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CHAPTER I: INVESTIGATING WRITING INSTRUCTION IN ALTERNATIVE HIGH
SCHOOLS

Whether in English education, composition, or writing studies, one of the most
understudied sites of writing instruction is the alternative high school, or those programs
considered “last chance” for students who have been involuntarily transferred from traditional
high schools (Huerta and Hernandez, 2021)!. As a former alternative schoolteacher, I am not
surprised by its omission from mainstream research; with the exception of those who have taught
within or have once attended these schools, alternative schools are often (sometimes
intentionally) hidden from the public eye. In fact, the answers to many of the basic questions
about writing instruction in these spaces appears to be missing from interdisciplinary writing
scholarship: What do we know about how instructors teach writing in alternative programs?
What do they identify as their teaching goals and values? How do they develop their writing
instruction, and what are their assessment practices? And, understanding the uniquely complex
context of all alternative programs, how does teaching writing within an instructor’s individual
program shape or determine their responses to each of these questions?

Very little research conducted in alternative school programs seeks to address these
questions. In the preparatory research for writing this text I uncovered exactly one study directly
addressing alternative teachers’ writing instruction practices: a thesis by Jordan C. Mcdonald
(2016), a Midwestern alternative high school English teacher who studied the pedagogy, praxis,
and preferred genres of writing instruction of alternative school teachers. I acknowledge that

there is almost certainly additional research that I wasn’t able to locate; but even so, given the

! A more thorough description of Illinois’ alternative school programs will be provided in Chapter III.



enormous wealth of writing research, the lack of attention to alternative high school writing
spaces seems evident.

Conversely, there has been substantially more research examining student experiences in
these programs (Morrissette, 2011; Edgar-Smith & Palmer, 2015), student identities or personas
in alternative schools (de la Ossa, 2005; McNulty & Roseboro, 2009; Johri, 2011), and the
overrepresentation of black and brown bodies in alternative programs (Pane & Salmon, 2009;
Tajalli & Garba, 2014; Dunning-Lozano, 2014; Huerta & Hernandez, 2021). The most
ubiquitous subject of debate and continued research, spanning decades of scholarship and
research about and within these environments, is the issue of how we even define or categorize
“alternative” programs at all (Aron, 2003; Foley & Pang, 2006, Cable et al., 2009). As Aron
(2003) notes, there is no commonly accepted or commonly understood definition of what
constitutes alternative education (p. 3), perhaps further complicating research in alternative
programs.

My primary motivation for this study is to add to the minimal research into the writing
activity and curriculum development of alternative high school writing instructors. Additional
research within alternative educational environments would not only add to our knowledge about
teaching in alternative programs, but also adds an underrepresented (and often misrepresented)
voice and perspective to studies conducted on the writing activities and processes of writing
instructors, how writing instructors develop and implement their curriculum, and how

instructors’ values shape their writing instruction, projects, and assignments. [ propose that



alternative schools are not only prime sites for the study of writing activity and writing
instruction but are also rife with opportunities for educational change research?.
Using CHAT to Investigate Alternative Writing Instruction

My aim through this work is to begin seeking these potential opportunities for change by
making visible the literate activity and practices of alternative writing instructors using cultural-
historical activity-theory (CHAT) as a methodological framework. Cultural-historical activity-
theory is a synthesis of “Vygotskyan psychology, Voloshinovian and Bakhtinian semiotics,
Latour’s actor-network theory, and situated phenomenological work in sociology and
anthropology” offering a framework of activity as “situated in concrete interactions that are
simultaneously improvised locally and mediated by historically-provided tools and practices,
which range from machines, made-objects, semiotic means...and institutions to structured
environments, domesticated animals and plants, and, indeed, people themselves” (Prior et al.,
2007, n.p.). Yew-Jin Lee remarks on the potential for CHAT as an invigorating framework for
educational change research with the potential to “address some of the major shortcomings or
gaps” in current educational change research, not only building upon the existing knowledge
base, “but also open fresh vistas for improving theory and practice” (2011, p. 404). Lee notes
that CHAT has the potential to embrace complexity, is sensitive to the effects of power and
politics, allows research to recognize and contend with emotions and identity, and is better suited
to handle the rapid change happening within educational institutions (2011).

Using CHAT to create a mosaic of alternative writing teachers’ activity systems—the

system participants, texts, resources, objectives, and outcomes—we may detect the

21 define the term “educational change research” to include questions of reform, innovation, sustainability, change
management, school effectiveness, and so forth (Lee, 2011), but also more broadly as aiming “at school
improvement in one way or another” (Burner, 2018).



contradictions causing misalignments between teacher learning goals and writing instruction
within these systems. Through a CHAT perspective we develop a nuanced, multidimensional
perspective of the instructors, how they have been socialized to these environments, and how this
enculturation comes to shape their /iterate activity. To borrow the words of Kevin Roozen
(2021), I define “literate activity” as “activity that involves people producing or using some type
of text, broadly conceived” (p. 96). In other words, literate activity encompasses the texts people
make and use to act upon and navigate the world. As Roozen notes, the term “literate activity”
broadens our understanding of writing, encompassing what Prior describes as “cultural forms of
life saturated with textuality, that [are] strongly motivated and mediated by texts” (1998, p. 138).
While activity theory uses activity as its unit of analysis, literate activity research, as an
extension or evolution of activity theory, uses literate activity itself—the production and use of
texts, as well as how these texts mediate activity—as its unit of analysis. For this study, the
center of my investigation is the literate activity practices and processes of instructors in
alternative schools.

