fourth and last, cross-cultural differences emerged in communicative consider-
ateness, reflected mainly in the explicitness of task representation and genre repre
sentation. 
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Results for category 10, "Explicitness of Task and Genre Representation," 
showed frequencies favouring the Israeli sample, with considerably high frequencies 
on the low end of the scale for the American sample (83.33) and considerably lower 
ones for the Israeli sample (50.00). Other frequency distributions, which also fa
voured the Israeli sample, were observed for category 12, "Explicit Connectedness 
at Various Textual Levels." 

We interpret these results to mean that the U.S. students did not have to define 
their audience and task explicitly because they were writing for their teachers. The 
Israeli students, on the other hand, wrote for an outside anonymous examiner and 
had to be more explicit in their task representation. 

This interpretation of the results concurs with Nelson, & Hayes (1988) interpre
tation of their study: Students find the aims of the research paper similar to those of 
many school sponsored tasks: to provide proof of learning and to demonstrate skill 
in producing correct prose. Their intended audience is usually a teacher who does 
not expect to learn anything from students' writing but instead will evaluate it as an 
examiner would looking for errors in form and content, and ignoring the writers' 
ideas and interpretations. 

5 INTERPRETATION OF THE RESULTS 

Our findings suggest that the research papers of the two samples analyzed have not 
yet reached the norm expected of research papers by an international academic 
community, as realized in the Taxonomy for Research Paper Evaluation. 

Yet, literacy education - or any other epistemological process - needs to be 
viewed as a series of approximative processes geared towards meeting the objectives 
and norms set by professionally respected authorities in a given discourse commu
nity (Folman, submitted). 

Thus, we propose to regard the cultural samples of this study as situated at dif
ferent acculturation stages along the approximative system of the research-paper 
task-performance. 

The two cultural groups in this study function within the international academic 
community, which sets the criteria for acculturation. The groups' acculturation ad
vances to completion as they further approximate the advanced stages of task per
formance. As these stages of acculturation are completed, the "markedness" of 
"situated literacy" is transcended, and progress towards a more international literacy 
is made. 

The markedness of each of the cultural samples is a product of a certain interac
tion between the local sociocognitive variables and the local educational system 
variables. Together these constitute the building blocks of one's culture. 

The research-paper profiles emerging from this cross-cultural research show 
some differences between the two samples. Most of these differences are related to 
the pedagogical framework, requirements and expectations and, to a certain extent, 
to the task representation of the research paper. 

Beyond these contextual differences, two very important discoursal features 
seem to characterize the two research paper samples: low level of discourse synthe-
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sizing and low level of critical thinking skills. The limited skills exhibited in both of 
these features were textually realized in the limited ability to make independent de
cisions about orchestrating source texts, integrating them with personal views, and 
reconceptualizing them to form and support the original thesis. It is this area that 
educators need to emphasize in both countries. As Stotsky states: "Without these 
skills the research paper may justify the often voiced claims against it, as a learning 
task perpetuation" (Stotsky, 1991: 212). 

6 LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

In our research, U.S. research papers were compared with a corresponding sample of 
Israeli research papers. The major differences shown between them have contributed 
to our conclusion that each of these samples represents the "educational contexts" 
that have given them rise. Given the differences in the size and composition of the 
populations sampled, it is likely that the Israeli sample is more representative of the 
Israeli research paper population than the American sample. 

In addition, it should be noted that since most American high school students en
rol in a research-paper senior English course, most American students write a re
search paper, and those who do not write a research paper in their senior year do it at 
another point in their high school career. In Israel, however, research paper writing 
is done on a voluntary basis. Therefore, the natural selection of students who opt for 
this task may affect the sample of research papers and not necessarily reflect the 
population as a whole. Beyond this limitation, the sample is likely to represent the 
population of research paper assignments written in Israel. 

In order to overcome these limitations, research paper samples should be se
lected from various areas of the United States, representing different socioeconomic 
and cultural populations. In addition, even though the naturalistic set-up for research 
paper writing (adopted in this study) has been recommended in the literature, a simi
lar design should be replicated in a more controlled set-up. Identical research paper 
requirements should be given for both sample populations. Further, similar studies 
adopting the same research design should be replicated in other content domains, 
possibly with larger sample populations. 
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APPENDIX 

TAXONOMY FOR RESEARCH PAPER EVALUATION 
I. CONTENT-CONCEPTUALIZATION 

1. SCOPE AND DEPTH OF TOPICAL THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE 
Very poor content schemata (reliance on personal knowledge and/or popular newspaper articles). 
Inadequate content schemata (scant reliance on source texts). 
Mediocre content schemata (some reliance on learned source texts). 
Satisfactory content schemata (satisfactory reliance on learned source texts). 
Very rich content schemata based on multiple source texts (impressive reliance on source texts, 
primary and secondary sources). 

ORIGINALITY OF CONTENT CONCEPTUALIZATION 
Borrowed-cited. 
Borrowed-paraphrased or summarized. 
Transformed in part - mixed with borrowed material. 
Fully transformed (showing in-depth analysis). 
Very original (showing thorough, deep understanding). 

SYNTHESIZED TOPICS OF DISCOURSE 
Topics of discourse presenting previous knowledge in a gist form. 
Topics of discourse presenting one or more source texts - in an unsynthesized chain form. 
Topics of discourse synthesizing some previous knowledge with one (or without any) source text. 
Topics of discourse synthesizing previous knowledge with two source texts. 
Topics of discourse synthesizing previous knowledge with more than two new sources. 

CONTENT ACCURACY AND RELIABILITY 
Inaccurate and unreliable. 
Vague, elusive and too general (no evidence presented). 
At times accurate single viewpoint presentation of the content. 
Fairly accurate and reliable. 
Accurate and reliable (variety of viewpoints presented) 

5. EVALUATIVE - JUDGEMENTAL OBSERVATIONS (ATTITUDE) TOWARD THE ISSUE AT 
STAKE, THE BIBLIOGRAPHICAL SOURCE TEXTS AND/OR RESULTS 

No evaluation or judgement whatsoever - neutral voice. 
Indirect implicit judgemental observations. 
Some evaluation or judgement of a central issue. 
A basically thorough evaluation or judgment of a central issue. 
A full-fledged evaluation or judgement. 

II. RHETORICAL-TEXTUAL REALIZATION 
GENRE OF THE RESEARCH PAPER 

Additive (addition)-collection (ideas related on the basis of some commonality). 
Descriptive (attributes, specifics, explanations or setting) and exploratory. 
Comparison (differences and similarities between two topics). 
Antecedent/consequent - causal relationship between topics. 
Problem - solution; question and answer. 

HIERARCHICAL TEXTUAL RELATIONS AND LEVEL OF ELABORATION 
Flat - non-hierarchical relations between structural units; non-elaborated text. 
Non-hierarchical or minor hierarchical relationships on a paragraph level. 
Discontinued scattered short hierarchies. 
Tree relations between structural units (more than 3-level hierarchy - moderate elaboration). 
Considerable theoretical depth. 

• Global tree relations between structural units - more than 4-level hierarchy - high elaboration (for 
the whole paper). Impressive theoretical depth. 

8. RELATEDNESS OF THE BIBLIOGRAPHICAL SURVEY TO THE PAPER'S CORE 
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• Completely unrelated - or no distinction between the two (the entire work is a bibliographical 
survey), popular sources used to substantiate thesis, no source texts used. 

• Poorly related. No direct relationship between thesis and sources. 
• Indirectly related. Some connectedness between thesis and sources. 
• Fairly related. Learned sources mostly used to substantiate thesis. 
• Tightly related. Clear thesis-support development. 
9. COHERENCE AND CONNECTEDNESS OF THE VARIOUS TEXTUAL SUB-STRUCTURES 
(CHAPTERS, SECTIONS, MACRO-STRUCTURES AND MICRO-STRUCTURES) 
• Totally incoherent, disconnected, disjointed. 
• Barely coherent and poorly connected. 
• Indirectly (implicitly) connected; some coherence suggested. 
• Fairly connected and coherent, 
• Tightly connected and perfectly coherent (most or all macro- and micro-structures, sections and 

chapters are properly connected, establishing a chain of topics of discourse). 
III. COMMUNICATIVE - CONSIDERATENESS 

10. EXPLICITNESS OF TASK REPRESENTATION AND GENRE REPRESENTATION 
No meta-discourse or other markers describing the way the task is represented. 
Vague and implicit allusions to task and genre representation. 
Some scattered remarks about task representation and genre representation. 
Moderate explicitness of task and genre representation. 
Detailed meta-discourse describing the way the task and genre are represented. 

1. EXPLICITNESS OF VOICE AND STANCE 
No explicit voice or stance markedness. 
Some allusions to the writer's voice or stance. 
Some remarks showing presence of voice or stance. 
Marked yet often inconsistent voice or stance. 
Explicit and clear markedness of a consistent voice and stance. 

12. EXPLICIT CONNECTEDNESS AT VARIOUS TEXTUAL LEVELS 
Low level of explicit connectedness (at all discourse levels). 
Explicit connectedness on the paragraph level. 
Explicit connectedness on the paragraph and within section level only. 
Fairly explicit connectedness (at all discourse levels). 
Very explicit connectedness (at all discourse levels). 

IV. LINGUISTIC REALIZATION 
13. CLARITY AND COMMUNICATIVENESS OF DISCOURSE 

Very unclear and uncommunicative discourse (grammatical and other technical problems). 
Vague, not always clear discourse. 
Complex, unfriendly discourse. 
Clear and communicative discourse. 
Very clear and communicative discourse. 

14. APPROPRIATE WORD CHOICE AND PHRASING 
Very poor word choice and phrasing. 
Fair word choice and phrasing. 
Fairly appropriate word choice and phrasing. 
Good word choice and phrasing. 
Most appropriate word choice. 

15. ADHERENCE TO ACADEMIC REGISTER 
Inappropriate register constantly used. 
Constant flunctuations in register. 
Occasional fluctuations in register. 
Mostly adheres to academic register. 
Constant adherence to academic discourse. 

V. THE RESEARCH-PAPER PROCEDURAL IMPERATIVES 
16. EMPLOYMENT OF RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS 
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No use of any instruments (questionnaires, interviews, observations, experiments, etc.). 
Use of improper instruments. 
Use of weak instruments (unvalidated, not directly tapping the variable assessed). 
Use of acceptable instruments. 
Use of valid and reliable instruments. 

17. ADHERENCE TO THE RESEARCH PAPER STYLE SHEET 
Complete failure to adhere to the research paper style sheet regarding citation rules, footnotes, 
bibliography, manuscript format, etc. 
Some adherence to the research paper style sheet. 
Moderate adherence to the research paper style sheet. 
Satisfactory adherence to the research paper style sheet. 
Complete and accurate adherence to the research paper style sheet. 

18. DATA PROCESSING AND ANALYSIS 
No evidence of employment of a data-processing method. 
Some evidence of employment of a data processing method. 
Evidence of employment of a data processing method and its analysis. 
An almost complete presentation of the data processing method. 
An explicit description and presentation of data processing and its analysis. 
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Abstract. This chapter analyzes language planning processes undertaken by student writers when produc
ing an academic text in English as L2. While the use of first versus second language in L2 writing has 
been investigated principally in relation to cognitive factors, more recently this language choice has been 
analyzed as the outcome of institutional and social setting factors, identifiable as part of a writer's social 
writing network. This network assists students in their process of acquiring academic discourse. Addi
tional factors that influence this process is the writer's social motivation and the identity s/he wishes to 
project. Since acquiring and producing disciplinary language is a means of projecting a number of valued 
academic images important to the student's academic network, it is worth inquiring whether there is a 
correspondence between the writer's use of disciplinary language, the identity the writer wishes to pro
ject, the composition of his/her academic network and writer's use of LI vs. L2 during the activity of 
planning an academic paper in English as L2. Although through the academic network the writer is ex
posed to academic language and genres, the relationship between the writer's social network and choice 
of language, LI vs. L2, during planning has yet to be investigated in detail. This chapter examines this 
relationship through qualitative analyses of data obtained from sociolinguistic interviews with L2 gradu
ate students. As shown, the academic network is an important factor that shapes language choice, and 
ultimately, writers' more versus less successful attempts at producing academic texts in English. 

Keywords: second language writing, planning processes, discourse community, social writing network, 
writer's identitv, laneuaee usaee writer's identity, language usage 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Recent research exploring various aspects of second language (L2) academic writing 
(Montes-Alcala, 2001; Zimmerman, 2000) has shown that the production of a text in 
English as L2 cannot be seen as the simple process of just translating ideas from one 
language to another. Such a task requires that one integrates disciplinary knowledge 
with genre-appropriate conventions and interrelates text strategies for rendering 
meaning with the use of disciplinary-appropriate linguistic choices; all these choices 
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interlock to help the writer project an identity as a member of the academic commu
nity. When considering tasks where second language is used, the types of language 
choices involved in shaping text production may be explored in terms of the extent 
to which the writer relies on his/her first language and/or the use of English as a sec
ond language. A knowledge gap in one language may be filled by the other lan
guage. However, when knowledge exists in both languages, it is reasonable to ex
pect that some other type of interaction may occur between the languages (Wolff, 
2000). This chapter sets out to investigate the way by which novice academic writers 
draw upon their knowledge of their first language and of English as L2 during the 
process of planning an academic text in L2 and illustrates the range of social factors 
which shape such a choice. 

Traditionally, planning processes in both LI and L2 writing are examined in 
cognitive terms (Chenoweth, & Hayes, 2001; Manchon et al., 2000) with numerous 
studies investigating the impact writers' differing levels of L2 proficiency and dif
ferences in the type of task performed, for instance, narrative versus expository texts 
(for a survey, see Wang, 2003), have on writers' planning processes and language 
use. In this chapter I outline a broader perspective, which situates planning in the 
context of making social meanings; in this process, the writer attempts to accommo
date cognitive factors with the expectations of the communities (where the writing is 
taking place) and the more local social settings (writing networks) developed within 
such communities. This shift of emphasis aligns with more general developments 
noted in current research on language use, which is no longer investigated as a cog
nitive process only, but is also examined as an integral part of social and sociocul-
tural factors; among these factors we may situate the writer's social network. A so
cial network (Wellman, 1997) refers to the web of relationships people establish 
within a group or with different groups or members of groups. Relevant research has 
suggested that academic social networks may assist students in their enculturation 
(Bazermann, 1988) and socialization (Gee, 2001) processes, shaping their path to
wards becoming members of an academic discourse community. This process in
volves acquiring the conventions of academic discourse, learning how to use appro
priately the language of the discipline and how to render linguistic choices in disci
pline agreed-upon forms. Of importance in this process is the writer's social motiva
tion and wish to project a specific social identity. 

For non-native English academic writers, the appropriate use of English in aca
demic discourse is not just important but in fact necessary for securing one's mem
bership into the global academic discourse community. Not only must such writers 
be able to produce linguistically correct English, but also follow at the micro- and 
macro-level of their academic text the conventions set out by their discourse com
munities (Swales, 1990). As to be shown in this chapter, the writer's academic social 
network is an important language source, becoming a factor in the writer's more 
versus less successful attempts at producing academic texts in English. Through 
his/her academic network the writer is exposed to disciplinary language and conven
tions, and this, in turn, may influence his/her choice of language, LI or L2, during 
the planning process. However, the relationship between a writer's social network 
and language use - LI versus L2 - during planning has yet to be investigated in de-
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tail. This chapter addresses this relationship by analyzing (mostly qualitatively) data 
obtained from sociolinguistic interviews with L2 graduate students. 

2 FROM DISCOURSE COMMUNITIES TO SOCIAL WRITING NETWORKS 

The concept of academic discourse communities (e.g., Bawarshi, 2000; Beaufort, 
1997, 2000; Herndl, & Nahrwold, 2000; Swales, 1990) has been used to identify a 
group of people, novice and expert writers and researchers, who communicate with 
agreed-upon types of discourse (articles, reports, etc.). According to Ivani5 (1998), 
full members of a discourse community employ specific, conventionally established 
ways of making and interpreting meaning. The intellectual projects and the objects 
of study in a discourse community tend to be unified in terms of the goals being set 
and the philosophy underlying their analysis. Student writers may initially partici
pate in a discourse community as peripheral members, becoming gradually (though 
not necessarily) full members. Enculturation into the discourses of the community is 
mediated by teaching and learning processes, undertaken by the student writer and 
the local discourse community members (Beaufort, 2000), who facilitate novices' 
gradual acquisition of content knowledge, the learning of field-specific value sys
tems and definitions, of disciplinary language as well as the use of the reading and 
writing strategies employed among the "expert" discourse community members 
(Beaufort, 1997). 

However, despite its initial usefulness, the concept of discourse community has 
proven to be definitionally problematic (Beaufort, 1997) for several reasons. Identi
fying, for instance, the members constituting a specific community may be quite a 
difficult task (Beaufort, 1997). Also problematic is the fact that the notion of dis
course community refers to a global concept but does not elaborate on the immedi
ate social factors - the micro communities - which are important in shaping devel
oping writers' academic writing skills. More recent investigations have shifted their 
focus to the immediate local community members (Casanave, 1995; Eckert, 2000), 
such as thesis advisors and departmental professors, who are directly responsible for 
students' enculturation (Bazerman, 1988) and socialization (Gee, 2001) into the dis
course community. 

Developments in many different research fields suggest a more effective meth
odology - through the framework of social network theory - to investigate a writer's 
personal relationships with the members of his/her local discourse community 
(Boissevain, & Mitchell, 1973; Gunnarsson, 1997; Milroy L., 1987; Milroy J., 1992; 
Milroy, & Wei, 1995). Social network research identifies the people with whom an 
individual interacts, the extent of interaction, and the type and quality of relation
ships among all network members. A social network serves as a norm-enforcement 
mechanism associated with specific interactional, textual and linguistic resources 
which provide some of the norms for communication. 
Communication within a network involves transactions and the exchange of mes
sages among members of the network. In academic networks, this transaction may 
take the form of an academic paper; this is usually structured according to certain 
parameters or conventions the academic network sets on the writers in terms of 
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topic, content, genre, discourse organization, lexical choice, and syntax. The extent 
to which a participant is willing to adopt the norms of an academic network might 
be an indication of the writer's self-identification as a network member. A student 
writer wishing to be initiated into an academic discourse community may attempt to 
conform to this set of conventions. The extent of the conformity may be evidenced 
in the student's writings (Beaufort, 1997); alternatively, this textual evidence may be 
used as an indication of the type of academic network the student writer is attempt
ing to associate with (i.e., a professional academic network, a departmental or class 
academic network, and so on). 

As to be illustrated in this chapter, important aspects of the processes shaping 
text production, including the planning process, may be constrained by these norms. 
Planning has been investigated by Gauvain (2001), who focuses on the steps a writer 
needs to make towards accomplishing a writing goal, and Alamargot, & Chanquoy 
(2001b) who define planning as an activity comprised of strategic procedures and 
practical goals. A similar perspective is offered in Esperet, & Piolat's (1991) pro
posal on planning as the formation of the textual, semantic, syntactic and lexical 
aspects of production - a proposal which differs from Hayes' (1996) conceptualiza
tion of planning as problem-solving. Integrating these insights with social factors, 
i.e., community-specific notions, I suggest that we view academic planning as a 
process leading to a unit of social action, the research paper in this case, through 
which academic network members communicate (Koku at el., 2000; Purcell-Gates et 
al., 2002) and negotiate their understandings of specific issues which are of impor
tance to the community. According to this perspective, then, planning is not an indi
vidualistic process through which a writer, as an individual, attempts to develop and 
structure his/her own ideas but rather a socially-shaped process by which a writer, as 
a social actor, attempts to shape a text in ways that conform to the norms of his/her 
academic network. 