To investigate the literate practices of writing teachers in alternative schools, I
interviewed two alternative teachers working at two radically different kinds of alternative high
schools (detailed further in Chapter III). I include the findings from these interviews in two case
study chapters (Chapters IV and V) with thick descriptions of the instructors’ alternative school
programs, histories and narratives of alternative education told (and heard) by the instructor, and
an example writing assignment they shared with me. To quote Paul Prior, who argues in
Writing/Disciplinarity (1998) for “thick description” and the holistic representation of the
detailed motives, contexts, and activities of participants when considering their activity and

textual production, “[T]his kind of attention [is] critical, not only because it produces a baseline



description of what happens in these contexts, but also because that description poses a challenge
to both everyday and specialized accounts of writing, learning, and knowledge construction” (p.
xi). Further, Prior argues that the study of classroom writing has suggested “that an instructor’s
ideology, goals, and ways of structuring the class have important effects on students’ writing”
(39). Because acts of literacy are not performed in isolation, we must consider the holistic picture
of an instructor’s writing, including the various elements of their activity systems.

Though the presentation of my research through two case studies holistically reviews the
teaching contexts of each teacher-participant, I would reiterate that my research has been most
attentive to their learning goals, teaching values, and writing instruction. Additionally, I am also
tracing the narratives writing instructors explicitly share with me, or those cultural narratives
they seem to have taken up. Specifically, I have searched for moments in our conversations
where the instructors have referenced cultural narratives told about writing or writing instruction
and cultural narratives told about alternative schools/students. Having determined these narrative
threads, I then examine how they may be functioning as cultural tools mediating teacher writing
activity and the development of writing instruction. Considering these threads in tandem with the
goals and values named by writing instructors, we open a new possibility for educational change
(and further educational change research) through both the discovery of the misalignments or
contradictions happening within teachers’ activity, and through identifying paths to re-aligning
teacher learning goals within their curriculum.

Narratives as Cultural Tools Mediating Writing Instruction

Alternative schools as “the schools for the bad kids” is a common refrain. In fact, the

belief that alternative learning programs are for “bad kids” or “bad students” is so entrenched

and so freely ascribed to these schools and students that it has become a sort of metaphorical



narrative cloak students assume the moment they enter these programs. Even if a student has
never self-identified as a “bad kid” prior to enrolling in an alternative school, she might feel she
has become one, and this may lead to a number of consequences. The narrative of alternative
schools and their students as “bad” or “troubled” may alienate the students and limit their futures
if they perceive themselves, and are perceived by others, as inadequately educated (Plows et al.,
2017, p. 31). Not only are these narratives harmful to the students themselves, but they may also
determine their school’s access to resources and how the instructors in these schools develop
their curriculum.

Alternative school educators are not immune to believing and repeating these damaging
narratives to others, themselves, and students. Recently, in an effort to understand how my own
narratives about alternative education have shaped my teaching practices, I’ve been reviewing
teaching artifacts from my years teaching in alternative high schools. I was surprised to
rediscover an article I had written—at the request of, and later reviewed and approved by, one of
my school administrators—where I had described our students as “at-risk,” “dropouts,” and as
having “fallen through the cracks” at their home high schools (Hancock & Bixby, 2015).
Reading this again, I recognize all of these terms and descriptors as coded language labelling
students as deficient, disengaged failures. At the time I wrote this description, I did not
recognize my participation in continuing the cycle of these damaging narratives, nor did I
understand how my subscription to these narratives impacted my curriculum design and methods
of instruction. I did not recognize how I had internalized conflicting cultural narratives about
teaching, studenting, and alternative schools. As I will discuss further on, I now understand that
these commonplace notions (my prior notions) of what reading/writing instructors are or should

be relate to North’s (1987) concept of the “lore” of reading and writing practitioners, the



“accumulated body of traditions, practices, and beliefs in terms of which Practitioners understand
how writing is done, learned, and taught” (22, emphasis added).

This “lore,” or the master narratives of teaching, of writing instruction, and of alternative
school students as “at-risk,”® mediate how writing instructors in these schools design their
curriculum, create teaching materials, and instruct students. However, writing teachers—both in
and outside of alternative schools, for this issue is certainly not exclusive to alternative school
teachers—often do not recognize the ways in which these narratives impact their teaching.
Researching a similar issue in a Korean language school, Eujin Park (2018) found that teachers’
perceptions of the students “deeply shaped their teaching practices and goals™ (p. 291),
determining how they approached students they identified as cultural natives, or the “adoptee
students,” versus those they recognized as cultural outsiders, the “non-adoptee students” (p. 280).

The narratives of teaching, writing, and alternative schools/students are likely to cause
misalignments between what instructors state as their intended learning outcomes or objectives,
and the composing tasks and texts they ask students to produce. Furthermore, as a result of my
study I have found there are often noteworthy misalignments between an alternative program’s
stated goals or measurements of success and the learning goals of the writing instructor, causing
further rifts between the teacher’s prioritized values or learning outcomes and their writing
instruction.

I argue that by identifying the narratives told about and within alternative schools we may
begin to understand how they act as (disruptive) cultural tools mediating writing activity within

the activity system of an alternative instructor’s classroom. By examining the writing instructor’s

3 “At-risk” is a label given to students who are failing academically, who are at an increased risk of dropping out of
school, and/or have been expelled or suspended from conventional high schools (Lange, 1998; Cable et al., 2009). I
discuss the “at-risk” label and the narrative it creates and perpetuates in more depth in Chapter II.



activity system from the perspective of the instructors themselves—their access to resources and
tools, the school’s rules and objectives, the function(s) or purpose(s) of their alternative program,
their role within the system, and the teaching texts and tools they produce—we may consider
how contradictions within these systems also causes misalignments between their desired
learning goals and writing instruction. Of course, I also acknowledge that there are many
challenges to teaching in alternative programs—mnot least of which is the omnipresent issue of
funding—that greatly impact a teacher’s pedagogy and praxis. My own interests lie in tracing the
stories within, around, and about these environments and determining how, or to what extent,
these narratives act as cultural tools mediating the writing activity happening within alternative
classrooms.

An Example Teacher Narrative: A Foreword to the Research

As a point of entry and brief example introducing the narratives and activity systems |
seek to examine and problematize within these classrooms, I begin with a story from my own
teaching experience that illuminated for me (at the time, and now) the contradictions present
within my own localized activity system. In this example, I share a story about a writing
assignment (an essay) I had assigned in the last two weeks of the spring semester to a small
group of chronically absent senior students, all of whom were failing the course but still hoped to
graduate.

Teaching in an alternative school, I had become used to my students “disappearing” for
much of the semester—Ilike these hopeful seniors had—then suddenly “reappearing” and
wanting to complete all their missing work in the last few weeks of the semester. The hopeful
seniors had a veritable mountain of missing assignments, and it seemed unlikely they would be

able to make it all up before graduation. As a last-ditch effort to help them graduate, the school’s



principal had instructed me to assign a writing assignment worth enough points that they could
still pass the class. At a loss, I did what I thought all good English teachers would do: I assigned
an essay. The essay asked students to reflect on their years in school and what a high school
diploma meant to them. I had hoped the essay would challenge the seniors to reflect on their
lives, their paths through education, and to share their stories: Why were they attending an
alternative school? Why did they want their high school diploma? And what did they want to do
with their futures? I had no idea how I was planning to assess it, but it felt right that, for an
English class, I would assign an essay as a last-chance assignment if they wanted to earn their
high school diploma. I believed if they could write something that resembled an essay, I could
justify the student earning a passing grade for their work.

In my assessment I looked for all the typical traits of “good” writing: all the general
writing skills and traits of academic discourse I had been teaching all year—ideas, voice,
organization, word choice, mechanics and grammar, and other such “general” or “basic” writing
skills. Honestly, I knew it did not matter how well the students had written their essays or what
they had written their essays about—so long as they had completed the assignment, they would
pass the class. The quality of the writing and the content itself were not as important to me as my
ability to justify the grade their essays could earn, which would be whatever was needed to allow
each student to pass the course. I wondered, as I read their essays, if I had not truly understood
my goals for this assignment with this group of students. Was I grading their stories, their
writing, or their worthiness for a high school diploma? What was I even looking for from this
assignment, or from the students’ writing? If [ had not been explicitly told to assign a writing
assignment, which I had taken up to mean “essay” (as, I suspect, the principal had intended),

what other options might I have pursued with these students?



In this story, I note that my priority in this moment was not on the students’ learning or
writing, but on their ability to graduate and the impact it would have on their lives if they did not.
In this case, the essay assignment was formed in part by the various requirements and pressures
of my activity system; notably, the principal requesting a “writing assignment,” which directly
shaped the genre and format of assignment I was expected to create. Also of note are hints of the
narratives at play here: what “counts” as “good” writing, or what “counts” as a “good” writing
assignment, and the deficiency mindset that commonly devalues alternative school students. This
example story illustrates how narratives functioning as mediating cultural tools—alongside other
elements of my activity system (the school, my classroom, graduation)—were shaping my
instructional choices for this student writing assignment.

While I share this story primarily as a foreword for my research, I also tell it to situate
myself and my history teaching in alternative programs within the context of my research,
recognizing how my own experiences have shaped my pedagogy, praxis, and how I have
internalized discordant narratives of teaching and alternative schools. In later chapters, where |
present cultural narratives told about alternative schools, describe alternative school programs,
and present the case studies of my two research participants, I encourage my reader to recall this
story and understand that I count myself among those teachers who are striving to create
generative educational spaces in difficult learning environments. The objective of this research is
not to hold a magnifying lens to these teachers and their schools to tally their faults, but to make
visible the complex literate activity process of instructor’s writing curriculum development—
including their constraints or challenges as well as enabling elements—within the contexts of

their alternative school programs.
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An Overview of the Research Study and Goals

Through an IRB-approved study, I have conducted a narrative case study employing
semi-structured interviews with two current alternative English instructors to discuss their
experiences teaching in these environments. The study began with an initial survey, moved into
more in-depth interviews centered on teachers’ learning goals and how they perceived various
elements of their activity systems (their resources, tools, texts, students, rules and objectives),
and concludes with an artifact-based interview of one example writing assignment participants
completed with their students over the course of the study.

My research has been guided by the following question: How are narratives, as mediating
cultural tools within activity systems, influencing or shaping the ways in which alternative high
school teachers are designing, developing, and implementing their writing instruction?