In analyzing social writing networks, I incorporate issues from identity theory 
and social identity theory (Degenne, & Forse, 1999; Hogg & Terry, 2000; Hornsey, 
& Hogg, 2000; Stets, & Burke, 2000). Social identity theory argues that individuals 
have multiple possible identities, defined by group membership and constructed 
through social cognitive processes associated with the group (Hogg, & Terry, 2000). 
Indeed, part of the socialization process is the development of a social identity 
(Hornsey, & Hogg, 2000). A social identity differs from a personal identity in that a 
personal identity refers to the unique and individual characteristics that distinguish 
people from each other. Social identity is acquired through a process of identity ac
tivation (Stets, & Burke, 2000), involving the selective application of group features 
to the self In this manner, a person's social identity may change from context to 
context when the situation makes different social identities salient. Furthermore, 
while group membership assigns a certain social identity to people belonging to that 
group, it is up to each group member to construct or foreground specific aspects of 
this social identity at the expense of others. One strategy through which a writer may 
foreground the social features s/he wishes to identify with is the language s/he uses 
during the process of planning and writing a text. 
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3 SOCIAL WRITING NETWORKS AND LANGUAGE USE 

In this chapter, language is discussed in two different ways. The first one is associ
ated with the use of specific vocabulary items, syntactic structures or disciplinary-
appropriate forms. The second one captures the choice of LI versus L2. Choices at 
both levels can be a means of group identification, used to single out current group 
members and identify outsiders who might fit into the group (Milroy, 1987). In other 
words, linguistic choices identify the speaker in terms of his/her social identity and 
are, thus, role defining and role-linked. I suggest that the choice of LI versus L2, 
like social influence, be seen as an outcome of social network influence upon the 
individual (Milroy, & Milroy, 1992). 

A first step to analyzing the factors affecting a writer's use of LI versus L2 is to 
identify one's network and the language in this social network. Networks are com
posed of the many different people with whom an individual interacts. A network's 
composition, therefore, is determined by identifying its members and their hierarchi
cal relationship (superior, equal, or inferior) with the focal individual studied. When 
several network members are found to be related to each other, as, for example, 
through work or academic interests, these are proposed to form network sub-groups, 
called cliques. Cliques are cohesive social groups that may apply social pressure 
upon their members to assure conformity to the clique. This pressure may aim to
wards unifying identities, behaviour or language usage (Coupland, 2002). Cliques 
tend to have their own language, labelled the in-group language (Nida, 1992; Nida, 
& Wonderly, 1971). A person may have a network where different languages are 
used so that no one is dominant. However, when a group of people in a network uses 
the same language, there may be pressure to use the in-group language; this in-group 
language is a symbol of belonging and a means of internal communication (Nida, 
1992). 

Therefore, pressure to use a specific language must be considered within the 
boundaries of the interplay between the individual and the different network mem
bers (Milroy, 1992). It is expected that the same factors that determine social influ
ence among network members will also determine language usage (Pasch, 1997). It 
is worth investigating, therefore, whether the number of relationships an individual 
has with the people who employ specific discourses will be reflected in his/her mak
ing greater usage of that language. 

When studying the writing networks of graduate students, it is of interest to iden
tify whether their networks contain cliques, whether these are academic or non-
academic cliques, and the clique's in-group language. As concerns L2 academic 
writing, there may be a conflict between the clique's in-group language and the 
writer's target language - a conflict which may interfere with novice writers' at
tempts to produce academically appropriate L2 written texts. Thus, identification of 
in-group language within a writing network may lead one to locate a source that may 
potentially influence language producers in their use of language when producing a 
text. 

As with any social pressure, an individual's use of the in-group language (which 
points to its acceptance) may be connected to several self-motivational factors, such 
as the writer's identity, his/her desire to be identified as a group member, his/her 
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desire to maintain or change social relationships, as well as to accommodate the lis
tener or reader in order to establish common ground (Finlayson, & Slabbert, 1997; 
Giles, & Smith, 1979; Gumprez, & Hernandez, 1971). It is reasonable to expect that 
the greater an individual's desire to be recognized and accepted as a member of the 
writing network group, the greater will be his/her attempts to adopt the group's be
haviour and characteristics. As far as language usage is concerned, the individual 
will probably attempt to use the language preferred by the group. This is a desired 
behaviour when the goal is L2 academic writing and the in-group language is disci
plinary English. 

Furthermore, a person desiring to maintain or change social relationships within 
a group may use language in an attempt to establish common ground or indicate 
similar interests with the listener or reader (Ivanic, & Camps, 2001). By using the 
same language, i.e., the textual and interactional discoursal patterns employed by the 
members of a social network, the person is projecting similar interests or experience 
as the reader, inviting the reader to interact, thereby maintaining social relationships. 

Identity can be a factor in itself when considering a writer's choice of a specific 
language; indeed, the desire for group membership can be seen as connected to iden
tity. When a writer attempts to project an academic identity (Hirvela, & Belcher, 
2001), s/he may be more motivated to desire academic group membership. On the 
other hand, by changing language usage the individual also indicates a change in the 
identity s/he wishes to project, which may result in changes in the network relation
ships. 

Another closely-related attribute that should be considered is the projection of 
valued academic images (Angelova, & Riazantseva, 1999). The term "valued aca
demic images" signifies the attributes considered important or of value to a disci
pline or to an academic writer. There may exist a difference between the academic 
images valued by a discipline and those valued by an individual writer. An attempt 
should be made to discern if the writer values the same academic images as the aca
demic discipline. However, this sharing of valued academic images is possible only 
if the writer has access to information on disciplinary valued academic images; this 
information may be accessible to student writers through their social writing net
works. When investigating academic social writing networks, accessibility or inac
cessibility to valued academic images may affect language usage as well since the 
writer may attempt to project an academic identity that is not in keeping with disci
plinary acceptable images. 

The final factor to be considered is the language sources available to the writer 
from the social writing network, since exposure to language, whether academic, dis
ciplinary, or non-academic, will influence the writer. A student writer may be ex
posed to disciplinary language through a variety of sources: reading and writing 
texts, attending lectures, engaging in conversations with academic and non-
academic individuals. In terms of participants engaging in English academic writing, 
these sources must also be considered in language use, i.e., use of English, non-
native English, and LI (other than English). It is expected that a writer with multiple 
academic relationships will have more access to academic language than a writer 
with minimum or no academic relationships. The lack of appropriate language 
sources within a writer's social writing network disenables the writer from achieving 
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his/her desired identity as a member of the group (Hirvela, & Belcher, 2001). An 
example of this may occur when a writer desires to project the image of a researcher, 
yet his/her social writing network has no academic relationships. In such a scenario, 
while the writer may realize the need to adopt a more disciplinary academic lan
guage, s/he may not have the appropriate language resources. 

If the social writing network contains an academic clique, then, it is worth inves
tigating whether there may be an association between identity, desire for group 
membership and use of the in-group language. However, a problem may occur when 
identity, group membership, and use of the in-group language conflict. The in-group 
language may also form an obstacle to the acquisition of academic English if the in-
group language is either non-academic English or another language. Consider the 
case of Miriam, who identifies herself as a researcher, but does not have a writing 
network with an academic clique; as the data documented, she encounters problems 
with her planning, with how to go about writing each paragraph and what types of 
information to include in each paragraph. 

Analyzing social writing networks as sources of disciplinary information and 
linguistic knowledge allows us to consider whether the social writing network pro
vides negative language influence or positive exposure to desired academic lan
guage. Negative language influence refers to a preponderance of native language or 
non-academic English language usage among network members, which, in turn, has 
two effects: the writer is not exposed to the target language - in this case discipli
nary academic English - and social influence is applied upon the writer to incorpo
rate the in-group language rather than the targeted language. Desired academic lan
guage usage, on the other hand, is the incorporation of academic English as prac
ticed by local members of the writer's disciplinary discourse community. 

4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Participants 

Six advanced M.A. and Ph.D. L2 writing students consented prior to data elicitation 
to participate in the study. All names have been replaced with pseudonyms. Sara and 
Rachel were Ph.D. students in the process of developing their thesis proposal, 
Miriam and David were M.A. students either writing their M.A. thesis or having just 
completed it, and Leah and Judith were non-thesis M.A. students. The students re
ceived no compensation for participating in the study. The students were chosen 
according to their self-identification with an academic network, ranging from virtu
ally nonexistent to almost complete identification. A further criterion included two 
representatives from one of three possible graduate student identities: Ph.D. stu
dents, M.A. students with thesis, and non-thesis M.A. students. Miriam, David, 
Leah, and Judith were participating in an advanced academic EFL writing course at 
the time of data collection. Acceptance into the two-hour per week Master's writing 
course was based on the Bar Ilan English as a Foreign Language Placement Exam, 
consisting of a 2000 word text with reading comprehension questions and an exposi-
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tory writing task. Of the six participants, only Sara is a native Russian speaker who 
has lived in Israel for over ten years, and the rest are native Hebrew speakers. 

Sara and Rachel were Linguistics Ph.D. student at the time of the study. Their 
advisors for the M.A. thesis also served as their Ph.D. thesis advisors as well. Both 
participants studied in a department which is staffed by faculty who are native Eng
lish speakers and teach their courses in English. Sara teaches English language 
courses at the same university, and she is surrounded by colleagues who are either 
native English speakers or proficient non-native speakers. Among the Linguistic 
Department students are other native Russian speakers as well as Hebrew speakers, 
and Sara's university unit employs both native Russian and native Hebrew speakers. 
Both Sara and Rachel's ambitions were to be academics. 

Miriam was a Psychology M.A. student. She completed her M.A. thesis under 
the supervision of a native English-speaking advisor. Miriam's university depart
ment contains both English- and Hebrew-speaking faculty. Miriam also worked at a 
local hospital as part of a research team. Her academic goals were to complete a 
Ph.D. and become a psychology researcher. 

David was a Computer Science M.A. student. He was in the process of writing 
his M.A. thesis under the supervision of a native English-speaking advisor. David's 
professional goal was to complete his M.A. to advance his promotion in the gov
ernment office where he worked. 

Leah was a Communication M.A. student. She was not writing a thesis although 
one of her academic goals was to complete a Ph.D. some time in the future. Leah is 
a professional translator from English to Hebrew and journal editor. She studied and 
worked in an all-Hebrew environment with some English available through text 
sources. 

Judith was a Clinical Social Work M.A. student. She, too, was not writing a the
sis, and she had no academic goals that would require writing a thesis. Her profes
sional goals were related to her academic field. Both her academic and work envi
ronment was in Hebrew except for some academic texts in English. 

4.2 Data Collection 

Data collection consisted of sociolinguistic interviews, conducted in both Hebrew 
and English. Each session was audio recorded in the researcher's office. All sessions 
were divided into two parts. (1) A short introductory conversation in the form of a 
semi-structured interview in English. Questions were asked about participants' (a) 
language background and attitudes, (b) self-identification as an academic writer, (c) 
perception of their academic network and its norms, (d) perceived membership in 
academic network. (2) Directed conversation on planning process and language 
choice; these conversations were in the form of semi-structured interviews in Eng
lish and Hebrew to elicit participants' attitudes and rationales for accommodation or 
non-accommodation to network norms during planning. An attempt was made to ask 
brief questions and provide participants with sufficient time to respond while limit
ing the researcher's participation. Issues relevant to EFL planning and language use 
were elicited through multiple questions in order to triangulate respondents' an-
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swers. In addition, participants were asked to complete a post-interview question
naire aimed at verifying explicit language use within their networks. Participants 
were asked to identify the people with whom they speak at home, work and univer
sity, the languages they use, and to estimate the extent to which each language was 
used on a regular basis. 

The use of interviews to elicit retrospective accounts of planning activities and 
processes was chosen with the aim to mitigate criticism that has been levelled at 
previous research which relied on the use of think-aloud protocols for eliciting in
formation on complex cognitive processes, such as writing (Connor, & Kramer, 
1995; Janssen et al., 1996), due to the extra burden imposed by think-aloud proto
cols upon L2 writers (Bosher, 1998). Since not all planning activities, processes and 
language choices during planning are immediately available and at a conscious level 
for many writers, the use of think-aloud protocols was ruled out. A final reason de
termining our decision to use interviews rather than think-aloud protocols was to 
capture the effect of language choice during the elicitation process as a factor that 
may influence the data participants are able to convey. 

4.3 Data Analysis 

Interview data was analyzed along various parameters that allowed us to capture the 
internal constituency of the social writing networks students formed, the type of 
planning in which they engaged, and the factors involved in their decision-making 
processes. Analysis of social writing networks consisted of identifying the extent 
and depth of participants' social writing networks, the use of LI versus L2 in the 
networks, and the ways participants identified themselves vis-a-vis their networks. 

Regarding planning: Early research into writing (e.g., Flower, & Hayes, 1981a, 
1981b) identified planning as the initial component of the writing process. As the 
disciplinary field developed, planning has been identified as a process of establish
ing a goal and the steps needed to accomplish the goal (Gauvain, 2001). Following 
Hayes (1996), the view adopted in this study is that establishing goals and the steps 
needed to accomplish the goals is not limited to the initial part of the writing process 
but may occur anywhere before and during writing, and even during revision. This is 
in keeping with Alamargot, & Chanquoy's (2001b) definition of planning as an ac-
fivity containing strategic procedures and practical goals. These goals may be con
tent-related, disciplinary-related, language-related, and so on. Since planning activi
ties may occur at any point in the writing process, two phases within which partici
pants undertake planning have been identified from the data. These phases are used 
for discussion purposes in order to differentiate between similar activities that occur 
several times in the writing process. The first phase is pre-writing planning, repre
senting planning activities that occur before the writer transfers ideas onto a writing 
medium. While L2 writers develop text in a writing medium, planning activities 
continue; this phase of planning is identified as on-line planning. It is expected that 
during planning, writers would be focused on developing ideas and information 
while in the writing phase they are focused on the formulation of some selected 
ideas and pieces of information over others. In terms of the language, LI vs. L2, 
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expected to be used: the writing phase is expected to be (and necessarily so) oriented 
toward L2 use (since this is the language the academic paper should be written in); 
in the pre-writing phase, however, the writer has options, since the processes s/he 
engages in are for self-communication. The choice of LI over L2, then, during the 
pre-writing planning raises a number of interesting questions regarding the function 
of LI and L2 during planning, the sociocognitive factors influencing language 
choice, and the impact pre-writing language use has on language use during the writ
ing phase. 

Analysis of linguistic decision-making processes identified six main language-
related areas: linguistic, discourse, textual, syntactic, and lexical planning (Esperet, 
& Piolat, 1991), and the decision to use LI or L2. Each of the planning processes 
was found to be associated with specific activities, outlined below. 

Linguistic planning can occur during the pre-writing phase and during the proc
ess of writing. In the pre-writing phase, linguistic planning is mainly concerned with 
macro-propositional development, in terms of message contents, segmentation, and 
order, while in the writing phase the main concern is with micro-propositional de
velopment. Activities occurring during linguistic planning consist of idea develop
ment and organization. 

Discourse planning is concerned with the overall text organization and text co
herence. As such, this type of planning is shaped by content development and the 
writer's purpose. This type of planning includes, among others, the selection of dis
course schemata and other structures appropriate to writing task and writer's pur
pose, ordering of ideas, and so on. Participants' discourse planning indicated audi
ence awareness at this planning activity. 

Textual planning may occur at two levels, i.e., at the macro-textual level, involv
ing the planning of textual sections (e.g., introduction, methods, discussion), and 
constitutive moves (e.g., thesis statement), and at the micro-textual level, focusing 
on paragraph structures (e.g., topic sentence, middle, concluding sentence). It was 
found that idea organization is an activity that is affected by textual planning. 

Syntacic planning is thus not independent of but attends to decision-making at 
the level of sentence structure (e.g., simple, compound, complex - a choice which 
has implications to the types of connectors, discourse markers, grammar, and punc
tuation used), and the ordering of components within the selected sentence structure. 
Syntactic planning attends to choices made at the discourse and textual level. Prob
lems with L2 syntactic planning may arise in response to the lack of L2 syntactic 
knowledge or gaps in that knowledge, and they may impact on syntactic processing, 
requiring targeted strategies to overcome the potential obstacles. These strategies 
may include inter language transfer of LI syntax to L2. In such a situation, the writer 
essentially utilizes LI syntax in L2 writing. Another possible strategy is overgener-
alization or oversimplification of L2 forms, which may interfere with or disturb lin
guistic and discourse planning. Recalling and applying syntactic knowledge was the 
most common activity associated with syntactic planning. 
For research-based academic writing, lexical planning involves deciding on disci
pline-specific vocabulary. It should be noted here due to the conventionality charac
terising research writing, some processes may lead to pre-selected vocabulary (the 
connectors, modals and discourse markers used, among other elements). The ease 
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with which L2 writers perform lexical planning may be dependent on a number of 
factors, such as lexicons adequate for the task, lexical access, and in case of diffi
culty, successful lexical retrieval strategies, as well as lexical selection processes. 
The activity associated with lexical planning was considering word choice. 

5 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

5.1 Participants' Planning and Language Choice 

The types of planning participants undertook (before writing began and on-line writ
ing), and the language used by each participant for each type of planning are out
lined in Table 1. 

Table 1. Choice of language (LI vs. L2) during planning before writing and on-line writing 

Sara 

Rachel 

Miriam 

David 

Leah 

Judith 

Planning 
before writing 

Idea development 
Idea organization 
Word choice 

Idea development 
Idea organization 

Idea development 
Idea organization 
Word choice 
Audience awareness 

Idea development 
Idea organization 

Idea development 
Idea organization 

Idea development 
Idea organization 
Word choice 

Language 
choice 

L2 
L2 
L2 

L1/L2 
LI 

L2 
L2 
L1/L2 
L1/L2 

LI 
LI 

LI 
LI 

LI 
LI 
LI 

Planning 
on-line 

Idea development 
Idea organization 
Syntax 
Word choice 

Syntax 
Word choice 

Syntax 
Word choice 

Idea development 
Syntax 
Word choice 

Idea development 
Syntax 
Word choice 

Syntax 
Word choice 
Audience awareness 

Language 
choice 

L2 
L2 
L2 
L2 

L2 
L1/L2 

L2 
L1/L2 

LI 
L2 
L1/L2 

LI 
L2 
L1/L2 

L1/L2 
L1/L2 
L1/L2 

As it is clearly illustrated in Table 1, Sara's planning consists of idea development, 
organization, and word choice while her on-line planning involves idea development 
and organization, syntactic structure, as well as word choice. In both instances Sara 
uses her L2, English, throughout. All in English. Russian would interfere if its really 
connected with my studies, I won't be able to do it in Russian any more. 
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Rachel's prewriting and on-line planning differ slightly from Sara's. Rachel fo
cuses on idea development and organization during planning, and on syntax and 
word choice during on-line planning. In terms of the language chosen, she uses her 
LI and L2 for prewriting planning and L2 for on-line planning, when I plan the the
sis, I think, I activate both LI and L2, my LI is Hebrew and my L2 is English. 
Miriam's planning has additional objectives. Her planning and language usage is L2 
for idea development and organization, and LI / L2 for word choice and audience 
awareness. Her on-line planning and language usage consists of L2 for syntax and 
LI / L2 for word choice. 