As a result of my research, and through my own experiences and observations teaching in
alternative programes, it is my belief that writing instruction in alternative classrooms is
fundamentally shaped by broader cultural narratives about writing instruction and the narrative
of the “at-risk” alternative school student. Through the use of CHAT as an educational change
research methodology framework to explore the activity of alternative classrooms, and by
privileging narratives as powerful cultural tools mediating writing activity within alternative
writing classrooms, we may: (1) complicate and contextualize our understanding of teacher
writing activity and instruction happening in alternative programs; (2) trace the narrative threads
and their impact as mediating cultural tools on writing instructors’ curriculum development; and
(3) begin developing potential solutions or remediations to resolve or lessen the impact of

contradictions caused by teachers’ uptake of narratives within these activity systems.
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Through this work, I hope to bring to the attention of other education, writing studies, and
composition teacher-scholars the possibilities for research in these often-overlooked learning
environments. I also offer to writing activity scholarship the beginnings of a potential framework
using CHAT, literate activity, and narrative analysis as methodological frameworks and units of
analysis for investigating contradictions within the systems that mediate writing instruction.

Moreover, I have sought to use my research as a platform for the study participants, the
alternative teachers themselves, to share their experiences and stories. As both a scholar and
former alternative teacher, I present my research as a contribution to conversations on writing
instruction in composition scholarship and as a moment of activism advocating for the
recognition of teachers and writing practices happening in alternative spaces.

Chapter Outline

In Chapter II, I review the scholarship that has illuminated and shaped the path of my
research inquiry. Because my research is “messy” and includes multiple moving parts, I have
organized the chapter into three distinct sections, each focusing on one research element or
framework. The first section reviews scholarship that has shaped my understanding of cultural-
historical activity-theory (CHAT) and how I might utilize it as a methodological framework for
my research. The second section outlines how I understand and use the terms narrative and
narrative analysis in my research. The third section attends to the predominant cultural narratives
of writing instruction and alternative students that are at the center of my research inquiry.

In Chapter III, I begin with a brief explanation of how I began developing the study, and
how I have been inspired by the work of feminist qualitative research methodologies and
elements of narrative inquiry—both of which have informed the shape and analysis of the study.

To investigate the activity systems and narratives of writing instructors in alternative schools, |

12



developed two methods for collecting participant data: a survey and a series of interviews. In this
chapter I also discuss my participant selection process (including an overview of alternative
school programs in Illinois) and my process for data analysis.

Chapters IV and V are presented as case studies for my two research participants: Hayden
and Dakota (pseudonyms). These case study chapters are written as thick description narratives
of each participant and their teaching context. In these descriptions I highlight their teaching
values, their student learning goals, how they perceive and understand their teaching contexts (as
well as their roles within these contexts), and what they observe or perceive as significant or
noteworthy elements of their activity systems. Because my research aims to pull together
multiple threads—narratives, activity systems, and writing instruction—it is essential that we
understand their teaching contexts as being deeply nuanced, highly contextual, and
multidimensional (i.e., it is impossible to look at one aspect without considering the whole).

In Chapter VI I present an analysis of the data. I begin by observing the narrative trends
for each teacher, tracing patterns in the stories they tell and in their self-identified teaching goals.
I also consider the elements of their activity systems (as identified by the teacher), and how these
systems, in conjunction with their available tools and resources—including the mediating
narratives—are shaping their literate activity processes: the zow and why behind their writing
instruction.

Chapter VII concludes and reviews the outcomes of my research. I suggest possibilities
for further research and discuss the potential for educational change through continued

examination of narratives as mediating tools on instructors’ curriculum development.
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CHAPTER II: “CHAT” FOR WRITING RESEARCH, NARRATIVE ANALYSIS, AND
CULTURAL NARRATIVES OF TEACHING AND WRITING

The foundational frameworks for my study are cultural-historical activity-theory (CHAT)
and narrative analysis. In the first section of this chapter, I review scholarship that has shaped my
understanding of CHAT and the potential for utilizing CHAT as a framework for writing-
research useful to educational change research. In the first section I discuss how CHAT is a
useful methodological framework for identifying and mapping elements of activity systems and
explain how tracing the process of instructors’ literate activity within their systems using literate
activity research—an extension and further complication of CHAT research—illuminates the
scope and capacity of cultural narratives to function as mediating tools within the complex
activity systems of alternative schools. In the second section I explain how I am using the term
“narrative” in my research, how I am identifying narratives through narrative analysis, and how
narratives are recognized as mediating cultural tools. In the final sections I address the two most
predominant cultural narratives shaping the curricular choices and activity of the teacher-
participants: the problematic narratives of writing instruction and the “at-risk™ alternative school
student.

Cultural-Historical Activity-Theory as Methodological Framework

The primary framework for my research into the activity systems of writing instruction in
alternative schools is cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), a sociocultural theory of tool-
based, objective-oriented learning activity. I view CHAT as a particularly potent research
framework for alternative schools because CHAT offers a set of tools well-suited to handle the
complicated nature of teaching in alternative and other non-traditional learning environments. As

a framework, CHAT offers a means for writing researchers to identify, deconstruct, or untangle
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the many elements of an instructor’s complex activity system. CHAT research traces the process
and production of texts as well as how instructors participate within (or respond to) aspects of
their activity systems, including its multiple subjects, mediating artifacts, and goals. Of those
CHAT researchers I discuss in this section (and elsewhere), Paul Prior’s conceptualization of
CHAT, and his attention to the laminated activities and nature of writing—what he and other
CHAT scholars have come to call “literate activity”—has most influenced my own
understanding and uptake of CHAT as well as how I am utilizing CHAT as a research method
and methodology for data analysis.

Before discussing Prior’s conceptualization of “literate activity,” I must begin with
Engestrom’s mediational triangle (Engestrom 1987, 1993), which Prior builds on in his literate
activity research in Writing/Disciplinarity: A Sociohistoric Account of Literate Activity in the
Academy (1998). Engestrom’s triangle expands Vygotsky’s triangle from the simple subject-
tool-object triangle to include other mediators such as rules, community, and the division of
labor, all of which are dialectically linked (Engestrom, 1987; Lee, 2011; see also Figure 1). In
the activity system triangle, it is through the Subject that activity is constructed using one or
more mediating artifacts, or Tools (Burner, 2019). Rules include norms, conventions, and
regulations within the activity system, Community refers to all the people involved in the system,
and Division of Labor refers to the object-oriented actions conducted by the people involved in
the activity system (Burner, p. 98). The Object is the focus of the activity, while the Outcome is
the “ultimate goal or vision” of the activity system. Lee (2011) asserts that researchers must first
identify the Object of the activity: “it is that [the object] that engages people to take certain

actions and not others. Said differently, there is a motive as well as a problem to which efforts
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are oriented. This dialectic between activity and object is so fundamental that neither exists
without the other” (p. 407).
Figure 1

A Depiction of Engestrom’s Activity System Triangle, a Heuristic Used in CHAT

Tools
Outcomes
Subject Object
Rules X Division of
Community Labor

Though my study privileges narratives as the mediating cultural tool under investigation
in the activity systems of alternative school writing instructors, I also recognize and acknowledge
the impact of other mediators on the activities of teachers (and students) in these classrooms. Lee
reminds us that, “Although any one of the mediators in an activity system can be foregrounded,
the rest are not absent and are in fact indispensable to describe the ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ of
subjects’ transformations of objects” (2011, p. 407, emphasis added). By granting greater
attention to narratives, and while also looking at the “big picture” of the instructors’ activity
systems, I am seeking evidence of what Wertsch (1998) refers to as the “resistance and tensions”
involved in mediated action through cultural tools (Burner, 2019, p.102). For my research I am

also specifically looking to the fourth-generation iteration of CHAT, which includes emotions
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and identity as well as the presence of multiple (congruous) activity systems (Lee, 2011, p. 408).
The inclusion of emotions and identity in CHAT research helps me better understand
participants’ motives for activity—the why behind the numerous decisions they make regarding
their learning or writing goals and writing instruction. Because the uptake of narratives shapes
identity (discussed further on in this chapter), the fourth-generation CHAT model, with its
inclusion of emotions and identity, allows me to trace the complex ways in which narratives, as
one mediating tool among many other factors within participants’ activity systems, have been
taken up by participants and how narratives and other activity system factors have come to shape
participants’ identities, values, their perceptions of themselves (what a teacher “should” be, what
writing instruction “should” be) and their perception of others (what defines an alternative
student, what alternative students “should learn”).

Paul Prior (1998) builds on Engestrom’s mediational triangle, which recognizes activity
systems as being composed of a multitude of often disparate elements, voices, and viewpoints (p.
24), Prior problematizes Engestrom’s activity system as being in danger of a “creeping
spatialization” of activity systems as autonomous, discrete territories (1998, p. 24); that is,
activity systems are in danger of over-generalizations (one activity system location, object, or
outcome is representative of another), or of being treated as disconnected from other activity
systems. Instead, Prior suggests that activity is laminated—that multiple activities co-exist, are
immanent, in any situation (p. 24). Moreover, “activity is perspectival as well as laminated, with
co-participants holding differently configured activity footings” (p. 24). Writing, then, is a fully
dialogic process, with activity that is situated, mediated, and dispersed (p. 32).

This notion of laminated writing-as-activity is the basis for what Prior proposes as an

appropriate unit of analysis for writing research: literate activity (2015, p. 5). Literate activity is
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“a confluence of many streams of activity: reading, talking, observing, acting, making, thinking,
and feeling as well as transcribing words” (Prior, 1998, p. xi). Literate activity, in any medium, is
“not only multimodal, but also temporally and spatially dispersed and distributed across multiple
persons, artifacts, and sites” (Prior, 1998, p. 137). Prior also describes literate activity as
“cultural forms of life saturated with textuality, that is strongly motivated and mediated by texts”
(p. 138), and explains that literate activity “is not only a process whereby texts are produced,
exchanged, and used, but is also part of a continuous sociohistoric process in which persons,
artifacts, practices, institutions, and communities are being formed and reformed” (p. 139). Put
differently, Roozen (2021) describes literate activity as “activity that involves people producing
or using some type of text, broadly conceived,” addressing ““all of the many ways that texts are
part of people’s lived experiences in the world” (p. 96). Literate activity evolves Engestrom’s
mediational triangle to include the reflexivity and dialogic process of writing in addition to the
sociocultural situatedness and interconnectedness of any writing activity. To borrow the words
of Prior, Walker, and Riggert-Kieffer (2019), who propose a new mapping of rhetorical action
grounded in CHAT: mapping literate activity demonstrates not the story of relations between, but
instead “a story about the inseparability of the personal and the social in unfolding activity” (p.
128, emphasis added). Literate activity as the unit of analysis, or as the activity of the activity
system, recognizes the inseparability of the elements of the activity system as well as its
historical and cultural situatedness.