David's planning is aimed at idea development and organization, and his on-line 
planning occurs when idea development, syntax and word choice decisions take 
place. He uses LI for the planning and L1/L2 for on-line planning. Leah plans for 
idea development and organization in LI while during her on-line planning she uses 
LI for idea development, L2 for syntax and L1/L2 for word choice. As for Judith, 
her planning consists of idea development and organization and word choice, utilis
ing LL Her on-line planning involves syntax, word choice and audience awareness, 
for which she uses LI / L2. 

The data indicates that participants undertook different types of planning activi
ties for the pre-writing and writing phases. All of the participants utilized linguistic 
planning in the pre-writing phase for the purpose of developing and organizing 
propositions. During the writing phase, David and Leah reported limited linguistic 
planning, in the form of idea development. This aspect of linguistic planning resem
bles a novice writer's approach to knowledge telling (Bereiter, & Scardamalia, 
1987). Discourse planning, the application of a discourse schema in order to achieve 
writer's purpose, was indicated by Miriam and Judith. Miriam activated discourse 
planning in the pre-writing phase in order to structure her idea organization accord
ing to academic discipline's discourse expectations; Judith activated discourse plan
ning in the writing phase in order to guide her word choice since she was concerned 
that a non-professional reader may not understand the professional jargon she was 
using. Textual planning at the macro- and micro-textual level was noticeable in both 
the pre-writing and writing phases since idea organization was guided by it. As an
ticipated, syntactic planning occurred during the writing phase for all participants 
since it is necessary for sentence formulation. Lexical planning occurred in both the 
pre-writing and writing phases. During pre-writing, lexical planning was utilized by 
Sara, Miriam and Judith whereas during the writing phase it was utilized by all of 
the participants. 

If we consider the choice of LI versus L2 as a pattern according to participant, 
we see that Sara uses English throughout, reflecting her disciplinary language acqui
sition in English only. On the other hand, Rachel, who also acquired her disciplinary 
language in English, uses both Hebrew and English in her planning process, the re
search questions mainly I think about them in my LI,.,when I get into the micro, eh, 
planning. For example, when I think about, eh, propose, propositional things, like 
speech acts, um, words, lexical, um lexical accents, lexical fluency, um the little 
things, the lemes, the lexemes, there I think I use my English because it it activates 
my L2 because I read about it in English, I read about the literature in English, I try 
to think in English in order so that it will sound more fluent. I try not to translate 
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words. This may be due to either accommodating the people with whom she speaks 
or for cognitive ease, such as in the organizing idea stage. Miriam appears to favour 
mostly English use for English language papers, / think in English because every
thing I read is in English. Everything. That's the reason why psychology student 
doesn 't go to learn English. Because anything we read since the first year in the first 
degree is English. So you start, and I not native speaker, um, you start thinking Eng
lish in the subject you learn about it in English. David explicitly states that he uses 
only Hebrew for cognitive ease throughout the planning phase. It is easier to think in 
Hebrew. Now, eh eh, afterwards when you come to write the work then you take the 
idea. You can't write straight off the idea. You need to learn it, the explanations and 
reasons, and plan all the points which is basically the plan for all of the chapters 
that will be in the thesis. Leah also uses Hebrew only, The idea in Hebrew, and the 
the translation to English... First I think of the ideas and second I think of how to 
write it correctly, but in her case Hebrew stores procedural knowledge, discourse 
knowledge, rhetorical knowledge, disciplinary knowledge and lexis. Judith began 
with Hebrew and attempted to continue with English. However, restricted English 
disciplinary lexis led to obstacles in idea development, necessitating return to LI to 
achieve satisfactory idea development, thus her LI usage is also attributable to cog
nitive ease, / try to plan in English and then I saw it is not as good so later I planned 
in Hebrew and translated it and it was better for me. 

Several observations come to light when reviewing the above information on the 
relationship between language use and types of planning undertaken. To begin with, 
participants' language use is at times conscious choices that they make in order to 
achieve immediate and long-range planning goals. For example, the use of L2 may 
be related to a goal of fluency while the use of LI may be for cognitive ease. Fur
thermore, all participants continue to plan even while writing their texts. Thus, it 
appears that higher-level and lower-level planning operations are not allocated to 
either before-writing planning or on-line planning, but rather they are carried out 
according to participants' needs. For the most part, they all plan for various aspects 
of writing, such as idea development and organization, before writing, and once they 
begin to write, they continue with on-line planning, which tends to focus on lan
guage issues, such as locating and selecting appropriate lexis or recalling and apply
ing L2 syntax. However, three of the six participants, Sara, David and Leah, con
tinue to undertake high-level operations along with low-level operations while on
line planning. 

Another aspect that emerges from the data is the combined use of LI and L2 for 
some of the planning functions, in particular word choice. For example, Miriam 
states that when I know what I want to write and I miss a word [in English], I know 
in Hebrew what I want in English. I can't I can't say that the whole process is to 
translate from Hebrew to English, it's not. Similarly, Judith feels that / think I would 
begin in English and I didn Y know it, and I switched to Hebrew. I recognized the 
missing word in Hebrew. I thought in English but the missing word would be in He
brew, I guess. This may indicate that participants possess several lexicons storing 
lexis in either LI or L2, and that when writing in L2, they may not always be able to 
access their L2 lexicons either due to a gap, retrieval problems or external L2 lexi
cons. Thus it may be possible to state that the use of LI serves as compensation for 
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working memory limitations. In this manner the two languages can be at work at the 
same time (Woodall, 2002). 

Inconsistency among language usage during planning, both pre-writing and dur
ing writing, appears to be the norm. This is evident in both higher-level operations 
(idea generation and idea organization) and lower-level operations (syntax, word 
generation and selection). For example, David, Leah and Judith used LI for higher-
level operations, while Sara and Miriam used L2 and Rachel used both LI and L2. 
During lower-level operations, Sara, Rachel and Miriam used L2 whereas David, 
Leah and Judith used LI and L2. 

Reasons for these patterns of language usage may be attributed to cognitively 
demanding tasks and writer's attempt to reduce cognitive overload, as with David. It 
may also be a result of disciplinary knowledge, language, discourse and rhetoric 
storage. With Leah and Judith, these are stored in LI, thereby necessitating the us
age of LI during planning for recall and application (Leah: / translate it [texts] from 
English to Hebrew). On the other hand, Sara stores this knowledge in L2 as evident 
in her planning entirely in English. Other participants, for example David and 
Miriam, store their disciplinary knowledge and language in both LI and L2 (David: 
The base is Hebrew because the organizational thought is according to Hebrew. But 
by then it doesn't matter. The moment that it has organization, the moment of com
ing to write and needing to formulate then I switch to English because you need to 
connect the sentences). A third perspective may be due to motivation, such as with 
Miriam. She desires an identity of L2 researcher and thus utilises L2 during 

5.2 Accounting for the Findings 

5.2.1 Participants' Social Writing Networks 

In the two Ph.D. students' networks, there is clear emphasis on relationships with 
other academics, such as professors and fellow students. Analyzing Sara's network 
requires that we trace the relationships she establishes with people (her thesis advi
sor, two professors, one graduate student, spouse, co-worker), as well as the range of 
written and oral resources (such as texts and lectures) she employs for communicat
ing with these people; the depth of both indicates that Sara had greater academic 
than non-academic ties. Sara's comments are illustrative: mainly I speak with, ok, 
these people who I mentioned, right, Wright and Smith, uh, I took courses, right, I 
took course with them and took their courses, and eh, sometimes if we thought we 
had a specific problem with [thesis advisor] Fields maybe, he would refer me to one 
of the other teachers and, or if I felt that this teacher is an expert in that particular 
field, so I felt that I could probably go and ask his advice. From among her non-
academic ties, she indicates that she has her spouse's support in achieving her goals. 
Similarly, Rachel's writing network has strong academic ties. Her network consists 
of ties with her advisor, at least two professors, at least two graduate students, and 
access to academic texts and lectures. Of interest is Rachel's lack of non-academic 
ties. This is telling in that it emphasizes the significance Rachel places upon her 
academic goals; in other words, Rachel does not consult with anyone who is unable 
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to assist her with her academic writing, Mostly when I'm doing my seminar papers 
and I'm writing, I'm at home. And I'm the most proficient person in English at 
home, so, so I don't ask someone from my family to check. The emphasis placed on 
relationships with academics is a possible indication of Sara and Rachel's desire to 
be identified as a member of the academic group, as reflected by the number of pro
fessors and graduate students with whom the two writers consult and discuss their 
writing. 

A distinct difference is noticeable in the social writing networks of the M.A. par
ticipants. The networks of Miriam and David, the M.A. with thesis participants, dif
fer from both the Ph.D. networks and those of the M.A. without thesis, Leah and 
Judith. Compare David and Leah's network ties: David consults with my thesis advi
sor, I speak a bit with people at work. Regarding the text itself with my thesis advi
sor. On the other hand, Leah discusses only with people at work, at work, only at 
work. Thus, is appears that Miriam and David's networks consist of only one aca
demic relationship, with their thesis advisor. Leah and Judith, on the other hand, 
have no academic relationships. As for non-academic network relationships, both 
David and Leah have co-workers as cliques in their networks. 

Several issues arise from the data. The first is that there does appear to be an as
sociation between a student's academic status and type of relationships, or ties, in 
the student's writing network. Both Sara and Rachel, as Ph.D. students, have multi
ple ties with local members of their discourse community. Miriam and David, M.A. 
students with thesis, have only one academic tie with a member of their local dis
course community, their thesis advisor. Leah and Judith, on the other hand, non-
thesis M.A. students without thesis, have no academic ties. If this association is con
sistent, then it appears that the more committed a student is to entering an academic 
discourse community, as identified by their academic status, the greater the social 
writing network of academic relationships required to assist the student in furthering 
his/her academic identity and goals. 

The second issue relates to social control and pressure. As the data illustrate, in
dividuals experience social control and pressure when they desire to belong to a 
group. The social control and pressure is exerted by the group upon the individual, 
among other things, so that uniformity and cohesion is attained between the group, 
(i.e., in terms of the discourses or texts employed and the conventions by which 
communication is carried out within it) and the individual. For example, Sara be
lieves that her relationship with her advisor has influenced her writing: / think that 
over the years of our cooperation, and, right, and I'm his student, of course, he has 
certain expectations, probably, at this point, it's probably automatic but maybe in 
the past, he's very organized and very structured, so I know that I really have to 
have my ideas outlined in a clear cut way, the thesis, right, that's what he talks 
about a lot, right, the thesis statement, then he wants me to be close to the data, and 
I really have to show how the data supports, eh, my thesis, right. So I do have some 
expectations, he wants me to write clearly. Related to this is the type of relationships 
people make in networks. Although a number of interlocking factors (whose nature 
can be revealed by further analyses) may shape one's desire to belong to a group, I 
would argue that a person would prefer to establish more ties with members of 
his/her desired group. In other words, some conclusion may be drawn about the type 
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of group an individual desires to join by identifying cliques within the person's net
work. In the case of Sara and Rachel, both women have academic cliques - a feature 
that signals their desire to join this group. David and Leah, on the other hand, have 
non-academic cliques which consist of co-workers. It seems that the principal group 
they desire to be identified with is the one formed by their work colleagues. Interest
ingly enough, Miriam and Judith have no cliques in their networks. 

The third issue relates to academic status and the enculturation and socialization 
process into the academic network. The enculturation and socialization process is a 
lengthy undertaking that consumes considerable resources of local members of dis
course communities. From the six writing networks analyzed, there appears to be an 
association between a student's academic status and local discourse community 
members' support and assistance in this process. This association appears in the 
writing networks of Sara and Rachel, which both have strong multiple relationships 
with academic sources. They meet with their thesis advisor on a biweekly basis and 
with other professors several times throughout the semester. A weaker version ap
pears in the networks of Miriam and David who have only one tie with an academic 
source, their thesis advisor, thus possibly indicating their academic department's 
position regarding allocation of resources to M. A. students with thesis. And, given 
that Judith and Leah have no academic ties, it appears that their very status as M.A. 
students without thesis already indicates their lack of interest in gaining entrance 
into an academic discourse community. 

The analysis presented above delineated six different writing networks and sev
eral conclusions were drawn regarding the participating students' academic identity, 
desire for group membership, and the way such groups shape members' processes of 
enculturation and socialization into the network. Drawing upon this information, I 
analyze the extent to which the writing networks influence the participants' choice 
of Hebrew versus English language usage during the activity of text planning. 

5.3 Writing Networks and Types of Language Resources Available 

Based on the post-interview questionnaires, an analysis was undertaken of the lan
guages, LI or L2 or both, used in each participant's writing network (see Table 2); 
both English and Hebrew were used in both academic and non-academic contexts. 
Sara and Rachel are exposed to only English-based academic sources. Miriam is 
exposed to sources employing both academic English and academic Hebrew, with 
some non-academic English coming from her spouse. On the other hand, David's 
language sources range from academic English to academic Hebrew to non-
academic Hebrew. Leah and Judith's academic language sources involve limited 
exposure to academic English while the rest is academic Hebrew. In addition, the 
two women are exposed to non-academic language sources. 
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Table 2. LI and L2 as Resources in Participants' Writing Networks 

201 

Language 
resources 

L2 Academic 

L2 Non-Academic 
LI Academic 

LI Non-academic 

Sara 

Texts, 
lectures, 
advisor, 
professors, 
students 

Co-worker 
None 

None 

Rachel 

Texts, 
lectures, 
advisor, 
professors, 
students 

None 
None 

None 

Miriam 

Texts, 
lectures 
(lexical 
terms), 
advisor 

Spouse 
Lectures 

None 

David 

Texts, 
advisor 

None 
Lectures 

Co
workers, 
spouse 

Leah 

Texts 
(only 
10%) 

None 
Texts 
(90%) 
Lectures 
Co
workers, 
friend 

Judith 

Texts 
(only 
80%) 

Neighbour 
Texts 
(20%), 
Lectures 

In order to distinguish the influence LI and L2 might have on each of the partici
pants' networks, further analyses were undertaken to identify the relationship be
tween cliques and participants' desired identity (see below Table 3). Sara and Ra
chel's networks contain academic cliques, David and Leah's networks contain co
worker cliques and Miriam and Judith's networks have no cliques. The presence of 
cliques signifies social pressure towards conformity. Thus, it could be suggested that 
Sara and Rachel experience social pressure to conform to academic expectations 
while David and Leah experience pressure to work-oriented conformity. 

The identification of cliques in participants' writing networks enables the classi
fication of in-group language (Table 3, see Social Identification). The in-group lan
guages were identified from participants' post-interview questionnaires. Both Sara 
and Rachel have academic English as their in-group language, Miriam and Judith 
have no in-group language, and David and Leah have professional Hebrew as their 
in-group language. These in-group languages correspond to the language sources 
and cliques listed above. 

The presence of in-group language may encourage or discourage the acquisition 
of disciplinary English writing. In the case of Sara and Rachel, the in-group lan
guage encourages writing in English, since it aids the participants in unifying with 
clique members. However, for David and Leah, their in-group language most likely 
discourages the acquisition of academic discourse-related English writing, since it 
would require that participants relinquish their social identity with their cliques. An
other problem occurs with Miriam. Although Miriam and Judith do not have in-
group languages, in Miriam's case this may actually become an obstacle. According 
to the analysis of her self-motivational factors, she describes her desire to be a re
searcher in the field of Psychology as follows: well in psychology you can't do any
thing without second degree, um, besides if you need to, if you want to do research, 
you need second degree because you don't get the tools in the first degree and also 
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you don % no one considers you as a researcher without minimum, eh, second de
gree, and today also, eh, with third degree. In order to achieve this, she will at some 
point need to position herself within a writing network that will encourage and sup
port her goals in terms of the discipline and its language. 

Table 3. Language influence (LI vs. L2) in participants' networks 

Sara Rachel Miriam David Leah Judith 

Cliques Academic Academic None Co-workers Co-workers None 
In-group language Academic Academic None Professional Professional None 

English English Hebrew Hebrew 
Social Identification Academic Academic Academic Professional Professional Professional 

In order to verify the influence the in-group languages may have on the participants, 
the self-motivational factor of desired group membership was also considered (see 
Table 3, Social Identification). Sara, Rachel and Miriam desire academic group 
membership. Their comments are interesting. Sara: I hoped that I could get a[n aca
demic] career in this; Rachel: Maybe be a lecturer in one of the colleges, here at the 
university; Miriam: / like research. I mean, my, um, um, specialite, specialisation in 
psychology is research. Therefore, Sara's and Rachel's language sources and in-
group language complement their goals and encourage the development of research-
based L2 academic writing. Miriam, as noted above, appears to currently lack suffi
cient language sources and appropriate in-group language to achieve her goal. This 
may eventually interfere with her research-based L2 academic writing, since her 
writing network does not provide her with sufficient support and models exemplify
ing the type of behaviour expected in disciplinary writing. 

In contrast, David, Leah and Judith desire professional group membership. David 
attests the following: When you work in the public sector then if someone has an 
engineering degree he can receive a research rank. Whoever has a three year de
gree can not get unless he does a M.A.; Leah: / needed reinforcement for work, my 
work, because I am a professional editor, an editor of a newspaper; Judith: I'm us
ing it at work. I'm a therapist so you need to know more, and I want to go to psycho
therapist school here. As such, there appears to be no conflict between the in-group 
language and group membership. However, David is undertaking an M.A. with a 
thesis written in English. Since his in-group language is professional Hebrew, this 
may discourage the development of his English language writing skills to a discipli
nary-appropriate level since doing such would require David to separate himself 
from his co-workers' clique. Furthermore, his writing network does not provide him 
with sufficient language sources by which to model appropriate English writing be
haviour. Because of what can be seen at work. You write a document, once again, I 
don't think that English and Hebrew, to write English or to write Hebrew, is signifi
cantly different. 
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To review, there appears to be an association between the languages which partici
pants have at their disposal as resources during writing academic texts, the cliques 
formed, the in-group language, the self-motivational factor of group identification, 
and the extent participants' writing networks were influential regarding language 
choice and usage. This influence may either encourage or discourage research-based 
L2 academic writing. While Sara and Rachel's networks seem to promote their aca
demic writing, David and Leah's networks seem to promote a more non-academic 
approach to writing. In other words, it seems that David and Leah's networks did not 
encourage the development of research-based L2 academic writing. As for Miriam 
and Judith, their network does not provide sufficient resources for the type of writ
ing under study. 

Let us now turn to the next part of the discussion in which I present information 
on participants' language usage during their L2 planning processes. 

5.4 Social Writing Network and Language Use during Planning 

A correspondence between social writing networks and language use during plan
ning is evident (see Table 4). One of the hypotheses set out for investigation con
cerned the amount of interaction a participant had with people using a specific lan
guage in a given context (local academic community), and the prevalence of this 
language during the process of planning a research paper. It was assumed that the 
more a participant interacted with people using a specific language, the greater the 
prevalence of this language during the participant's planning processes. This hy
pothesis was borne out. 

As Table 4 illustrates, Sara and Rachel interacted with people from the same 
academic discipline, who emphasized academic English language use. As a conse
quence, their language use during planning reflects this language. In contrast, David 
and Leah interacted with non-academic co-workers, emphasizing professional He
brew language use, and their language use during planning shows an increase of 
Hebrew dependence. The extent of influence the network has upon the writer in 
terms of language use is also a reflection of the identity the writer wishes to project. 
Research has found that writers' identifying with local academic discourse commu
nities will entail a different writing process and lead to the production of a different 
textual genre than writers who do not identify with their local discourse community 
(Gunnarsson, 1997; Mische, & White, 1998). Three of the participants (Sara, Rachel 
and Miriam) desire an academic identity. If we compare Sara, Rachel and Miriam's 
language use, we notice that they utilize English to a greater extent then David, 
Leah, and Judith, who do not desire an academic identity. It may be said that a stu
dent writer's language use is a reflection of his/her social identity and role which, in 
turn, is determined by the proportion of academic to non-academic relationships 
(Deem, & Brehony, 2000). 

Among the participants desiring an academic identity, there is clearer focus on 
English use in contrast to participants desiring a non-academic professional identity. 
David and Leah's networks are professional in nature and promote the use of profes
sional Hebrew. Likewise, David and Leah indicate that they use more Hebrew in 
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their planning. As for Miriam and Judith, these writers' language use is an outcome 
of their desired identity. Miriam identifies herself as an academic and emphasizes 
the use of English during planning, whereas Judith identifies herself within her pro
fession and utilizes Hebrew to a greater extent. Thus it is noticeable that the desire to 
become a group member is an indicator among these participants' use of their net
works' in-group language. 

Table 4. Correspondence between language use and writer's network environment 

Sara 
Rachel 
Miriam 
David 
Leah 
Judith 

Language 
Use in Planning 

High level 
operations 

L2 
L1/L2 
L2 
LI 
LI 
LI 

Low level 
operations 

L2 
L2 
L2 
L1/L2 
L1/L2 
L1/L2 

Desired 
Identity 

Academic 
Academic 
Academic 
Professional 
Professional 
Professional 

Writing 
Network 

Academic 
Academic 
None 
Co-workers 
Co-workers 
None 

In-Group 
Language 

Academic English 
Academic English 
None 
Professional Hebrew 
Professional Hebrew 
None 

6 CONCLUSION 

The writing process and its components such as planning have long drawn the atten
tion of researchers in both LI and L2 research. Most analyses, however, building 
upon the distinction between "skilled" versus "less skilled" writers, have suggested 
that writers' expertise and task (the production of a narrative versus an expository 
text, for instance) shape writers' choice to select LI while composing in L2. Situat
ing the analysis of planning within a social framework, this chapter set out to illus
trate that this is, in fact, a socially shaped decision. Through the data collected and 
the analyses performed, I inquired into the extent of influence social factors - which 
are conceptualized in the notion of a writer's social network - have upon writers' 
use of their first versus second language (English) during the process of second lan
guage text planning. All participants were graduate students, producing an academic 
paper in English as L2. The data indicated that four of the six participants used the 
in-group languages of their networks while planning. The other two participants 
used a language appropriating their identity during writing. Since all of the partici
pants were planning for an English academic paper, it may be said that their social 
writing networks had a positive or negative language influence, depending upon 
whether the network emphasized academic English or non-academic Hebrew use. 
Other factors that influenced language use included need for cognitive ease, storage 
of disciplinary knowledge in one or two languages, and motivation. Thus, it appears 
that language use during planning is a reflection of both cognitive and institutional, 
social factors. 
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As a first and most direct implication of this study one could be led to suggest that 
students intending to write an academic paper in a second language should expand 
their networks to include academic cliques proficient in the target language; how
ever, the nature of the network relationships established would need to be further 
analyzed: What is the frequency of the pertinent comments (i.e., comments made by 
a professor about the way one should go about writing a paper) in student-professor 
interactions and how such comments are gradually appropriated by the students? 
How does the activity of planning a paper appear and how is it negotiated in the in
teractions a student enters with his/her friends and other members of his/her writing 
network? Since it is through their relationships with other students and professors 
that students learn the conventions of disciplinary writing and language use, attend
ing to the actual interactions would provide us with a wealth of information into this 
process. 
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Abstract. This study analyzes college writing by focusing on texts produced over the course of a single 
semester by students working under 3 different conditions: independently and in permanent versus chang
ing groups. Focusing on collaborative writing groups (i.e., on groups whose members share full responsi
bility for the production of a text), this study aims to (1) measure the efficacy of using collaborative writ
ing groups (over other conditions) in a college level composition class and (2) determine how issues 
related to group cohesion (whether students remain in the same group for an entire semester or for the 
duration of a writing project) shape writing improvement. The method employed for gathering and ana
lyzing data integrated two social scientific research paradigms: a process-product quantitative design, 
which measured student writing performance and writing improvement vis-a-vis group cohesion (stu
dents' attitude, retention and absentee rates); and a qualitative design, which described participants' im
pressions of the social and interactional processes involved in collaborative writing groups. Participants 
were approximately 150 college freshmen at a mid-sized, public university, enrolled in 6 sections of a 
second semester freshman composition course; 2 instructors, and the author. For an entire semester, two 
sections wrote the majority of their assignments in permanent groups, two sections wrote in groups that 
changed with each writing task, and two wrote independently. Groups consisted of 4-5 students, hetero-
geneously mixed. Results show that collaborative writing groups are efficacious; all students significantly 
improve their writing; retention rates for group classes are significantly higher than individual classes; 
and students enjoy writing more in (permanent and changing) group classes. From researcher observa
tions, and from analyses of participants' comments (as noted in the transcripts of tape-recorded sessions) 
it was observed that permanent groups engaged in more dialogic collaboration, while changing groups 
used more hierarchical collaboration. Although there are benefits to all groups, students in permanent 
groups approached and constructed the activity of writing in line with a more process-oriented pedagogy. 
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1 ON COLLABORATIVE WRITING: THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

The thesis that all acts of making meaning, such as teaching and learning, arise out 
of socially constructed contexts pervades current research on the social nature of 
writing and collaborative learning. While collaborative learning theory has radically 
reshaped both theoretical and pedagogical approaches in a variety of fields, includ
ing writing, DiPardo, & Freedman (1988: 120), drawing from Freedman's national 
survey of 560 "successful" writing teachers, suggest that teachers are "deeply di
vided as to the efficacy of the small-group approach." In fact, the issue as to whether 
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collaborative learning is a valid, viable approach for a college composition class is 
still under considerable debate in the field of composition (Casey, 1993; DiPardo, & 
Freedman, 1988; Randolph, 1997). One of the common concerns voiced is that stu
dents will not engage in extensive writing or learn as much about writing as they 
would if writing independently. They would spend more time socializing in their 
groups than they would working directly on their task. Indeed, according to Moffett 
(1968), one of the main proponents of this theme in composition research, a writer's 
autonomy is the crucial element that differentiates writing from speaking. In learn
ing to write "...the most critical adjustment one makes is to relinquish collaborative 
discourse, with its reciprocal prompting and cognitive cooperation and go at it 
alone" (Moffett, 1968: 87). As a result, in the typical composition classroom, the act 
of writing remains the domain of individual writers who tend to work alone in their 
attempt to express their "originality" or "inner selves" through their texts. 

Researchers from different traditions disagree, arguing against the traditionally 
silent composition classroom. Among the many interrelated, though parallel-
developing, research strands that attest to the value of collaborative learning are the 
social constructionist framework (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978), which suggests that all 
writing be conceptualized as a collaborative act of making meaning, some lines in 
composition research (e.g., Beaven, 1977; Bouton, & Garth, 1983; Bouton, & Tutty, 
1975; Bruffee, 1978, 1983, 1984; Elbow, 1973), research on ESL writing (Liu, & 
Hansen, 2002), which has incorporated the premises of collaborative learning theory 
into the construction of "peer response" groups, and research on writing in the busi
ness community, which usually refers to collaborative writing as "shared-document" 
production (e.g., Bosley, 1989). For Bruffee (1983), the collaborative classroom 
provides the appropriate source for knowledge and meaning. 

This necessity to talk-through the task of writing means that collaborative learning... is 
not merely a helpful pedagogical technique incidental to writing. It is essential to writ
ing... .Like any other learning or problem-solving activity, writing becomes essentially 
and inextricably social or collaborative in nature (Bruffee, 1983: 571). 

Collaborative writing groups offer students an opportunity to participate in the act of 
making and negotiating meanings through writing, to bring in different resources 
and use them to resolve the many different issues arising during the production of a 
text. From a different research strand, ESL writing, we may draw interesting infor
mation; teachers who have tried some form of collaboration in the composition 
classroom, usually peer response groups, attest to the intricate relationship between 
talking, writing, and learning about this process. In fact, peer response groups, 
which have been developed to provide support to process-oriented pedagogies, are 
currently recognized as an important component of L2 writing instruction. Getting 
through multiple drafts (from student, peer, and self) one builds audience awareness; 
makes reading-writing connections clearer; and builds content, linguistic, and rhe
torical schemata through multiple exposures to different texts or to different versions 
of the same text. Furthermore, collaborative writing is what students can expect 
when they leave the classroom (Ede, & Lundsford, 1990; Faigley, & Miller, 1982). 
Acknowledging the impact of collaborative writing in the business world (Begoray, 
1994; Bucha, 1994; Cross, 2000), business writing classes have introduced the pro-
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duction of "shared-documents" (Bosley, 1989), though the validity of this pedagogi
cal practice is current questioned (Belanger, & Greer, 1992; Graves, & Noll, 1999; 
Sormunen, & Ray, 1996; Winter, & Neal, 1995). 

It is interesting to note in this regard, however, that in contrast to useful research 
insights that have been documented over the past decade by L2 writing research, few 
of these findings have been actually used to invigorate analyses of students' writing 
in the field of college composition. Indeed, these two research strands, though ad
dressing issues mutually beneficial, seem to run along distinct lines. Note, for in
stance, that L2 writing research, which has incorporated peer response activities in 
ESL writing classes, attests evidence on the beneficial effects these activities have 
on motivation, attitude and even on students' writing quality (Liu, & Hansen, 2002). 
Different, but equally important, issues may be drawn from research conducted in 
Psychology concerning group dynamics and from educationally-oriented work on 
cooperative learning; the results support the positive value working/learning coop
eratively has as opposed to working independently (Deutsch, 1949a; Helmreich, 
1982; Helmreich et al., 1978, 1980, 1986; Johnson, & Johnson, 1991; Ringelmann, 
1913; Slavin, 1983; Triplett, 1898). Interestingly, little of this research has been fo
cusing exclusively on groups whose task is the shared production of a document 
writing collaboratively (Lemon, 1988). From the few studies conducted, important 
themes emerge which may be employed profitably when designing future research. 
Thus, of great interest are findings on how students describe their learning experi
ence in collaborative writing groups (Gergits, & Schramer, 1994; Tebo-Messina, 
1993); how gender impacts roles in collaborative writing groups (Morgan, 1994); 
how collaborative writing group members negotiated and were impacted by differ
ence (Goodburn, & Ina, 1994); and how collaborative writing transformed social 
relations in a classroom (Hulbert, 1989). A small case study using a four-person 
group examined the discourse of a freshman-level collaborative writing group and 
found it effecfive (Randolph, 1997). 

Within the field of college composition, research attention has focused mainly on 
the use of peer response groups (Beaven, 1977; Bouton, & Garth, 1983; Bouton, & 
Tutty, 1975; Bruffee, 1978, 1984; Elbow, 1973), presented under the headings of 
"teacherless wrifing groups" (Gebhardt, 1980; Hippie, 1972; James, 1981) or "help
ing circles" (Macrorie, 1970, 1984; Moffett, 1968; Murray, 1968; Peckham, 1978; 
Putz, 1970; Spear, 1988; Trimbur, 1985; Wagner, 1975). It should be noted, how
ever, that these peer response groups have not been conceptualized as representing a 
context which promotes cooperative learning, and positive goal interdependence. 
Rather than fit either a cooperative or competitive learning situation, these groups 
seem to operate in a "mixed-motive" situation (Deutsch, 1949b): the basic focus of 
the group is on critiquing the work of an individual; the group offers assistance, but 
knows that ultimately each member is competing with one another for the best rank 
from the teacher-examiner. 

This competitive climate seems to run counter to workplace reality, since col
laborative writing is what students should expect when they leave the classroom 
(Faigley, & Miller, 1982; Ede, & Lundsford, 1990). Acknowledging the pervasive
ness of collaborative writing in the business world (Begoray, 1994; Bucha, 1994; 
Cross, 2000), business writing classes have began to focus on the production of 



210 C.H. MCALLISTER 

"shared-documents" (Bosley, 1989), though, as noted above, concerns have been 
raised on its validity (Belanger, & Greer, 1992; Graves, & Noll, 1999; Sormunen, & 
Ray, 1996; Winter, & Neal, 1995). With the increased use of email and co-authoring 
via computer, collaborative writing can become faceless interactions. Indeed, some 
question whether computer co-authoring can produce the same results as face-to-
face collaboration (Mabrito, 1992; Perreault, & Moses, 1992). Apparently, these 
issues need to be addressed by subsequent research. 

This study, which focuses on college writing, questions the pedagogy which as
sumes that college composition classes need to focus solely on teaching the individ
ual student how to write, and provides support to an alternative pedagogy which is 
informed by collaborative learning theories; as proposed, students in a language-
centred classroom learn how to write by engaging in the process together. The more 
specific purpose of this study is to measure the way group conditions shape the 
process of writing. Research from group dynamics as well as cooperative learning 
suggest that groups would develop more trust and cohesion the longer they work 
together, and engage in more dialogic collaboration. Is this type of collaboration 
more appropriate than a hierarchical, task-oriented collaboration for the type of work 
involved in producing a written text? Are permanent groups more appropriate than 
changing groups for writing collaborative assignments? Establishing two group con
ditions (collaborative writing groups vs. changing groups) and differentiating writ
ing performed in groups from writing done independently, the discussion seeks to 
unveil the efficacy of using collaborative writing groups in a college composition 
class and attests interesting results on the way group dynamics shape the process of 
writing, and determine the quality of the produced texts. 

2 METHOD 

2,1 Participants and Data 

The participants in this study were approximately 150 college freshmen at a mid
sized, public, open-admissions southern university, enrolled in 6 sections of a sec
ond semester freshman composition course, the two instructors, and the author. Each 
teacher had one section randomly designated as using either permanent groups, 
changing groups, or independent writers. 

For an entire semester 2 sections wrote the majority of their assignments in a 
group that remained permanent; 2 sections wrote in groups that changed with each 
writing task, about every 3-4 weeks, and 2 sections wrote all their work independ
ently. 

Before being placed in groups, students had been given an overall rank from one 
to four (1-4) on the basis of their writing ability (determined from scores on ACT, 
first-semester composition class, and preliminary holistic score on diagnostic essay). 
Then the groups were randomly selected and heterogeneously (according to gender, 
and writing ability) composed of 4-5 students. Each group contained at least one 
good, two average, and one poor writer. 



COLLABORATIVE WRITING GROUPS IN THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM 211 

The method employed for gathering and analyzing data integrated two social scien
tific research paradigms: (1) a qualitative design that documented participants' im
pressions of the social and interactional processes involved in and shaping learning 
in collaborative writing groups, such as use of verbal and nonverbal language. Data 
was gathered and analyzed from the perspectives of the researcher, the students, and 
the teachers and (2) a process-product, quantitative, design that measured student 
writing performance and writing improvement vis-a-vis group cohesion (students' 
retention and absentee rates). 

2.1.1 Guides for Participants 

Students received a guide to different feedback strategies based on Ruben, & Budd 
(1975) (and suggested by George, 1984; Johnson, & Johnson, 1989; Ruben, & 
Budd, 1975; Spear, 1988). This guide provided "criteria for useful feedback," such 
as "descriptive rather than evaluative," "specific rather than general," "solicited 
rather than imposed." The focus of their classroom experience was collaborative 
writing - learning in a discourse community - learning to write with as well as to 
listen and to respond to different voices. 

The students' course information sheets listed a few characteristics of coopera
tive learning groups to foster discussion of group learning. They also showed how 
subjects working in groups would be evaluated. The model for evaluation was de
rived and adapted from Beard et al. (1989): students' grades were based on both 
their contribution to the writing process (based on peer, teacher, and self evalua
tions) - 50%; and the overall grade on each product (e.g., essays, research paper) -
50%. 

Copies of "Descriptions of Common Roles in Interpersonal and Group Commu
nication" and "Role Behaviour Recording Form" were distributed and redistributed 
throughout the semester as a guide for both peer and self-evaluation. The description 
of roles gave the students a working vocabulary of terms: task-oriented roles, such 
as coordinator and information-giver; relation-oriented roles, such as encourager 
and follower; and self-oriented roles, such as blocker and avoider (Ruben, & Budd, 
1975). 

Guidelines for responding to the texts themselves were presented orally by each 
teacher; also, students took notes from the blackboard as well as from their texts. 
Writing Across the Curriculum, St. Martin's Guide to Writing, and the St. Martin's 
Handbook. 

2.1.2 Writing Assignments 

This was a second semester composition class using a writing-across-the-curriculum 
text. All the following writing assignments were condition-generated, i.e., written in 
permanent or changing groups or by independent writers. The first assignment intro
duced students to research methods. Students began with a scavenger hunt for re
search articles, followed by writing summaries of these articles, a synthesis of their 
summaries, and a possible thesis for a research paper. 
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The next paper (500-750 words) was based on a critical study of two or more fairy 
tales or myths. Students received 6 topic suggestions from the instructor. 

The research paper (5 pages) was a group-generated topic springing from the re
search they had collected. Students worked together both in and out of class. 

The fourth project was an analysis (500-750 words) of a short story using critical 
readings accompanying the text. 

During the last week of the semester all six sections wrote an essay collabora
tively: ''Define the main idea and sub-ideas of the course; compare and contrast 
how your readings contributed. " This essay was produced in two hours (see Appen
dix A for samples of group-written essays; see Appendix B for researcher's observa
tions on group processes while writing). 

2.1.3 Forms of Evaluation 

Students were required to keep di journal, often writing the last few minutes of class 
twice to three times a week, documenting their response to group work, (reminded 
to) using the descriptors mentioned above (see Goldstein, & Malone [1985] for the 
significance of journal-keeping as a method of strengthening collaborative writing). 
Following observation guidelines, offered by Johnson, & Johnson (1991), Ruben, & 
Budd (1975), and Spear (1988), both instructors kept a journal of their observations 
of group work. 