Given the situated, mediated, and dispersed nature of literate activity, Prior notes the
particular importance of examining “the concrete nature of cultural spheres of literate activity,”
or the “laminated assemblages” of literate activities (Prior, 1998, p. 138; Smith and Prior, 2020).

These “cultural spheres” include the texts (including tools and texts produced), tasks (goals,
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objectives, requirements), and contexts (languages, histories, rules, physical space[s]) in which
tools are used and texts are produced. Using CHAT, and centering on an instructor’s literate
activity in my research—of their curriculum development generally, and from a specific teaching
artifact they have shared with me—I am able to locate the interaction between aspects of these
systems: the tools/resources available to instructors in these spaces and the affordances or
constraints of the environment itself. By looking at literate activity centered on the creation and
implementation of a writing assignment unit and how this unit was created, developed, and
implemented over the course of the semester (or years), I am also examining how their functional
system (Prior, 1998, pp. 29-32) impacts what they are or are not creating. As Smith and Prior
(2020) explain, we cannot view one site at one point in time—Ilike a single class period, or a sole
writing assignment—as a fixed stage on which events are acted out (p. 1). Instead, “such sites
need to be seen as cultural ways of classifying many unfolding emergent assemblages, in each of
which multiple trajectories of artifacts, people, and signs collide, interact...and spin off, changed,
into their next phases of being” (p. 1-2). In other words, no one space and no one literate activity
is static: we must recognize how the various layers of activity(ies) move dynamically
across/within/outside of the sites in which we live. Understanding the activities as laminated
assemblages—how times, spaces, artifacts, and people converge (Smith and Prior, 2020)—has
assisted me in exploring the how and why curriculum is developed, implemented, assessed, and
valued in alternative spaces.

I have also been inspired by Riggert-Kieffer’s use of CHAT as a “methodological guide”
for her dissertation work (“Chatting with Middle Schoolers” 2018). Like Riggert-Kieffer, I will
be utilizing activity theory as an anchoring reference for my data analysis (p. 95). Using CHAT

as a research methodology will allow me to shift from a product-centered approach (i.e., solely
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looking at the texts teachers produce) to an approach that examines all the activities/tools/people
and the interactions between them (p. 96). Riggert-Kieffer describes looking for the “in-
between,” the places where students in her classroom—the participants of her study—seemed to
experience the impacts of her P-CHAT curriculum (p. 97). The “in-between” places of my own
study are those spaces where I am searching for the impact of cultural narratives, spoken or
unspoken, about writing instruction and alternative students (described further on in this
chapter), and where these narratives seem to be expressed (or not) in their curriculum
development and instruction. One advantage of CHAT as a methodological framework is, as
Riggert-Kieffer describes, the explanatory power in the interactions of the data (p. 98). A CHAT
research methodology adds a richness to the analysis work (p. 98) and will help me see the
broader contexts and interplay of my collected data.
CHAT for Educational Change Research

Considering CHAT’s versatility and potential for writing research, I return once more to
the argument for CHAT as an invigorating framework for educational change research. In the
previous chapter I introduced Yew-Jin Lee’s remarks on the potential for CHAT as a framework
for educational change research (2011). As I noted in Chapter I, I borrow definitions from Lee
(2011) and Burner (2018) to define “educational change research” as including questions of
reform, innovation, sustainability, change management, school effectiveness (Lee, p. 420), and
more broadly as aiming “at school improvement in one way or another” (Burner, 2018, p. 123).
Though “school improvement” is often closely linked to the professional development of
principals and teachers, the ultimate goal of school improvement is the improvement of student
learning, learning conditions, and/or learning processes (Burner, 2018, p. 123). For the purposes

of my work in this study, I include research on instructors’ curriculum development and
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implementation as a kind of educational change research that moves toward improvements in
student learning through the identification of “resistance and tensions” (Wertsch, 1998) as well
as their potential remedies.

Lee writes, “Without upholding it as a panacea, there are many merits in CHAT...that
warrant it leaving the status of under-utilized research methodology in educational change” (p.
404). Lee addresses five key dilemmas faced by educational change researchers: (1) failure to
fully analyze the contexts of change (a failure to adequately examine the context at various
levels, e.g. classroom, school, or district); (2) a tendency towards reductionism rather than
embracing complexity (formulaic generalizations and claims of simple causality without
embracing complexity); (3) low sensitivity to the effects of power and politics (the danger of
objectifying participants due to inherent power differentials, and a tendency to dismiss conflicts
and tensions around educational systems); (4) a lack of concern with emotions and identity (short
shrifting identity, and forgetting the interdependence of learning, identity, and emotions); and,
finally, (5) the rapidity at which new innovations and reforms are often introduced (the extra
burden of devising tools in educational change research that can adequately monitor and adjust to
these rapid transformations). Lee states that, with the addition of the presence of multiple activity
systems in third-generation CHAT and the inclusion of emotions and identity in fourth-
generation CHAT, the CHAT model is arguably the “most germane for education change
researchers” (p. 408). Though Lee remarks on the absence of longitudinal, heavily quantitative
research with large data sets from CHAT-based research—begging the question whether CHAT
can fulfill the demands of policy-makers who increasingly desire substantive “evidence” (p.
409)—he argues that CHAT-based research “excels in interpretive, smaller-scale, and teacher-

oriented studies of educational change” (p. 410).
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Writing on the application of CHAT in communication research, David Russell (2009)
similarly describes activity theory as an “influential” framework because CHAT does not suffer
the same “deep theoretical and methodological limitations™ inherent in other research
frameworks for studies on writing-in-use within, and among, organizations and institutions (p.
41). “In CHAT, broadly conceived, context is not separated from activity, or from texts, which
are seen as tools for the mediation of activity. In this sense, CHAT allows for wider levels of
analysis” (Russell, 2009, p. 41). Russell also points to CHAT’s ability to look at the macrolevels
(the institutions, structures, and systems) that affect the microlevel actions of the teaching and
learning that students and teachers do with texts in education systems (p. 43). Because CHAT
allows for this “wider level” analysis that considers the connection between context and activity,
I would argue that CHAT is a particularly and uniquely useful research framework for
investigating the complex nature of alternative schools, and specifically as a tool for
investigating teaching and writing instruction—a kind of literate activity—within these schools.