Upon completing each writing project, students were also asked to complete a 
peer assessment form in which they rated their own as well as their peers' perform
ance on a 5-point scale. The criteria used evaluated the types and value of members' 
participation in group processes, leading to the text product (Johnson, & Johnson, 
1991; Morgan et al., 1989; Ruben, & Budd, 1975). 

From mid-semester on, students produced independently a graded, in-class 
evaluative essay (following every major writing project), in which they critiqued the 
collaborative writing experience and evaluated their groups' performance. 

During the beginning of the semester, / observed each of the sections three times 
each, following all of the groups as unobtrusively as possible and taking notes. Near 
mid-semester, I spent three sessions as a non-participating member of one specific, 
randomly chosen group in each of the six sections. In addition to note-taking, the 
sessions were tape recorded. After mid-semester when the changing group condition 
shifted in their structure, I followed one student (per section, randomly chosen) 
whose group I had joined previously to her or his new group (see Appendix A2). I 
stayed with the same permanent group as before. I returned twice during the last 
three weeks of the semester to observe and to record group behaviour (see Appendix 
Al). 

At the end of the semester I randomly selected 4 students from each collabora
tive section for an in-depth, hour-long personal interview. The students knew these 
interviews were voluntary and confidential, held in my office during the last week of 
classes or finals week. I also interviewed the teachers. 
After the semester ended, I collected grade reports for each participating section, 
which included students' grades, withdrawals, and number of absences. 
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3 RESULTS 

The quantitative data represents the results based upon the following: the frequency 
of types of comments coded according to Bales' Interaction Process Analysis (see 
Appendix C) from tape-recorded conversations of groups at mid-point and the end 
of the semester; evaluations of students' writing scored on the diagnostic and the 
final essays; percentage of students successfully completing course (withdrawal 
from course comparisons); and the number of student absences. The qualitative data 
is derived from my observations partly as participant-observer and partly from tran
scripts of taped conversations. Observations of permanent and changing groups are 
reported at three different times within the semester - early, middle, and end. 

3.1 Quantitative Analysis: Writing Impovement vis-a-vis Group Conditions 

3.1.1 Initial Equivalency of the Group 

Since this is not a true experiment involving random assignment of subjects to con
ditions, it is important to establish that there were no major differences between the 
various classes before the classes began. For every student participating in this re
search, I obtained the grade in English 101 (prerequisite course) as well as their 
ACT score in English. Each of these measures was analyzed in a 2 (teacher: A or B) 
X 3 (class condition: permanent, changing, or independent) Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA). There were no significant effects on either measure. Thus, from this 
analysis it appears that at the beginning of the semester there were no differences in 
the basic writing abilities of the classes of students. 

3.1.2 Group Cohesiveness 

"Group cohesiveness" is intended to capture the degree to which individuals are 
attracted/drawn to the group as well as the ability of the group to keep its members. 
One indication of such cohesiveness would be the number of students who remained 
in the class as opposed to those who withdrew. Class withdrawals and completions 
were obtained for students in each of the three class conditions. The three groups 
were then compared in a 2 (completion status: completed or withdrew) X 3 (class 
condition: permanent, changing, or individual) Contingency Table. There was a sig
nificant difference among the class conditions with respect to completing or with
drawing from a class, X^ (2) = 9.129, p < .05. 
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Permanent Groups 

Figure 1. Percentage of students withdrawing from the class for each class condition 

Another indication of a group's ability to hold its members could be seen from class 
attendance. It would be expected that attendance would be higher in classes using 
groups than in individual classes. The number of days absent and present was col
lected for each student in each of the three conditions. The three class conditions 
were then compared in a 2 (attendance: present or absent) X 3 (class condition: per
manent, changing, or individual) Contingency Table. There was a significant differ
ence among the class conditions with respect to attendance, X^ (2) = 97.092, p < 
.001. As can be seen in Figure 2, the absences in the individual conditions are two to 
three times those in the permanent group and changing group conditions with the 
permanent group and changing group conditions being virtually identical. 

Individual 

Figure 2. Percentage of classes missed during the semester for each class condition 

In summary, both indices of the power of the groups to maintain their membership 
show the same pattern. The individual condition showed significantly higher with-
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drawals and absences than the two group conditions with both the permanent group 
and the changing group conditions at the same levels. 

3.1.3 Analyzing the Product 

Research by McAllister (1985) demonstrated that graders' awareness of conditions 
(handwritten vs. typed) could alter their perceptions of essays; therefore, all essays 
were typed and coded to maintain student anonymity and keep graders blind to ex
perimental conditions. 

Eight (8) English faculty blind to experimental conditions were trained as holis
tic raters before scoring the diagnostic, group, and independently written essays. 
Each essay was rated by at least 2 graders (a 3*̂^ grader was used when scores varied 
by more than one point per essay on a 6-point scale). A holistic scoring method 
based on Cooper (1977), Myers (1980), and White (1986) was employed. 

Final Group Product. A final group paper was written by students in all classes. It 
had been expected that the best papers would be produced by the permanent groups 
who had been working together on group papers throughout the semester. Lower 
quality papers were expected for students in the individual condition who were 
working on their first group project of the semester. Each group project had been 
holistically graded on a six-point scale. This measure was analyzed in a 2 (teacher: 
A or B) X 3 (class condition: permanent, changing or individual) ANOVA. There 
were no significant effects. Thus, even though the conditions differed in their group 
experience, there were no differences in the writing quality of the group product. 
Independent Student Essays. Each student in each condition independently produced 
two essays that were each graded holistically on a six-point scale. The first essay 
was a diagnostic essay that served as a pretest while the second essay was the final 
exam essay that serves as a post-test. Essay grades were analyzed in a 2 (essay: pre
test or post-test) X 2 (teacher: A or B) X 2 (student sex: male or female) X 3 (class 
condition: permanent, changing, or individual) Mixed Model ANOVA. There were 
two significant effects. First, there was a significant difference between scores on 
the pretest and the post-test, F(l,94)=52.89, p<.001. 

As can be seen in Figure 3, the grades on the post-test (final) are higher than the 
grades on the pretest (diagnostic). This effect shows the improvement in writing that 
occurred during the semester for all three conditions. However, this effect was quali
fied by a significant essay X class condition interaction, F(2, 94) = 3.93, p < .023. 
This interaction means that the gains that occurred were not happening equally in all 
conditions. As can be seen in Figure 3, although all groups show a gain of the post-
test over the pretest, the largest gains occurred in the permanent group condition. In 
other words, individuals in all conditions showed improvement in their writing over 
the course of the semester, but with the permanent group showing the significant, 
dramatic improvement. 
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Figure 3. Individual grades on diagnostic (pretest) and final (post-test) essay 

3.1.4 On the Interaction Processes: Documenting Participants' Perspectives 

Tape recordings were made of one group discussion in each class of the permanent 
group condition and the changing group at mid-semester and at the end of the se
mester. Many different frameworks have been developed in fields such as sociolin-
guistics to trace the processes by which people interact. In this study, my attention is 
not on the interaction as such; I focus on how participants perceived the way a spe
cific style of interaction (dialogic vs. hierarchical collaboration) was created through 
the contributions each member made towards the completion of the writing task the 
group had undertaken. To this end, my attention is directed to the comments made 
by participants in the course of the interaction as well as to comments made by par
ticipants when reflecting on the interaction after its completion. Comments are 
scored according to Bales' (1950, 1965) Interaction Process Analysis, a coding 
scheme devised for observing and analyzing group behaviour (see Appendix C). 
Each comment was placed in one of the twelve categories representing positive or 
negative reactions, attempted answers or questions in socio-emotional and task-area 
areas. Examples of "socio-emotional positive responses" include a student's com
ments upon reading a group member's work: "Oooh, I like what you wrote on trans
formations; I want us to use it in the paper! My own transformations suck!" Here 
she has raised another member's status within the group. On the other hand, she also 
produced "negative socio-emotional comments" toward a group member who had 
missed meetings, such as refusing to re-schedule a meeting to meet his needs with a 
solid 'WO/" We 're not changing; we 're leaving it that way\" "Task-area comments" 
include a person asking ''What information do you want me to research? Does this 
paragraph work as a transition? " 
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Socio (+) Task (give) Task (ask) 

Bales IPA Categories 

Socio (-) 

I Permanent ss Changing 

Figure 4. Participants' comments during the interaction: Data for the end of the semester 

The mid-semester and end-of-the semester comments were very similar. Figure 4 
shows the end-of-the-semester results. From this figure it is quite clear that there is 
much greater participation in the permanent groups than there is in the changing 
groups, both in the socio-emotional and task area. Although the participation in both 
socio-emotional and task areas is greater in the permanent group, the ratio of socio-
emotional to task comments appears about the same for both groups. In both cases 
there seemed to be activity in both areas, but with greater numbers of comments in 
the task (talking about writing) area. 

One of the questions that this research set out to address was whether writing 
groups would remain effective if they stayed together for an entire semester, they 
would experience "burn out," grow stale and be non productive, or they would con
tinue to develop trust and cohesion. Thus, it is significant that the Bales Interaction 
Process Analyses of the permanent groups' discussions at the end of the semester 
were very similar to the ones at mid-semester. The permanent groups kept the same 
high level of activity, the same flow of conversation. Although there was no signifi
cant increase in the number of negative socio-emotional comments, there was no 
decrease either, indicating the groups had not become bored, passive, and disinter
ested in either collaborative writing or one another. 

3.2 Qualitative Analysis: Reflecting on the Writing Process 

3.2.1 Student Evaluations 

Each stwAQni journal was charted according to the following categories: name, total 
number of entries, journal entries worth quoting, positive/negative, general/specific, 
length, socio-emotional comments, and task-oriented comments about the writing 
process. I followed the same procedure as above for their evaluative essays. I also 
noted how they used ih^peer assessment form. 
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3.2.2 Categorization of Observations 

To categorize my observations, I used Tuckman's (1965) terminology, i.e., orienta
tion (forming), conflict (storming), cohesion (norming), performance (performing), 
and dissolution (adjourning); these terms have been used to reflect sequential stages 
of group development (see also Tuckman, & Jensen, 1977). In the context of this 
discussion, however, these categories are not used in a similar manner, but rather in 
reference to a system for classifying group behaviour. This system was used for 
comparing the differences in behaviour between the permanent groups and the 
changing groups. 

I visited each group condition once during weeks 3 and 5, for several concurrent 
class periods during weeks 7 and 8, and for the whole last week of the semester. 
Initially, I sensed the tension associated with being thrust into an unfamiliar class
room situation, an unfamiliar writing task, with an unfamiliar group of people. 
Slowly, however, I began to notice a few differences arising between the two condi
tions. The permanent groups seemed to be moving toward cohesion, engaged in 
writing together, while the changing groups vacillated between orientation and con
flict. They approached their task as "divide and conquer." Overall, though, these 
initial observations seem to suggest that most students had adjusted somewhat, felt 
more at ease than at first, and overall, had enjoyed participating in their groups. 

During weeks 7-8, a few more differences appeared between the changing group 
and the permanent group classes. Whereas the changing groups' behaviour did not 
seem to have altered much from earlier observations, the permanent groups contin
ued toward cohesion. Both permanent and changing groups responded similarly to 
individuals who had not done their part; they attempted to "write them off or to 
exclude them. However, they did deal with conflict differently. The permanent 
groups were more vocal in expressing their displeasure with the individual causing 
the problem. For example, when one member of a permanent group who had been 
acting as a "social loafer," remarked '7 don't know how to write a thesis statement, " 
the group leader openly voiced her hostility with ''Maybe that's why you're taking 
English for the fourth time." This student ended up withdrawing from the course. 
Changing groups kept their feelings guarded; there was more an underlying tension 
among members, an "unspoken" hostility than any open expression of conflict. De
spite obvious polarization, the changing groups still managed to write collabora
tively and perform their task. The following example illustrates how changing 
groups kept on task. 

Two members began a meeting by each one informing the group of what she 
planned to do (without considering the others). Margaret opened the group discus
sion with *7 can do the introduction." Gwynne immediately followed with '7 want 
to write the conclusion." She then began telling the other two group members to 
write the body of the paper; "...really just a paragraph each. " The group then be
gan discussing the project: what values should appear in what part of the paper, who 
would write what. Throughout the group discussion concerning what information 
they were going to include in their paper, I heard many ''right's," often offered as 
Tracy or Ron's attempt to participate in the group discussion, and their responses are 
the only example of positive socio-emotional response; the conversation was almost 
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totally oriented toward exploring their writing task. This lack of socio-emotional 
involvement, their task-orientation focus is clearly seen in the group's reaction to 
one of its members casually mentioning a personal problem. When they were trying 
to arrange a time to meet the next evening at the library, Gwynne unabashedly an
nounced, '7 have an AA meeting then." The only reply came from Ron who star-
tlingly said, ''You're in AA?" "Yeah," she said matter-of-factly, and without any 
pause she returned the conversation to writing concerns. Nobody else said anything; 
no one encouraged her to reveal any more. Finally, in a tone more business-like than 
sympathetic, Margaret and Ron responded, ''We II wait for you." Gwynne shrugged. 
Despite the lack of personal exchange, this changing group cohered enough to write 
collaboratively and accomplish their task. 

The last week in the semester the students worked on one final project: to define 
the main idea and important sub-ideas of the course, comparing and contrasting how 
their readings contributed. The changing groups were now working in their fourth 
group. As expected, major differences in group cohesion arose at this point. An easy 
fiow of communication was occurring in the permanent groups, showing a balance 
between task-oriented and socio-emotional responses. On the other hand, the chang
ing groups spent much of their group class time working silently, individually. The 
permanent groups exuded a much greater feeling of group solidarity, of the task hav
ing become the group's responsibility rather than the weakly-connected product of 
several individuals (see Appendix B for researcher observations). The major differ
ence between what happened in the permanent groups and what did not happen in 
the changing groups can best be illustrated by one of the last conversations of a 
permanent group. 

Revising the final group essay, Scott sought one last clarification from his group: 

"So what did we learn? Do we understand each other better?" 
Debbie answered Scott: "We want to learn from each other; we learned to be more pa
tient with each other." 
Jeff: "Yeah, we can put that in there, too." 
Debbie continued: "We learned to let others voice their opinion; we learned the respon
sibility of being somewhere at a certain time and having the paper ready and how you 
worked under the stress of being with another person... .When you work with a group of 
people, you get mad at yourself and everybody else, too" she said laughing. 

The process had been incorporated in the product; this permanent group had recog
nized that the value of this class was actually the process they had been involved in. 
They had become dialogic communicators: they understood that the group process 
in which they had been involved was an essential part of the knowledge they had 
produced. 

4 DISCUSSION 

4.1 Collaborative versus Traditional Learning 

A first-level analysis of the quality of the products students wrote at the end of the 
semester would suggest that all students, those who had participated in permanent 
groups, in changing groups, and those who had written independently, improved 
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their writing significantly. However, a closer look at the results demonstrates that 
collaborative learning was superior to the traditional, teacher-centred classroom: 
students improved their writing, they exchanged ideas in a more active way, they 
came to class more frequently, and they withdrew from class less than when they 
worked individually. Succinctly, the results of this study seem to corroborate theses 
developed by the social constructionist framework and the educational philosophy of 
Dewey, and Freire, among others. The results corroborate research findings that 
have attested to the positive effects of peer response groups in composition coopera
tive learning. As demonstrated, knowledge is socially constructed, gained through 
social interaction; the role of the teacher is important for facilitating the creation of a 
social context for critical thinking to occur. Despite differences between permanent 
and changing groups, writing collaboratively offers students more benefits than writ
ing individually in a composition class. 

The quantitative results showed that students who worked in collaborative writ
ing groups learned to write as well as those who wrote individually all semester. 
Students in all three conditions began statistically equivalent in writing ability, and 
students in all conditions significantly improved their writing as individuals. Thus, 
collaborative writing groups performed equal to the individual writers. Whether they 
were in changing groups or permanent groups, students learned how to perform their 
assigned tasks and achieved their goals together - they learned how to write collabo
ratively. 

Additional support for the use of collaborative writing groups was found in the 
significantly high retention and attendance rates for the group classes compared to 
the individual writer classes. Students working in both group conditions attended 
classes with significantly more regularity - the individual writers were absent two to 
three times more than students working in groups. Equally impressive was the dif
ference in withdrawals from class. Students working in both group conditions with
drew significantly less, one-third less than those students who worked individually. 
Groups encouraged and motivated students to come to class. Said one student, "This 
is the only class I come to, that I am awake for; I have to; I can't let my group 
down." 

According to Dewey (1938), traditional education has failed students because it 
did not recognize the community life of the classroom. Working along similar lines, 
composition theorists stress the importance of establishing an environment within 
which not only texts may be produced, but also discourse about writing can develop 
to generate knowledge and help participants develop their strategic thinking about 
writing. Writing should not be separated from its inherent social nature. In this 
study, collaborative writing groups established a community life within a language-
centred classroom. Students engaged in dialogue continually; they focused on their 
task to create a piece of writing together. Meaning and knowledge were thus gener
ated through the language of social interactions; group dialogue became central to 
the learning process. As the teachers reported, their traditionally taught, individual 
writer classes were silent. The usual pattern of dialogue was teacher-to-student, or 
student-to-teacher, responding to questions or seeking clarification, with little to no 
student-to-student interchange. Students played a passive role, waiting for knowl
edge to come from the teacher. In the collaborative classes students did not/could 



COLLABORATIVE WRITING GROUPS IN THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM 221 

not sit and wait for answers to be given to them. They used language to discover 
language. One of the teachers noted: 'The students gained power to control their 
own words and often gave much more effort to the work as they became an abso
lutely necessary member of the team producing a group product. " 

4.2 Permanent versus Changing Groups 

While changing groups offered students some benefits that permanent groups did 
not, permanent groups provided more measurable benefits in almost every category 
analyzed. The permanent groups talked significantly more about writing, felt they 
learned more about writing, and improved their writing significantly more than the 
changing groups. Moreover, permanent groups kept their members - fewer with
drew from permanent groups than any other condition. 

Though changing groups did not outscore permanent groups in any measured 
category, they did provide benefits that the permanent groups did not. For example, 
they allowed students to move away from particularly dominating personalities that 
they could not work with. Also, since teachers could observe how all the groups 
worked, they could sense which individuals would be capable of working together 
for the next project. 

Another benefit changing groups provided students was adaptability. They had 
no time to develop strong, cohesive bonds, and no time to build trust; they only had 
time to complete a writing project. Five times during the semester they changed 
groups; five times they adapted to different working situations and personalities. Yet 
no one group failed to complete a writing project. 

Overall, changing groups performed as well as other groups and improved in 
their writing as much as the others. Retention rates for these classes were signifi
cantly high, along with permanent groups. Students learned to work collaboratively 
in an ever-changing environment, adapting to meet the needs of the group and the 
task. 

Even though students in all conditions significantly improved their writing (pre
test to post-test comparison), a statistically significant difference occurred in the 
amount of improvement among the groups. The permanent groups improved their 
individual writing performance significantly more than did the changing groups. 
They also talked the most. This finding corroborated the idea that discourse gener
ates knowledge. 

After tallying the tape-recorded responses of the two groups, the difference in 
participation between permanent and changing groups was statistically significant. 
Supporting what the teachers and I had observed, students in permanent groups sim
ply talked significantly more than did students in changing groups. In task-oriented 
comments, which focused on their writing (the overwhelming majority of response 
type), and socio-emotional responses, concerned with interpersonal relationships, 
the permanent groups were significantly more vocal than changing groups and re
mained so though the end of the semester. After they completed a writing project, 
they did not move into Tuckman's "adjourning" stage and exhibit signs of increased 
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independence of members, group disintegration, and withdrawal from one another. 
Rather, they continued to work well together throughout the semester. 

What typified the behaviour of the permanent groups was a growth of cohesion. 
In their initial journal entries, many students in both types of groups became skepti
cal of group work, hesitant to trust other student to do the work, reluctant to trust 
them with their grade. As the semester continued, changing groups never seemed to 
move beyond the polite discourse of information exchanging and task exploring. 
They spent much of their group time re-establishing a methodology for performing 
their task with a new set of people. On the other hand, permanent groups had estab
lished their methodology for performing their tasks and continued to refme it. The 
changing groups used group times more simply as individual work time while the 
taped sessions reveal few periods of silence, more overlapping comments and socio-
emotional response happening in the permanent groups. The length of time they 
spent together taught them how to balance the task-orientation and the socio-
emotional response to form cohesive relations and perform the task simultaneously. 

Working in permanent groups taught students that they could rely on their group; 
they could trust their member to do the work; they could and did trust others with 
their grade. In one of their final essays, not only did permanent group members point 
out how much they had learned from one another, but some even detailed what spe
cifically they had learned about writing and working together from each of their 
group members. 

Though students in both groups express, "groups got better the more we worked 
at it," their explanations differed. Many students in changing groups thought the 
more they did group work, the easier it (the task) became. Permanent group mem
bers responded, ''The longer we worked together, the better we worked together. " 
One group stressed the dominance of task; the other emphasized the importance of 
relationship. Permanent group members learned that the process they had been in
volved in was an essential part of the knowledge they gained, not just a way to pro
duce an essay. 

4.3 Implications 

Given the positive results obtained in the research, one might be tempted to recom
mend that composition classrooms be changed to collaborative writing classrooms. 
In group conditions not only did students believe they learn more about writing, they 
improved their writing. Also, students did not drop - 2 to 3 times more students fin
ished group classes. So teachers grade 2/3 fewer papers, but at no cost to their stu
dents. Teachers win and students win. However, certain cautions do exist -
collaborative writing may not work equally well for all students or all teachers. 

It is difficult to find the most advantageous group mix of students. Further re
search should be undertaken concerning the effect of students' academic ability on 
their participation (or lack thereof). Also, disadvantages can occur with a mis
matched group or a group with an over-bearing personality who can sometimes shut 
down the whole group. For success to occur, teachers (like their students) must trust 
in the process, trust that students can learn from one another, resist interfering too 
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much in the group's interactions. It is the teacher's role to facilitate, to appear disin
terestedly interested in what the groups are doing, who, as a member of a commu
nity of writers, will offer suggestions and criticisms in the form of "challenging 
feedback." Although the teacher remains a distinctly active member of this commu
nity, s/he must replace teaching the right answers with teaching the right questions. 
Thus, the implementation of collaborative writing groups in the classroom crucially 
depends upon teachers' reshaping their own understanding of the factors involved in 
the collaborative process. Teachers may need to change their attitudes towards stu
dents' abilities and to be willing to give them the responsibility for their education. 
It seems, therefore, that fostering teacher's awareness and developing techniques 
that would provide teachers with insight on how to implement collaborative writing 
would be a viable direction to be taken in the future. Indeed, this is a direction worth 
exploring, since only through this process can we transform classrooms into social 
contexts of learning. 

APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: EXAMPLES OF GROUP-WRITTEN ESSAYS 

1 PERMANENT GROUP (TEACHER 1) 

Working as a group teaches an individual values, obedience, responsibility, as well 
as social interaction. 

As we worked on each project we learned to delegate work evenly among the 
group. There were few problems with anyone in the group disobeying their respon
sibility. In fact, each person was receptive in receiving their command to locate cer
tain items for our papers. Perhaps this was a result of each group person acting out 
the role of initiator. We learned being the leader all the time has its disadvantages, 
yet it also has some advantages. 

The disadvantages of being the initiator constantly limits your ability to grow 
with the group. Also when in the initiator role you tend to not listen to others' ideas. 
Therefore resulting in the others in the group resisting all ideas. However, we 
learned to express our ideas as an individual by each one of us being the initiator. 
Thereafter, we evaluated these ideas and decided on which ones would best suit our 
paper. This helped us not only appreciate each others' ideas, but respect them as 
well. 

When we began to work together as a group we knew little about each other; 
therefore, being somewhat shy from expressing our true feelings. However, as our 
group grew, we realized we were constantly influencing each other without our rec
ognizing it. In fact, we discovered many traits about ourselves that we were unaware 
existed. One important fact is communicating with people can accomplish more if 
only we provide considerate listening skills. Also if there is a person in the group 
that becomes resistant to all ideas, do not allow that person to detain the progress of 
the group. 
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Many responsibilities were delegated during our papers. In fact, each person spent 
hours locating items for our research paper. Everyone accepted their responsibility 
to the group as well as to themselves by locating their items without resistance. Also 
we each knew if there were a problem locating any material, we could call upon 
someone in our group for assistance. It was a comfort to have the people in our 
group interact favourably toward each other. However, it is not to say we never had 
problems. 

There was some resistance in our group but it was quickly smoothed when the 
others in the group pulled together to complete the assignment. Also, knowing the 
responsibility of developing a proper paper for class would result in others grades 
besides ones own, helped each other do a more thorough job. Therefore, we appreci
ated each other's opinion in what should or should not be allowed in our paper. 

Nevertheless, our time together was not always spent on assignments. There 
were days we spent socializing, yet unknowingly to anyone in our group, we were 
learning even then. We learned how each person felt about certain issues, therefore, 
discovering differences of opinion among our group and learning to deal with it in a 
tactful manner. Due to our group interacting in this manner, we were able to rely 
upon each other and make sure the assignment was completed. 

We all agree that learning social responsibility is extremely important, especially 
prior to graduation. Therefore, a student should learn social responsibility and social 
interaction in class so he/she will be prepared for the workforce. An individual can
not be successful without having the knowledge and experience of interacting with 
others as well as the social responsibility required in today's world. 

2 CHANGING GROUP: TEACHER 1 

Individuals make up a society. As individuals we must all intermingle and relate 
with others. It is true that each person is an individual physically, but as part of soci
ety you are never individually isolated. We are responsible for our individuality, 
thus we are responsible for how society functions. 
Our values and morals are created, shaped, and passed on through stories and fairy
tales. We are taught through fairytales that good overcomes evil and that if we are 
patient and honest good things will come to us. Fairytales use the best values and 
ethics to create heroes that have these valuable qualities to be examples for society. 
By passing fairytales and stories form [sic] generation to generation culture is 
formed. Through the formation of culture our morals and values are instilled in us. 

Bartleby was a true individual, completely isolating himself form [sic] society 
and those around him. We all possess a part of Bartleby's personality, though we do 
not take extreme isolationism. Bartleby teaches us that we must be content and 
happy with ourselves in order to be an individual. We are taught by Bartleby that 
adaptation to our surroundings is a must in order for us to be content and happy. 

Milgram shows us the true dependent person. The teachers in Milgram's lab ex
periments have to be told what to do in order to do it. Just as Bartleby was content 
with not being told what to do, Milgram's teachers were content with being told 
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what to do. We all possess a dependent quality Milgram's teachers were more con
cerned with how society viewed them rather than what they were doing to society. 

In order to be a truly stable individual in society we must learn to balance our 
dependency with our individuality. We must take our individuality and link it with 
society in order for us to be a complete person. 

Collaborative work forced us to do our individual work and relate and put it to
gether with others. The purpose was for us to coincide our ideas with the ideas of 
others. 

During group work we were not only expected to work together but we needed 
to understand and have an open mind toward other people's views. Working to
gether and understanding not necessarily accepting, others views helps us to func
tion in society. 

APPENDIX B: 
RESEARCHER ''END-OF-SEMESTER" OBSERVATIONS OF 

GROUP PROCESSES 

1 PERMANENT GROUP A - TEACHER 1 
(DEBBIE, SCOTT, JEFF, AND JENNIFER) 

Debbie never did relinquish control of the group, steadfastly remaining the initiator 
and coordinator, but she was not the sole evaluator, nor information seeker or giver. 
Scott's participation increased steadily over the course of the semester; he provided 
and sought information as well as evaluated group procedures and products. Jenni
fer's participation increased as well, but not as dramatically as Scott's. She still re
mained the quiet participator, offering information, seeking information, but mini
mally. However, she always did her part of the group work, always remained fo
cused on group activities. 

Scott also rivalled Debbie in questions directed to the group, e.g., "So, it [the 
Milgram experiment - how far people will go, i.e., inflict pain on others to obey 
authority] caught your attention." 

Jeff, refusing to acquiesce, said, "I didn't think about it at all. What did you 
think, Jennifer?" 

Before she could respond, Scott interrupted: "You heard what I said. It made you 
evaluate yourself, take a good look at yourself." 

They continued to talk and take notes about what they had learned from each 
writing assignment. The conversation was punctuated with affirmative, "yeah's," 
"right's," and "okay's." They concluded they had learned "how to organize our 
time, our schedules; how to work outside of class together." They referred to the 
works they read, looking for the values each had taught them. Scott directed them to 
"Bartleby asking the group "what have we decided about this work?" Debbie re
marked how it taught her "how to work with problem people" (with a glance in 
Jeffs direction). 
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2 CHANGING GROUP - TEACHER 1 (ALISA, CLIFF, CYNDI, TED) 

This representative changing group exemplified a lack of cohesion. They never 
demonstrated a feeling of group unity; rather they operated as separate individuals 
who happened to be sitting together, trying (or not trying) to get the task finished. 

There was initial joking and laughter at the beginning of the session as they read 
over what had been written. Alisa was the initiator and coordinator, trying to put 
together what the others had done. As she read the members' drafts, she would ask 
for clarification; all group members contributed at various times. Cyndi usually had 
to be asked specifically what she thought or to clarify a particular point, but then she 
would contribute. When Alisa had trouble understanding Cliffs ideas, he interpreted 
her difficulty as a sign of her inability to unravel the complexity of his ideas, not his 
inability to express himself well. His individual draft was only a few paragraphs 
long, much shorter than the efforts of the others. Alisa seemed the only one really 
determined to perform. She read excerpts, writing down those parts of papers, para
graphs, sentences, that worked best. As she read aloud she asked the group for 
comments and criticisms, changes, addifions, delefions, and word choice. They all 
did contribute to the task, but minimally; Alisa was the energy force pulling bits and 
pieces from the group. Cliff was more interested in debating with the teacher than he 
was in working with his group. 
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APPENDIX C: BALES' INTERACTION PROCESS ANALYSIS: 
THE CODING CATEGORIES AND THEIR MAJOR RELATIONS 

Socio-emotional area: Positive 

A: Positive Reactions 
1) Shows solidarity, raises other's status, gives help, 
2) Shows tension release, jokes, laughs, shows satisfaction 
3) Agrees, shows passive acceptance, understands, concurs, complies 
4) Gives suggestion, direction, implying autonomy for others 

B: Attempted Answers 
5) Gives opinion, evaluation, analysis, expresses feeling, wish 
6) Gives orientation, information, repetition, confirmation 

Task-area: Neutral 
C: Questions 
7) Asks for orientation, information, repetition, confirmation 
8) Asks for opinion, evaluation, analysis, expression of feeling 
9) Ask for suggestion, direction, possible ways of action 

Socio-emotional area: Negative 
D: Negative Reactions 
10) Disagrees, shows passive rejection, formality, withholds help 
11) Shows tension, asks for help, withdraws out of field 
12) Shows antagonism, deflates other's status, defends or asserts self 
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Abstract. This article analyzes college-level composition by exploring how premises that prevail in cur
rent research on context-situated writing inform the design of college-level composition courses. Specifi
cally, the discussion builds on the premise that writing in any context, in school or out, should be seen as 
a situated, public act that makes sense within a constellation of literacy practices. This chapter illustrates 
how we have enacted these principles in the design and sequencing of assignments in the first-year re
search writing course at our own institution, Eastern Michigan University. The design of our first-year 
research writing course is located within the theoretical premises informing our pedagogy; these chal
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"academic discourse community" and suggest instead that they should help students think strategically 
and become flexible writers. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In American colleges and universities, the first-year "research writing" course is a 
staple. When using the shorthand for describing these courses, instructors will say 
that they are intended to help students develop writing, reading, and thinking strate
gies for academic purposes. However, this shorthand description negates a number 
of complex issues associated with this very description. Currently, the field of com
position research would suggest that a different set of questions needs to be raised: 
Are academic purposes really so distinct from purposes associated with writing in 
contexts outside of academe? If this is so, how can instructors make courses both 
engaging and appropriate for students, many of whom are trying to find their ways 
into this new realm of learning? And what is the relevance of the strategies students 
develop in these courses once the first-year course itself is completed? 

Over the last 15 years, research in the field of composition has provided varying 
responses to these questions. One research strand, situated under the heading "ex-
pressivist" approaches to composition, emphasizes student engagement with writing, 
encouraging student-writers to use this activity as a way of exploring their own 
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"selves" and their personal processes (e.g., Macrorie, 1988; Rohmann, 1965). Re
searchers who advocate for the "writing in the disciplines" approach (e.g., Behrens, 
& Rosen 1985; Cooper, 1996; Lester, & Lester, 2002) outline a different set of pur
poses for composition courses, suggesting that such courses should prepare students 
to write within other major disciplines, which might lead to the concomitant impli
cation that composition as a discipline does not exist save for as a service to the rest 
of the university. A third strand, "social constructivism" (e.g., Berlin, 1996; Weisser, 
2002), suggests that writing courses should provide opportunities for students to 
explore how they, as writers, can create and perpetuate particular relationships with 
readers, texts, and discourses and learn how to uphold or change power dynamics 
within and around those relationships. Increasingly, students appropriate valued 
ways of engaging in public conversations enacted both inside and outside of the 
academy. 

Although it is possible to delineate these different threads in theory, in practice 
most research writing courses draw to some degree from all of these traditions. Al
though instructors may identify their theoretical perspectives as "discipline-based," 
"expressivist," or "social constructivist," most instructors do seem to recognize the 
need for writing to be both personally engaging and socially responsive. In light of 
this movement toward a mixture of these different theoretical strands, it is worth 
attending to the ways that these perspectives are balanced. One such integrative at
tempt is delineated in this chapter which outlines the course we have designed and 
implemented at Eastern Michigan University. Our aim is to make research writing a 
meaningful act for students by engaging them, in particular ways, in researching and 
writing about and in a variety of local contexts. The discussion develops as follows: 
First, we present and analyze various scholarly perspectives on first-year writing, 
considering their theoretical premises and tracing the way by which these have been 
translated in the form of specific research writing courses. The particular pedagogi
cal practices adopted and implemented at Eastern Michigan University (EMU) are 
situated within the evolving scholarship of alternative discourses and ethnographi-
cally-oriented literacy studies. After illustrating the way we draw from these re
search traditions, we proceed to delineate the details of the writing program at EMU 
by focusing on the types of tasks employed, the genres created, their sequencing, 
and the results obtained. 

2 ON THE FIRST-YEAR WRITING COURSE: 
IDENTIFYING ITS PURPOSES 

The pedagogies developed for college-level first-year writing courses reflect a shift
ing conceptualization of the nature of academic writing and the purpose of research 
writing courses which have evolved within the last 15 years. A significant change in 
the field was instigated through the publication of David Bartholomae's (1985b) 
article "Inventing the University" which reshaped many first-year writing programs. 
In contrast to earlier research focusing on the way cognitive factors affect the writ
ing process, this article suggested that socioculturally shaped parameters (such as 
students' previous experiences with writing and reading at home) might factor con-
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siderably into students' successes in school. Indeed, this suggestion (i.e., that stu
dents' struggles with writing could stem from their limited experience with the liter
acy practices defining the academic culture, parts of which are reflected in expecta
tions for academic writing), has been particularly influential within the sub-field of 
basic writing (used in reference to "pre-coUege composition" courses for students 
who are designated as not prepared for first-year writing) (cf, Harrington, & Adler-
Kassner, 1998). As Bartholomae put it. 

Every time a student sits down to write for us, he has to invent the university for the oc
casion .... The student has to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized dis
course, and he has to do this as though he were easily and comfortably one with his au
dience...; he has to invent the university by assembling and mimicking its language 
while finding some compromise between idiosyncrasy, a personal history, on the one 
hand, and the requirements of convention, the history of a discipline, on the other (Bar
tholomae, 1985b: 134-135). 

Bartholomae's article resonated powerfully within the broader field of composition 
studies because the argument he delineated in it reflected a purpose for composition 
and rhetoric courses that, according to historians of the field like Sharon Crowley, 
has long served as the modus operandi for these classes. As noted, "the introductory 
composition course has always been justified... in instrumental terms: this is the site 
wherein those who are new to the academy learn to write its prose" (Crowley, 1995: 
227). 

Gradually, as the goals of composition courses have been reconceptualized, the 
purposes implied in the article "Inventing the University" have come under close 
scrutiny as well. Some researchers have directly challenged the article's key tenets 
and pedagogies that emerged from it (e.g., Adler-Kassner, & Harrington, 2002; 
Hindman, 1993; Schroeder 2001). Alternative conceptions - such as that of the 
"contact zone" (Pratt, 1990) - have been introduced, leading many researchers (in
cluding Bartholomae [cf "The Tidy House"]) to re-imagine composition courses 
less as sites where students learn to "invent the university," and more as places 
where they would grapple with confiicting ideas and, likely, challenge their own 
ideas and values and, perhaps, the ideas and values represented in university curric
ula (Bartholomae, 1993: 14-15, 19). 

Other recently published work has not only challenged the existence of the "aca
demic discourse community" assumed in works like "Inventing the University" but 
has also raised concerns about the concomitant principle that writing in composition 
classes should prepare students exclusively for writing in academic contexts. As 
Royster (2002: 24) argues, the notion of "the academic discourse community" can 
be invoked to elide both the powerful ideologies refiected in ideas of "goodness" 
(that is, "good language" or "good ideas") within particular disciplines, and to erase 
the astounding diversity that exists among language use within contexts and com
munities, including "the academy." It is because of the artificial constraints imposed 
both by the presumed existence of an "academic discourse community," and by the 
constraints of disciplinary convenfion, that Bizzell (1999, 2000, 2002) notes the in
creasing prevalence of "mixed form" genres in academic writing. These forms, 
which blend conventional and non-conventional voices, are becoming more preva
lent precisely because they make possible a certain way students may engage with 
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academic work; this cannot be attained through pedagogical practices that reinforce 
highly constrictive, conventionalized ideas about language in academic settings. 
And lest compositionists become concerned that such mixed forms are unwelcome 
in other disciplines, co-authors Christopher Thaiss, & Terry Myers Zawacki (2002) 
draw on evidence from interviews with faculty from five disciplines other than com
position/English to note that these faculty do not want students to "imitate discipli
nary discourses"; instead, they wanted students to "summarize and analyze, write 
clear and logical arguments, situate themselves within the conversations of the field, 
and engage critically with these conversations" (Thaiss, & Zawacki, 2002: 89). To 
develop these strategies, the faculty whom Thaiss, & Zawacki interviewed required 
that students produce a variety of genres, from letters to the editor to opinion-
editorial pieces. In short, echoing Royster, and Bizzell, Thaiss, & Zawacki's re
search supports the idea that academic discourse is not a homogeneous entity; 
"boundaries around disciplinary discourses are more permeable than we indicate to 
students.... How a writer writes within the discipline seems a compromise between 
the conventions of discourse and the idiosyncrasies of the writer" (Thaiss, & 
Zawacki, 2002: 92). 