As a learning theory, CHAT can be especially useful for investigating alternative schools
and other learning environments with “at-risk” or non-traditional K-12 students. Though all
school environments would benefit from educational change research in some capacity,
alternative programs are often overlooked by researchers as sites for potential research and as
candidates most in need of educational change and reform. CHAT as a research framework for
educational change offers researchers a tool to illuminate many of the tensions within alternative
school activity systems because, as Lee (2011) argues, CHAT traces the “big picture” of the
activity, resists reductionism, and is sensitive to the effects of power and politics (such as the
common issues faced by alternative schools of being underfunded and undersupported by local

school districts, regions, or the state).
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Though not strictly writing about an alternative school, Anderson and Stillman (2013)
use CHAT as a tool for analyzing how student teachers teaching in schools with “high needs”
students might be better supported by their universities and education programs. In their study,
Anderson and Stillman use CHAT from the perspective of teacher research (teacher
development, instruction, curriculum design) to investigate how student teachers are prepared (or
not) for teaching in urban high-needs schools (2013) Under the broad definition proposed by Lee
(2011) and Burner (2018), I consider teacher research (in this case, teacher preparation) as one
kind of educational change research working toward the improvement of student learning and/or
learning processes. Anderson and Stillman selected CHAT as their research framework because,
as a learning theory, it creates a more nuanced representation of the local teaching context by
taking seriously “historicity and the mediating role of context, community, and culture and
therefore holds special potential for illuminating complex social interactions within and across
TEP [teacher education program] and K-12 settings” (p. 2). Using CHAT as a framework for
analysis, Anderson and Stillman re-imagine and re-mediate the contradictions, complexities, and
tensions identified in the student teaching practices they observed with their participant, Cristina.
From their research, perhaps what most resonates with me about the potential for CHAT research
in these locations is, as Anderson and Stillman argue, that CHAT “provides a set of tools that is
particularly useful given...the tendencies—reflected in research, policy, and practice—toward
reductive and fetishized views of urban schools and the communities and students they serve” (p.
13).

Anderson and Stillman’s statement on the “reductive and fetishized views” of urban
schools and students references Bartolomé’s “Beyond the Methods Fetish” (1994), which

expounds on the dehumanization of minority students by teachers who look for the “right”
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teaching methods for certain culturally and linguistically subordinated student populations who
do not respond to “normal” instruction (p. 173-4). Bartolomé calls for the recognition of the
structural relationships between schools and society, culturally responsive education, and calls
upon teachers to conduct a “critical analysis of the sociocultural realities in which subordinated
students find themselves at school” (p. 176, 177). Though alternative school students are not
synonymous with “urban schools and students,” or with minority students (however, as noted in
the first chapter, studies have shown a higher percentage of minority students are referred to
these schools), I do still see a vital overlap between the “at-risk” or “high needs” populations of
traditional schools and those students referred from these schools to largely underfunded,
understaffed, and often overlooked alternative school programs.

As a sociocultural lens, CHAT provides tools that assist in the identification of the
contradictions happening within educational systems and the structural relationships—including
the inseparability—of the system’s various elements (community members, texts and tools,
rules, objects, etc.). Jody Shipka writes about this inseparability and the complex, distributed
composing processes of her research participants in Toward a Composition Made Whole (2011).
Shipka states that writing “functions as one stream within the broader flow of activity by
highlighting the role other texts, people, activities, semiotic resources, institutions, memories,
and motives play in the composers’ overall production processes” (p. 15). By detailing
composing processes that extend beyond the space of the classroom or campus, we find the
“varied and various places in which, times at which, and resources with which” literate activity is
accomplished (p. 15).

Though the CHAT and educational change researchers who have most influenced my

work are concerned primarily with instructors in traditional schools, “at-risk” students, or
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“urban” schools, I see great potential for overlap or continued application of the research being
done with these groups in alternative schools. While I do make comparisons in this chapter and
elsewhere between writing research in traditional schools, and its possibilities or potential for a
similar application in alternative schools, the reason I do not include much similar writing
research using CHAT or literate activity as research frameworks in alternative schools is because
it is scarce or seems to not exist. [ acknowledge, of course, the sometimes extreme differences
between the goals, structures, regulations, objectives or outcomes (and the varying, sometimes
conflicting goals between members within these systems), physical locations, and resources
between traditional high schools and alternative schools.

By weaving CHAT—with emphasis on literate activity research—together with narrative
analysis, I will identify various elements of my research participants’ activity systems, with
attention to the impact of narratives as mediating cultural tools. Furthermore, by examining their
activity systems, literate activity, and personal narratives, I begin to identify where and how
contradictions or dilemmas are disrupting, disorienting, or inhibiting teachers’ writing
instruction. I do so specifically by taking up the concept of narratives and use narrative analysis
as a means of examining narratives as mediating cultural tools.