In addition to questioning the idea of the "academic discourse community" as a 
principle for capturing a specific context that shapes writing, the basic goal which 
some writing courses set out to attain - to help students develop writing strategies 
for audiences only inside of the academy - has also been under heavy criticism. In
stead, it is suggested that writing in any context should always be seen as a public 
act, even a political activity, that is relevant for the writer and for audiences beyond 
the writer (and the instructor/class where the writing is being produced). Weisser 
(2002) notes that this conception of composition is most visible in courses reflecting 
Freirian pedagogies; these are courses that invoke "the public sphere" (through writ
ing of "public" genres, like letters to the editors), and service-learning courses 
(where students engage in work for not-for-profit organizations/causes, and explic
itly reflect on that work, as a part of their work of the composition class). In both of 
these course structures, students consider the expectations of a number of contexts 
and audiences, such as their classmates, the instructor, the audiences outside of the 
classroom who read and use their work, the individuals or organizations who serve 
as the subject of the work (e.g., in a grant application). They also reflect on how the 
strategies they are developing through this writing are applicable in contexts with 
which they are familiar, inside and outside of school. 

3 THE CONTEXT OF TEACHING AND LEARNING AT EMU 

Before we discuss the particular approach we have taken in first-year research writ
ing course at Eastern Michigan University (EMU), it is important to provide some 
context about the institution. A comprehensive, mid-sized university of approxi
mately 26,000 students, EMU has a strong reputation as a "teaching school" - both a 
place where faculty care about teaching, and a campus that has long been devoted to 
educating future teachers. This reputation, in part, attracts students from around 
southeastern Michigan and northwestern Ohio. Other factors associated with EMU 
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also make it popular: it is one of Michigan's least expensive universities and it is 
close to both the Detroit (Michigan) and Toledo (Ohio) metropolitan areas. The mix 
of students that comprise EMU's student body is quite diverse. Some outward signs 
of this diversity are immediately apparent for instance, 16 percent of all students are 
non-white (12% African American, 2.1% Latino, 1.3% Asian, and 1.0% Native 
American) and 58 percent of the student population is female. There are less visible 
signs of diversity, as well. Students come with a range of experience with critical 
thinking, reading, and writing; students also bring a variety of life experiences to 
EMU. Some of the statistics related to this less obvious diversity are alarming. 35 
percent of entering first-year students do not continue to attend EMU from one fall 
to the next, and EMU's six-year graduation rate is only 33 percent 
(http://www.emich.edu/aboutemu/fastfacts/EMU statistics). Thus, in designing a 
research writing course for EMU's first-year students, we needed to consider how 
best to accommodate and engage the broad range of students' interests and experi
ences. 

4 WRITING AND RESEARCHING THE PUBLIC EXPERIENCE AT EMU 

The first-year research writing course offered at EMU is almost never called by its 
official title, "Composition II: Researching and Writing the Public Experience"; 
instead, it is referred to by its course designator, "English 121," which we will also 
use here. This course is taken by the vast majority of the first-year students at EMU; 
typically, we offer 65-70 sections a semester and each section enrols 25 students. 
English 121 reflects the reconceptualizations of research writing outlined above. 
Working from the understanding that writing can and should be a locally responsive 
act, our first-year writing pedagogies and practices lead to a greater understanding 
for all of us - students, teachers, and administrators alike - of the public nature of 
written discourse. 

Echoing the work of Bizzell (1999) and Royster (2002), our pedagogy in English 
121 is founded on the idea that composition courses cannot, and should not, prepare 
students to reproduce some uniform "discourse" that prevails in the academy. In
stead, the outcomes for the course outline the conception of writing reflected in it: 

students will develop habits of mind that are important for writers: assessing audience 
expectations; reading critically; engaging with others' ideas in analytic and research-
based writing; developing control over surface features of writing; and discovering, cul
tivating, and being reflective about their writing processes. This development takes 
place recursively - that is, students master these strategies by practicing with them re
peatedly through their work in [this course] and others at EMU. 
(http://www.emich.edu/public/english/fycomp/outcomes/index.htm) 

This statement reflects our belief that perhaps the most important strategy we can 
help writers to develop \^ flexibility. As Royster puts it, "...when we position liter
acy instruction as helping students to understand and to participate flexibly in multi
ple discourses, and especially multiple academic discourses, then part of the peda
gogical mandate is a question of identifying, negotiating, and reconfiguring certain 
communicative gaps" (Royster, 2002: 28). Implicit in this nofion of flexibility is the 
importance of engaging students in careful examinations of contextually-embedded 
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writing: analysis is directed to both situations and audiences for writing, as well as 
to writing within and across various situations and audiences. 

To investigate these questions in EngUsh 121, we have designed a curriculum 
that asks students to begin with specific contexts, and move from them into specific 
acts of engagement, reflection, and presentation. Recognizing that students need to 
become more aware of genre conventions as well as attend to how those genres are 
shaped in specific acts of communication between a writer and multiple audiences, 
we draw upon ethnographic literacy studies and alternative discourse theory (in part, 
the work of Bizzell, Royster, and Thaiss, & Zawacki cited earlier) to inform the re
search writing strategies we wish to develop in the classroom. Briefly, students con
duct an ethnographically-oriented study, writing about it in several ways, produce a 
multigenre essay, and then collaborate on projects for the Celebration of Student 
Writing, described below. In this section, we outline these research projects and the 
strategies for research writing that underlie English 121. 

4.1 Grounding Research Writing in Specific, Local Contexts 

For many students in English 121, the notions "good writing" and "good literacy" 
point to valid terms, instantiating a part of what Street calls "autonomous... sepa
rate, reified set of 'neutral' competencies [separate] from social contexf (Street, 
1995: 114). From conversations conducted with students over years of writing 
classes, as well as from interviews with students placed in pre-first-year composition 
courses conducted as part of a larger study (cf, Adler-Kassner, & Harrington, 2002), 
we found that many students believe that the rules they have learned about writing 
("Never use / in research writing; the thesis is always the last sentence of the first 
paragraph," and so on) represent the absolute truth. Yet, they have never had the 
opportunity to connect writing acts to particular contexts or to revisit these rules as 
guidelines which represent specific ways of thinking. 

In contrast to approaches viewing of literacy practices as universal constructs 
disassociated from specific contextual parameters, the research writing pedagogy in 
English 121 is grounded in the notion of contextually-bound and context-shaped 
literacy practices. In essence, we are adapting and extending Barton, & Hamilton's 
notion of "literacy practices," which has been developed and used in reference to 
"the general cultural ways of utilizing written language which people draw upon in 
their lives.... literacy practices are more usefiilly understood as existing in the rela
tions between people, within groups and communities, rather than as a set of proper
ties residing in individuals" (Barton, & Hamilton, 2000: 7-8). 

This notion has been extended in two specific ways. The first step taken is asking 
students to root their investigations in specific sites - generally, physical (as op
posed to virtual) spaces - that are interesting to them. For the first 4-6 weeks of the 
semester (depending on the section of 121), students spend 1-2 hours a week con
ducting field research in this site. This ethnographically-oriented research work in 
121 draws heavily on Chiseri-Strater, & Sunstein's (2002) research writing rhetoric. 
Field Working (2^^ ed.) (For a discussion on the rationale for conducting ethno
graphic work with composition students, see Bishop [1999] and Zebroski [1994]). 
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For this segment of the course, students choose communities or cultures where they 
conduct fieldwork by becoming participant-observers, conducting interviews, and 
collecting written and spoken documents. They listen to what stories are told and 
valued by community members, what rituals and traditions are observed by these 
community members. The definition of "ritual" and "tradition" depends on the site, 
of course - it can range from watching white and black students sit only with other 
white or black students at a campus restaurant, to lighting ritual candles at a reli
gious observance. Here, students are clearly required to ground the outcomes of their 
research in specific sites; the practices of those sites are the subjects of their work. 

Throughout their observation work, instructors and students work together, in 
writing and discussion, to make visible both the process of doing ethnographically-
oriented work and to generate initial research questions based on their observations. 
While these research questions are not always directly bound up with "literacy prac
tices" as Barton, & Hamilton (2000) define them - that is, they are not always con
cerned with written language - they are nevertheless grounded in the social and cul
tural practices that suffuse and help to shape definitions of literacy practices in spe
cific sites. Campus dorms, religious sites (mosques, temples, churches), restaurants, 
coffee shops, and libraries are just a few examples of the places students have cho
sen; through their observations, they have investigated topics as diverse as the role 
of smoking for female college students to the culture of a reform Jewish congrega
tion in a Detroit suburb. 

4.2 Thinking Strategically: From Context-specific to Cross-contextual Writing 

While our approach reflects the position that "good writing" is necessarily context-
appropriate writing and that the writing strategies students draw on are responses to 
specific, local contexts, we also recognize that there may exist certain tasks and text 
types that are valued both within the academy as well in many contexts outside of it. 
These include producing summaries, developing a clear position, engaging in dia
logue with others interested in the issues focused upon in the writing, and so on. The 
cross-contextual nature of these elements is echoed, for instance, in Thaiss, & 
Zawacki's (2002) study of writing expectations among faculty in five disciplines 
(other than English) at their university; while these faculty asked students to employ 
what might be considered "alternative discourse" practices (that is, their assignments 
asked students to create genres not typically produced in "academic" writing), they 
did so because they believed these practices would help students to achieve key 
strategies that they thought would be useful for students' academic work. Their re
search echoes JoUiffe's (1994: 188) assertion that while composition courses cannot 
"transcend" all disciplines and purposes, they can provide an orientation to ways of 
engaging with knowledge. 

English 121, similarly, engages students in work with strategies that are often in
voked in a number of situations: considering audience expectations; making con
scious choices (about everything from content, to evidence, to stylistic and gram
matical conventions); expressing cogent, insightful analysis; supporting that analysis 
with evidence from a variety of sources; critically assessing and engaging in dia-
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logue with sources in meaningful ways; and employing conventions (of language, 
punctuation, and citation) "appropriately" (as "appropriateness" is defined by par
ticular disciplines, situations, and contexts). 

However, consistent with the position that literacy strategies should always be 
analyzed as situated in specific contexts, the meaning and the site-specific nature of 
these strategies is made clear and co-constructed through repeated conversations 
between the students and the instructor as well as through analyses of the reflective 
texts produced by the students. Students are immediately engaged in this process of 
analysis of and negotiation among contexts while they conduct their site-specific 
research projects. As they work to describe these sites, students in many sections of 
121 are asked to consider how they might (re)present images to several audiences: 
their fellow students, their instructor, the community they studied (some instructors 
ask students to give a copy of their draft to the community members for a "member 
check") and, looking ahead to the end of the semester, the larger campus community 
attending a large, end of the semester event called the Celebration of Student Writ
ing (which we describe more fully below). Students also must extend beyond their 
own immediate research interests (developed from their site observations) to con
duct library research, locating articles (with the instructor's assistance) in academic 
journals and books that enable them to situate their interests in broader conversa
tions. Because of the immediacy of these multiple, overlapping audiences, students 
encounter tough ethical and rhetorical situations that they must write their ways 
through: How can writers draw from their research in a way that is "fair"? What are 
the pitfalls of researching a site/subject to which they are close? How can they 
meaningftilly draw on scholarly sources to inform their research? How do they ne
gotiate their own perceptions, the data they have collected, and the perceptions of 
the people they have researched? 

Providing examples of student projects might be important for illustrating the 
kind of learning achieved. For example, one student chose as her community to 
study the "CTG"s, or Campus Tour Guides - students who train to give tours on 
campus for prospective students and their parents. As she did so, she began to record 
how these workers were taught to "market" various aspects of the campus (academic 
support services, for example) while not mentioning other particulars (drinking in 
the dorms, for example). As she worked through her study, she then formulated a 
final project that showed these various "faces" of campus life. Another student 
chose to focus on his dorm suite as a community. Through research into social status 
and work behaviours, he realized that the most popular of his roommates maintained 
his social status by actively portraying himself as a "slacker" - that this persona, in 
fact, seemed to be valued not only by this student's suitemates but also by friends, as 
well. In his final study, he portrayed the various personas that could be adopted in 
college and followed them through to what he saw as their "logical" conclusions -
success, failure, mediocrity - and mapped his own plan that would enable other stu
dents to achieve success in college. While studies like these described here might 
seem apparent to a seasoned observer of campuses, these findings were new and 
surprising for these students. Through their work in their communities and with their 
researched essay models, they came to see themselves not as observers of removed 
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phenomena, but as authors with some degree of agency to take action regarding is
sues of interest to them. 

As students interpret and reflect on "their" sites, they develop "habits of mind" 
particular to both the specific projects they are all engaged in and that will continue 
to serve them as they engage in researched writing projects beyond English 121: 
audience analysis, critical reading of sources, balancing evidence and argument. 

4.3 Identifying Audience Expectations 

Even among different disciplines within the academy, audience expectations vary 
considerably - what might be acceptable form and style in a literature class, for in
stance, would be considered completely inappropriate in a physics lab report. In 121, 
students must also take into account the expectations of audiences outside of their 
classrooms and, often, outside of the university, as well. Thus, students are faced 
with the task of making careful, conscious decisions about the audience(s) for their 
writing, assessing what their audience(s) expect, and deciding on the choices they 
need to make so that they meet (or do not meet) those expectations. In English 121, 
students engage most actively in this work in the multi-genre essay (Romano, 2000), 
typically assigned as a cumulative, capstone project for the course. For this essay, 
students must identify a specific, real audience whom they believe will benefit from 
what they have learned about their research question. Then, they work towards cre
ating anywhere between 4-6 specific genres - ranging from a "hard news" story to a 
monologue to a talk-show script - that they believe will most effectively communi
cate various perspectives about or aspects of what they have learned to the audience 
they identified. To create these genres, students conduct close analyses of their con
ventions so that they can accurately reproduce them in their own work; they must 
also synthesize their relevant findings - from academic journal articles and books, 
from interviews, and from their observations - into these genres. After creating the 
genres, students also write a comprehensive reflection on their work that summa
rizes how they have worked on what we are here calling issues of "localness" - local 
practices in their sites, expectations of their audiences, and conventions of the gen
res. The following excerpts from student-written multi-genre essays - the first a tab
loid-style newspaper article, the second in the style of a more mainstream publica
tion like Newsweek - illustrate how the students-authors of these articles, Jessica M. 
and Meghan H., have borrowed conventions from the genres they have chosen to 
present their research for particular audiences. (Note that these authors also created 
all elements of these genres, including the "authors" name and journal name.) 



238 L. A. ADLER-KASSNER & H. ESTREM 

i.¥. Senator^ iiai|hter yanked owt 
of prestigious acaiemy 

Shock waves bolted through the entertainment scene 
on Monday when smminmmt Tonight revealed that 
renowned pop star Pat Mealy and her sophisticated 
hubby, Sen. Bill Healy, yanked their daughter Me0han 
from New York's prestigious Archmere Academy. 

Sources say that m famous couple was enraged 
that Meg, their little geniys* wasn't receiving any 
attention for her hard work at school. 

Astonished by the two hours of homework little 
kindergartner Meg was bringing home every night, the 
busy and loving parents went straight to their 
daughter's teacher to give her a piece of their minds. 

The little tile's teacher, Dr. Unda Adier, former 
professor of Snglish at Eastern Michigan University, told 
the Gamm tM she saw "no mt6" for Mr. and Mrs. 
Heaiy's frustrations, and remarked that *they should 
bijsme accustomed to long hours of work. I mean 
come on, they're stndirig their daughter to Archmere, a 
school which prides itself on providing Its students with 
8 top-notch education," 

Qndy Young, fellow pop star and tet friend to 
singing beauty Pat, revealed that the final straw that 
broke the Heafy duo's backs was the day Meg came 
home crying because her teacher, a so-called 
professional, would not teil her she liked the picture of 
her family she had colored. 

Sounces close to the family say that prior to Meg's 
heart-wrenching outburst, the usually school-loving 
little girl had stopped wanting to do her homework at 
ail and started dragging her feet on the walk up the 
front steps to Archmere every morning. 

Approaching his daughter's teacher a second time on 
the matter, the New York Senator was told that it is not 
the school's philosophy to praise students for 
everything they do. According to Archmere 
administrators, leading research demonstrates that In 
order for students to become mors diligent in their 
studies, they need to be involved in activities that are 
naturally Intriguing and not induced by praise. 

AdIer told reportei^ that the Senator left their 
meeting in a ranting fury after she may have Impjl^ to 
him that his daughter Meghan '̂ might not f ^ l so 
neglected and hate going to school if her parent were 
around her more during the hours she spends oufeide 
of Archmere." 

"Bill Is Mr. Family, He is not going to let anyone 
imply that he and his wife do not give their child 
enough attention," affirms Connecticut Senator Jacob 
Slumner on the issue. 

After much controversy and uproar, m staf'Studd^ 
Archmers PTA made their way into the fracas. Of mm 
parents, the sultry Pamela Lee and the gorgeous Tom 
Cruise started an alhout screaming match with the 
Academy's Head Master upOR i^rning that he strictly 
insists the Academy's teachers develop a style of 
teaching that includes little. If any, praise or rewards 
for its students' achievements. In s shameful attempt 
to smooth things over with the Hollywood elites, the 
school published an interview with Alfie Kohn, a top 
researcher in the field of teacher praise. 

(iaughter is smiling 
sgsiii, but only 
after tea^ng her 
prestipDUS private 
actderoyforthe 
NYC public 

This dull interview highlighted Kohn's opinion thai 
""while students would certainly like to have the 
goody Itself - the pizza or money or gold star -
none of us enjoys having the very things we desire 
used as levers to control our behavior...if you're 
doing something boring, your interest level may 
already be at rock bottom...that doesnt give us 
license to treat kids like pets when the task Is 
uninteresting." 

Using this 'Vespect the student and they will 
respect you back" view, Archmere stands strong in 
the belief that if students are engaged in tasks they 
nnd Interesting and complete those tesks without 
the need for bribery or a *good work," they will 
achieve more In their futures. 

The pop star's agent says that Mr. and Mrs. Healy 
fully agree with Kohn when he says that a child's 
*deslre to learn, aimmitment to good values, and so 
on,* are very important. However, they find it 
extremely difficult to believe that telling a 
kindergartner that she did a good Job coloring and 
reciting her ABC's will inhibit the appearance of 
these values in her̂  

Angered and disappointed In the prestigious 
school, the singing sensation and the handsome 
politician pulled their live year old out of the 
academy and placed her in the 7S^ street public 
school near their Park Avenue townhouse. 