Analyzing Narratives as Mediating Cultural Tools

Wertsch (1998) states that all human action is fundamentally shaped, or mediated, by
cultural tools (p. 73). In Mind as Action (1998), Wertsch expounds on language as a cultural tool,
and narrative as a particular form of language/cultural tool and speech genre (pp. 73, 80).
Wertsch notes that the examination of narratives “provides clues about the affordances and

constraints one can anticipate when examining the mediational means employed in representing
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the past” (p. 86). In other words, narratives as cultural tools have the ability to both empower and
constrain those who speak (compose, tell) and those who hear (take up, experience) them.

While narratives do act as mediating cultural tools, narratives themselves are also socially
constructed and mediated. Esteban-Guitart (2012) describes narratives—repertoires of behavior
and identity—as “cultural products” and “shared artefacts, of historical origin,” whose content is
“social, political, and cultural (i.e. ‘we’ and ‘they’)” (p. 173). Simply put, narratives are
culturally-shared products that shape us (our identity, beliefs), but are also continuously and
dialogically shaped by us in our (re)tellings. Margarete Sandelowski similarly writes about the
social nature and construction of narratives, stating, “[L]ives are understood as and shaped by
narratives” (1991, p. 162, emphasis added). Jeong-Hee Kim (2011) discusses our socially-
constructed narratives as “personal narratives,” which are “social in the sense of reflecting the
broad social, cultural, ideological, and historical conditions in which they are told and heard” (p.
20). Because stories are socially-constructed by nature, an individual story, then, is “an invitation
to see the world as embodied in the story” (p. 20). It is through an examination of individuated
stories that we see the connection, reflection, or relationship between the personal story and the
broader cultural narrative.

Writing about a similar relationship between personal stories as reflections of “bigger”
cultural stories, Rowe, Wertsch, and Kosyaeva (2002) explore the connection between personal,
private, or “little” narratives and how they become linked to an overarching collective, “big”
narrative. “Little” narratives include personal or private narratives, while “big” narratives are the
larger-scale, collective narratives (p. 98). Rowe et al suggest that “little” narratives are
dialogically constructed with “big” narratives, creating “relationships among narratives” (p.

108), and to study these types of narratives (the “little” and “big”’) means studying them in
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APPENDIX D: SAMPLE STUDENT RESPONSE WITH HAYDEN’S FEEDBACK

Written feedback from an individual student meeting
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The revised student response after meeting with Hayden

Question 6- According to the cartoon what was the real reason for the
crime in the east end of London? Why would these things impact crime? (3
sentences) ‘

Poverty is when people are poor and this makes them mad and mad people fight a lot.
Neglect makes people want to find someone o pay attention and they do stupid things.
Prejudice made people attack other people that they didn't like.

Question 7- Why do you think prostitutes would become an easy target
back in 1888 and even today? (2 sentences)

They were targeted because they work in the dark and that makes them easy targets for
Jack. Jack and other killers like to kill in the dark because no one can see them and tell
the police what they look like.

Question 8- When you look at sources G and H these two prime suspects
are very similar in appearance. Does this mean that one of them had to be
the Ripper? Explain your answer. (2 sentences)

No, they are not Jack the Ripper Because just because they look alike doesn’t mean
that they are Jack. Lots of people in the world look alike and the description was very
basic and brown hair and middle aged applies to almost all the people living there.

Question 9- Observe source l. The police were often criticized for not
catching the murderer. Do you think people had the right to criticize?

Use the following sites to develop a paragraph {(minimum of 5 sentences on
why or why not the police should be blamed.)

hitos:/fwww. jack-the-ripper.org/investigation-technigues.htm
https:/fwww.jack-the-ripper.org/meiropolitan-police-1888.him

No, the reason why is because they did not catch Jack but that does not mean you have
to be angry. People can't get angry when they are doing everything they can to catch
him. The police didn’t have fingerprinting, DNA, or even good witnesses. The women
that they talked to were usually drunk.

Question 10- Using the information in Souce J ¢can you find a possible
motive for the murders, based on what all the murders had in common?
What evidence led you to your assumption? (3 sentences)

He targeted them because they were doing nothing but drink and drugs but that doesn't
mean he has the right to kill. He most likely didn’t like women or was mad at women for
some crazy reason so this made him want to get rid of them. Maybe they were just easy
o get to and he really was just crazy and wanted to stab people.

( ,
A Lopy abter ur maesng
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APPENDIX I: SOCIAL JUSTICE ARGUMENTATIVE ESSAY PROMPT

Essay #2
Argumentative w/Research

In this essay, you will choose a current event issue or a social justice issue that you are
interested in. You will need to complete research on the topic, create a claim about the
issue, and write an argument to attempt to create change. Please pick a topic that you
have some passion/genuine interest for. You may use any sources that you like to
complete your research (internet websites, library databases, books, etc.). All sources
will need to be documented on a Works Cited page. You may not choose the same
topic as Essay #1.

1. Make a claim about the topic
2. Support your claim with evidence from research
3. Use one or more of the persuasive techniques (ethos, logos, pathos)

Length: 3-5 pages

Format: MLA (typed, double spaced, heading)
Works Cited page is required

Due Date: TBD in November

Draft due- 11/17
Final copy due- 11/24

Topic:

Briefly explain in 4-6 sentences why you have chosen this topic:
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