Hillary Clinton, a New York Senator and friend of 
the Healy femily, weighed in on the issue, *Bill has 
been a strong advocate for the New York Public 
School system. He feels that It is the best place for 
his daughter to r^elve a nourishing education when 
she is away from his and Pat's caring supervision," 
she said. ^Institutions like Archmere are not 
educationally well-rounded for young children." 

A teacher at the 75* street Sdioo! assures us that 
"Meghan is a wonderful addition to our community. 
All her classmates love her and although the work is 
at times very easy for her, she Is having fun simply 
being a kindergartener." 
- • Ellen finmoBn 
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Children's Choices 
the Classreem 

Mom and more teachers are catling 
for children to have choices in their 
education. But is it really such a good 
idea? 

BVMAHiA GARCIA 

Rachel Wolfgrahm bas 
been having a lot of 
ttx>uble m school lately. 
Her teacher has been 
trying to help her 
understand the assign-
meats that are given out 
but Meghan still struggles 
in school M«^han*$ 
father, Senator Victor 
Wolfg]:ahm, has been 
keep trying to help his 
daughter on a national 
level. Senator Wolfgrahm 
recently introduced a bill 
into Congress which 
encoufaging mart creative 
education in public 
schools. A very new idea 
to many people. 

But this idea of 
imaginative education in 
schods is not new. 
Carolyn Berge has been 
doing something most 
teachers never even 
consider- allowing her 
students to choose their 

own spelling words. 
While most people would 
assume that kids would 
choose the easiest words 
they could Md, that isn't 
the case in Berge's room. 
''There are still some idds 
that are learning words 
like *c8t* and **hat,'* Berge 
explained, "but I have 
other students who have a 
hard time tiying to find 
words that they don*t 
know how to spell/* 

Carolyn Berge is one 
of the teachers who want 
to see children given more 
opportunities to make 
choices in their learning. 
When talking about why 
she believes children need 
to be given more choices, 
Berge said "I don't see 
mysdf as someone who 
rules over these students* 
learning process, but as a 
choreographer or guide, 
someone who helps them 
through the process and is 

able to watch titem grow 
aloi^ the way.** 

Berge also includes 
increasing self esteem as 
one of the big advantages 
to giving students choices 
in their leamii^ 
processes- **When a child 
sees that they learned 
something all on their 
own, it gives them a 
confidence in their 
abilities to learn. They 
know they can learn 
anything they want. It*s 
important to me that they 
loROwthat.*' 

While some teachers 
do not share Berg^^s 
enthusiasm for giving kids 
more freedom in their 
studies, others are 
beginning to, Mary Latige 
had never even thought 
about letting her students 
choose how they wanted 
to do th^t book reports 

- 1 - Newsweek February 24,1998 
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until a fiietsd urged her to. 
"I thought h $outtded 
crazy at first,"" said Latige. 
**! though the Icids needed 
oiore ordi^ thasi that 
because it wa$ what they 
have always had/* But 
when Latige did take h^ 
friend's advice and tned 
the "choosy" book 
repc»rts, she was surprised 
with what she found. 
*'Evefy child did 
something different and 
put a lot more work into it 
than they probably would 
have. I had $ome students 
who ! couldnH get to do 
their work turn in 
extraordinary pieces of art 
with their reports,*' 

Steven Wolk, author of 
**The Benefits of 
Exploratory Time" 
explained why 0^tk$ 
children choices in their 
education is not looked 
upon as favorably as some 
would hope. Wolk talks 
about exploratory time as 
a time in which students 
are given the choice on 
what and how they want 
to study for tougliiy an 
hour each day in sdiool 
'*In today's schook, kids 
are judged primarily oii 
one-lime things like tests 
and reports," he says, 
''most teachers do not see 
how these *explc»raior>' 
times' could help thdr 
kids on things like the 
standard assessment tests 
or the math test they have 
at the end of the week. In 

±t long run, howevor, 
expiratory time could 
boost students* test sccnres 
because we are helping 
smdents care about their 
iearmng- and carmg 
changes a person's 
attitude about learning/' 
Wolk also extolled 
benefits of exploratory 
time, "It nurtures a love 
for learning, encourages 

learning meaningfiil 
though 
intrinsic 
motivation, 
creates true 
communities 
of learners^ 
devebps self 
esteem and 
celd)rates 
uniqueness, 
uses real-
world 
sources, 
brings more 
content into 
the classroom, teaches 
skills^ and tmrtures 
childrcns* gifts of 
creativity and 
imagination." 

However, Wolk also 
said that tl^ dnid*$ 
exploratory time could not 
be a success if the teacher 
does not show the 
studcms how life is one 
big lesson people learn all 
their lives This time 
would not sinqjiy be a 
*frcc-time* for the kids as 
many teachers think it 
would be, but a joi^ney 
the kids need to do alone, 

with some guidance torn 
the teacher. 

**Creativity is a self-led 
process," says Wilma 
McNess, a featured author 
in L V. Kosinski*s 
Readings on Creativity 
and Imagination in 
Litemture md Lanpioge, 
McNess has been a strong 
supporter of ^ving 
children more choices 
firom the bc^nning. 

Sunshine dnd Hdppy TWngs 

**Giving children thdr 
own choices allows them 
to deal with their own 
successes and flfulur .̂ It 
also changes the driving 
force for their work fifom 
tlK( teacher or the due date 
to themselves." 

Ruth Shagoury 
Hubbard and Karen Ernst 
have also been trying to 
get teachers to see the 
importance of including 
children in the decision 
making processes in their 
education. In their recent 
book. New Bmies: 
Learning hy Wtiting and 

- 29 - Newsweek February 24,1998 
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Drawings they 
talk about 
lemng students 
o^ate their own 
works of art to 
help them 
e>q>ress t tor 
feeling and 
inia^mts and 
later turn those 
into words, 

'*We came in 
contact with a 
lot of sttidants 
who had a hard 
time finding 
sotnethmg to 
write about,** 
Hubbard md in 
a recast Irrterview. **But 
when you let them create 
their ovm stu^ ^ey can 
come up with ail Idrnds of 
ideas on what they want to 
write about, sometime 
they just write about the 
art itself^ 

The children in the$e 
create classrooms seem 
to agree ^ t h teachers that 
imagination is importaitt. 
Said one little girl from 
Berge's class* "If you 
r ^ Iy want to have a good 
life you need inmgination 
because if you don't 
pretend you'll be gfimipy 
all the time.** 

However, with all good 
ideas, there are always 
dniwbaoks- ''Some of the 
parents are not always 
thrill^^ with my 
methods/* eon:^s$ed 
Bei:ge, "Fve had parents 
come to me complaining 

that they don't thiA my 
teaching is helping their 
student as much as 
traditional methods 
would. But when I see an 
individual student 
struggling, I usually make 
some special concessions 
for the student. I've never 
had parents ^ y they 
didn't like any of it'* 

Parents BXm seem to be 
more comfoit^le when 
their children are bdog 
taught the way they w^e 
tauj^t when they w©ne 
children. *'There will 
always be someone who 
isn't happy with the way 
kids are being taught no 
matter what you do,** 
Latige commextied, 
"Sometimes you just have 
to be happy laiowing that 
you can*t please everyone. 
Most of the kids I have 
seen have done a lot better 

in school b^^use of tose 
methods, and they're the 
ones Tm the most 
concerned about." 

While these creative 
ajucational methods are 
currently being taught 
primarily in ^̂ open*" 
schools, many of the ideas 
are slowly creeping into 
othor public and private 
cla^rooms. "Fm hoping 
that someday every child 
will have an atmosphere 
in their classroom where 
their imagination is 
mutured and devdoped," 
Latige ecpressed. "I hope 
that e v ^ cMld will get 
the best possible 
education, no matter what 
school tiiey go to or what 
teach^ the have/' 

^n. N*i<«?«u?f*i»k Ff thni«n? 14 1 <^^^ 
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The multi-genre essay is where students bring together and enact the multiple foci of 
121. These foci are rooted in questions that are engaging to students, questions that 
are themselves grounded in sites of particular interest to their creators. Students also 
identify audiences for their projects that are relevant to them as writers, and who are 
(ideally) interested in learning about what students have learned. Then, to create the 
genres that comprise much of the essay, students engage in extensive audience 
analysis - what genres would best "speak" to their chosen group? Once students 
have chosen genres that they feel will be most effective for their work, they analyze 
the conventions of these genres (e.g., what does an obituary look/sound like?) in 
order to creatively employ them within the multi-genre essay. Within each genre, 
they also synthesize evidence from a variety of sources, which requires close read
ing and careful analysis. Then, they consciously reflect on each choice that they 
made and discuss the reasons they made it in the reflective essay. Thus, these essays 
accomplish the goals for the course: the research for them is situated within particu
lar contexts chosen by students, and the essays created by students are intended for a 
particular audience. Again, the overarching process is complex and each phase of 
their research process helps them connect to the next writing situation they encoun
ter within the course. To make decisions about how best to reach that audience, stu
dents must carefiiUy consider the expectations and culture(s) of their audience; they, 
then, analyze the conventions of the genres they feel will be most effective/or that 
audience and employ those in their writing to achieve the desired effect. The result 
is a written product (which also may include visual or auditory elements) that re
flects students' attention to the literacy practices within the community they have 
studied and the audience whom they have chosen. 

We cannot say that, of the approximately 800 multi-genre essays written during a 
typical term, every one is a vibrant document that demonstrates students' engage
ment with not only their subjects, but also with their audiences. However, we have 
by now compiled enough evidence - anecdotal evidence from our own classrooms 
and those of other instructors, as well as data from surveys administered to students 
near the end of their 121 courses - to have a sense that this approach does make re
search writing relevant for students inside and outside of the classroom. As part of a 
pilot study administered during the fall 2002 semester (n=128), for instance, the 
changes in students' confidence with key strategies linked to understanding (and, 
apparently, experiencing) researched writing as a meaningful act through which one 
engaged in dialogue while simultaneously developing writing, reading, researching, 
and critical thinking skills were significant at the point .01-.00001 level. These in
cluded using a variety of research strategies, using evidence and ideas from other 
sources in writing, using writing to discover and develop ideas, identifying the pat
terns shaping - i.e., the "rules" surrounding - the form and language in any piece of 
writing, understanding and using conventions of written English expected in writing 
at the university, knowing where to find resources if unsure of conventions, and us
ing academic citation systems. 
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4.4 "Going Public'' in Particular Contexts 

While the multi-genre essay asks students to write for an audience outside of the 
classroom, this activity does not guarantee that students will circulate their work to 
the chosen audience. Yet, to understand writing as a public act, reaching audiences 
outside of the classroom is crucial. As Weisser notes, courses emphasizing public 
writing as an act, like English 121, need to "consist[..] of more than expressing your 
opinion on a current topic; [they] entail [..] being able to make your voice heard on 
an issue that directly confronts or influences you" (Weisser, 2002: 94). According to 
Weisser, "engaging students in public writing in "meaningful ways" means provid
ing students with opportunities to learn how contexts (for speaking) and audiences 
affect what can be said, how it can be said, who hears what is said, and how that 
hearing affects actions (Weisser, 2002: 94-99). To provide this kind of opportunity 
in 121, we created the Celebration of Student Writing. 

The Celebration, as it is known, takes place near the end of every semester. It is 
held in a large space - a ballroom and several adjoining rooms - for 1-1/2 hours on 
an appointed day. For this event, students attending English 121 create, display, and 
discuss with the hundreds of Celebration attendees products that represent the re
search work they have done throughout the semester. In two years, the Celebration 
has grown from 550 (student) participants to over 800. Participating students also 
comprise a large part of the audience for the event; they are joined by faculty, ad
ministrators, staff, and teachers and students from surrounding colleges and high 
schools, as well as prospective students and parents. As classes work on Celebration 
projects, they focus on the questions that underscore our approach to 121: Who is 
the audience for this event? What are their expectations for the event? What would 
you like the audience to know about, and take away from, their encounter with your 
work? What will be the most effective way for you to communicate with them about 
that? These questions can be particularly powerful when students consider the typi
cal, persistent perception of first-year students (and, often, those beyond the first 
year, as well) that they "cannot write," that they have little interest in engaging with 
meaningfiil questions, that their capacities for sustained attention are ever-
dwindling. For some students - and certainly, for us as organizers of the event - the 
Celebration is an occasion to address and, possibly, change the minds of at least 
some who hold these perceptions. 

It is difficult to capture in writing the visceral sensation that is the Celebration. 
Spectators mill around the large, open space now crowded with displays and people 
talking with students about their work. In one corner is a video of students inter
viewing others on campus about their perceptions of race relations at EMU; in the 
middle of the room stands a 12-foot cardboard tower covered by representations of 
men and women from popular magazines read by college students. Directly in front 
of the entrance doors is a 4 ft. x 3 ft. pegboard display of fishing lures, artifacts rep
resenting the author's ethnography of a fishing boat; next to it a display features 
newspapers and other artifacts from another author's ethnographic work in a Nation 
of Islam temple. Directly beyond are several "magazines" on aspects of EMU cam
pus life, their articles written by students and based on their research work on stu
dent life: dorm rituals, music preferences, nutritional practices, leisure activities. 
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study habits, and so on. Circulating through the room are two "living presentations," 
students who have covered themselves with conflicting gender representations (one 
representation on their fronts, another on their backs). The room is loud, boisterous, 
bright, active, crowded. Spectators mill around the large, open space, talking to stu
dents about the research work they have done and the projects they have created. 

Students' work for the Celebration and comments collected in Celebration as
sessments do tell us that productive, reflective, challenging learning experiences are 
happening within the context of this activity. To some extent, the Celebration em
bodies a moment when first-year students collectively have a powerful voice that is, 
even if only for a moment, heard clearly by those who attend the event. In surveys 
administered after the event, for instance, many students commented on how their 
ideas about themselves as writers - that is, as individual contributors with voices to 
be heard - changed after the Celebration. For example, comments demonstrate how 
the authors' self-images as writers changed after this public exposure. Typical are 
remarks like, "showing off my writing ability to the public has helped build my con
fidence. " Other comments focused on students' discoveries with regard to the abili
ties of themselves and other writers in 121 courses. They reveal an understanding of 
how their peers - those with whom they share this campus community - write them
selves into this public space. For example, many students echo the comment that 
''writers [at EMU] are taken more seriously than I thought. " Additionally, students 
focused on what they learned by conceiving of writing as a public act designed to 
affect a particular audience. One student's comment that '7 ... had to be more care
ful in case I accidentally offended someone. I wrote for an audience and by being an 
audience myself I knew we had to pick and choose our choice of words " echoed 
many others' sentiments. While only a few selected from hundreds of survey re
sponses, these comments are not exceptional; most students reported similar reac
tions to the Celebration. Simply adding a public forum for their work - one in which 
each student's work is both individual and collaborative - the event itself evokes the 
image of a carnival-like mosaic, with each project and display adding to the texture 
of the overall piece. 

4.5 First-year Writing as a Site for Conversation 

On any university campus, faculty and students alike embrace commonsense notions 
of what writing is for. Just as the research writing that students engage with in 121 
can lead them to challenge preconceived ideas they might have had about what re
search and writing in college are about, part of our work has been to challenge pre
conceived notions about student writing that are present on campus. The Celebration 
makes certain that, for at least several hours each semester, instructors, students, 
administrators, and visitors are focused specifically on students' real work of writ
ing. As at many schools, 121 (or its equivalent) is the one course that nearly all stu
dents on campus take, but while the importance of writing and writing instruction 
are almost universally acknowledged across campus, the actual work of 121 is not. 
The Celebration provides one important venue for important local conversations 
about student work on campus; our students themselves provide another. As they 
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begin to see themselves as having a voice on campus, and as their understanding of 
writing as a complex, locally situated act grows, they then take this perspective with 
them into their other courses. In asking students to investigate communities closely, 
they begin to see how practices are shaped within contexts. Our first-year writing 
courses then must encourage them to make the link between what they are observing 
and how they might then act on the world so that they begin seeing themselves as 
participants in their education, not just observers. 

5 CONCLUSION 

As the coordinators of this approach to 121, we also embrace the reflective and re
flexive mindset we ask students to engage with as we study, reflect on, and write 
about the text of the first-year writing program. Just as we encourage students to 
engage in projects that are both individually relevant and also attendant to the larger 
social contexts within which they work, we try to do the same with the writing in
structors with whom we work closely. And just as students observe aspects of their 
communities that trouble them, we see aspects of our approach that both encourage 
and unsettle us. As both administrators and classroom teachers, our commitment to 
reflective, locally situated practice leads us to acknowledge very real tensions pre
sent in both our program and our classrooms - tensions that are productive for us to 
consider, again and again, as we seek to work with instructors and students to con
tinue creating research writing experiences that are relevant and contextualized. 

On an administrative level, we recognize that one very real tension of enacting 
and encouraging a relevant curriculum for students - one that pushes students to find 
personal relevance and a public voice - is that first-year writing instructors often 
cannot engage in a similar kind of relevant pedagogical curriculum for themselves. 
The majority of our first-year writing courses are taught by part- and ftill-time lec
turers, fewer by teaching assistants, and only a handful each semester by ftill-time 
faculty. Because of the very real hierarchies in place, how to both provide models 
and enact change even while acknowledging how threatening pedagogical change 
can be for instructors is an ethical dilemma that we often reflect upon. 

As classroom teachers, we struggle to balance academic requirements with the 
engaged, reflective classroom practices we value. We want students to leave their 
first-year writing courses knowing that writing is relevant on many levels. We are 
aware, though, that for many students, their goal for 121 is to be able to check off 
that particular requirement among the many they must complete for their degree. 
While this focus on requirements, credits, and "doing what the teacher asks" can be 
frustrating, we have found it more productive to acknowledge what Durst (1999) 
calls students' "pragmatic instrumentalism" by giving them ways to research topics, 
communities, and questions that do relate directly to their goals, and from this re
search work to develop the flexible strategies alluded to by Royster above. Un
doubtedly there will always be a few students who leave English 121 with little 
sense of writing as anything more than a product that they must produce for their 
instructor. The reasons for these students' experiences will be as diverse as students 
themselves. Some may leave the class steadfastly maintaining their belief in 
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autonomous literacy, a notion that is surely scrutinized during the fourteen weeks of 
English 121. Others may find that they were not as engaged as they thought they 
would be in the site they chose for research and their lack of engagement may mean 
that they "just couldn't get into the research." Others may dislike the dialogic nature 
of the course, requiring as it does close contact between instructor and students. A 
student of our colleague Clarinda Flannery, who pioneered the multi-genre essay in 
our department, said that she didn't like creating this capstone project for the course 
because she "couldn't do it in one sitting; I had to really think about it piece by 
piece. There was no way I could do it at the last minute" (evaluation). Such com
ments remind us that, while not all of the students in English 121 are just out of high 
school, many are; as Haswell so aptly put it, "We are not teachers of writing. We are 
teachers of this eighteen-year old, writing" (Haswell, 1991: 1). Still, as instructors 
and as program administrators we work to use the space of a required course, with 
required assignments, products, practices, and expectations, as one that challenges 
the very notions students often have of what school-based work is. 
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