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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Drawing on a sociocultural view of learning as acculturation into the distinct social 

language of academic communities, this study reports the developmental impacts of an 

intervention program designed to prepare students from a comprehensive urban high 

school for the rigors of college reading and writing.  Statistical analysis of students’ pre-, 

mid- and post-test performances on a university writing placement exam demonstrates 

significant growth.  Qualitative analysis of their formal and informal writing employing 

three semantic differential scales designed to measure reciprocity, indexicality, and 

intertextuality, however, illuminates how struggles to negotiate the terms of participation 

in an academic community of practice and students’ conceptual orientations toward 

written texts limited the extent to which students could fully master the social language of 

academic argumentation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“trying to learn to use words, and every attempt 

is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure 

because one has only learnt to get the better of words 

for the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in which 

one is no longer disposed to say it.  And so each venture 

is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate 

with shabby equipment always deteriorating 

in the general mess of imprecision of feeling, 

undisciplined squads of emotion” 

T.S. Eliot, from “East Coker” 

 

 These lines from Eliot have echoed throughout my own struggles with language 

as well as my struggles as a teacher of things that heavily—if not exclusively—involve 

language: reading and writing.  In these lines I read an account of every child’s confusion 

when, graced with this new and rapidly developing capacity to speak and write, the words 

that come never quite match their ideational roots.  Or, when confronted with the spoken 

and written words of others, the discomforting imprecision with which the sounds and 

symbols are interpreted and understood.  Or, as the growing child matriculates into the 

formalities of schooling, the deepening malaise that sets in as the languages of the 

everyday world and the institutional world drift further from each other.  Eliot seems to 

have understood this fundamental tension between thought and language, and called out 
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the ways in which the tension can sometimes erupt—violently, militaristically—into a 

seemingly endless struggle.   

By setting each of his Four Quartets in a particular location that linked its speaker 

to his inscrutable past, Eliot seems to have also understood that the arenas in which this 

struggle played out were not strictly psychological.  They were keyed to the social, 

historical, and cultural settings in which immediate encounters with the world invoked 

the need for words, words that inevitably failed to attain the unity of thought and 

language the speaker had hoped for.  Returning to these lines from a poem I first 

encountered as a naïve and underprepared undergraduate nearly eighteen years ago, I am 

reminded of a few key moments in that struggle.  

Growing up, my parents vehemently supported my autonomy, but due to the 

exigencies they faced as owners of a struggling business, parented me very little.  And so 

it was around the age of 8 that I discovered my passion for R-rated movies.  While 

violence and gore held some appeal to my child mind, the real allure came in the form of 

words: older people talking about older people things.  I enamored myself in the 

understated inflection of unbearable grief (Ordinary People), the pseudo-savvy of 

adolescent ennui (The Breakfast Club), the ethnic cant of criminal masterminds (The 

Godfather), the abrasive crowing of war (Full Metal Jacket), and the pained irony of 

unrequited love (The Last American Virgin).  Indeed, as I watched the same dozen VHS 

tapes repeatedly, I studied the interactions, and in short time I began to emulate them—

the words, the gestures, the cues, the mannerisms—any time I was afforded the 

opportunity to sit at the grown-up table.  Unleashing my undisciplined squads of emotion 

was not mere precociousness.  I was playfully tugging at the margins of a social 
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language, a unique set of linguistic codes drawn from the grammar and lexicon available 

to all speakers of a native language that belong to a specific generation, group, or 

community of practice.  

A decade later I am an eager but dreadfully overwhelmed first-generation college 

student trying to read T.S. Eliot, swimming in the words as if they were the water of a 

murky swamp.  I read and reread the lines and each time they simply slipped beneath the 

surface of the muck.  To write a paper in response, I desperately stitched together quotes 

and phrases from any source I could find into what I hoped would become some 

hackneyed elaboration of a thesis.  Thanks to the help of a thesaurus and a handful of 

clunky transitions, I weaved just enough of my own language into the fray to disguise my 

misguided borrowing.  My professor’s perfunctory response, red pen marks peppered 

across just about every original linguistic formulation, reminded me that mine was not yet 

the correct social language. 

 Jump ahead 5 years and I am now—reluctantly, at first—teaching academic 

writing to newly-minted college students.  To contend with the torpor of traditional, 

mechanics-based composition instruction, my department maintained that the classroom 

needed to be a place of lively discussion.  Their simple belief was that by engaging 

students in their ideas, good writing would follow.  I assembled lists of thematically-

linked readings and came to each class armed with ponderous questions, dilemmas, and 

topics for debate.  Sure enough, over the course of the semester we came to perform our 

roles as adults talking like adults.  There were moments of melodrama and outrage, 

moments of strained bloviating, and moments of near-erudition.  We got comfortable 

with each other. We loosened our ties and occasionally dipped into our most R-rated 
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lexicons.  For the most part, the animated talk of our classroom did not find its way into 

the students’ writing, but, at least within the space we’d carved for ourselves, we were 

tracing the boundaries of a social language. 

 Five more years later I am teaching language arts at a diverse urban high school.  

There was Monique (all names are pseudonyms), a bright young girl for whom school 

seemed to come naturally.  She could crank out written analyses of expository texts, 

strategically hedge her positions in persuasive essays, and deconstruct literary works with 

microscopic detail.  She hungered for top grades, but, beyond that she found little of 

value in her academic work.  She unapologetically confessed that she didn’t care for 

reading or writing outside of the classroom.  Literature was a relic of tired antiquity.  

Formal writing was archaic and inefficient.  For her, school was a profession that carried 

the promise of promotion as long as she conducted herself in deference to the rules—

rules she understood tacitly.   

Beside Monique was Teneisha, a voracious reader of young-adult fiction whose 

backpack always seemed to weigh thirty pounds.  She hurried through her classwork so 

she could get back to whatever novel she was working on.  She loved to talk about the 

books she was reading, to put herself in the roles of the protagonists and feel her way 

through their struggles.  But when it came to the reading and writing she had to do for 

class, she labored haplessly.  Close analyses of texts were an onerous task for her.  Her 

writing was clumsy and artificial.  She relied far too heavily on other people’s words.  

She seemed to read literature purely associatively, exhorting her feelings but rarely 

attending to matters of form or structure.  For her, school was a barrier that she had to 

clamber over as nimbly as she could without toppling off the ledge. 
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Across the room, tucked in the back corner, was Max.  Max was a glib, eccentric 

boy with a borderline sense of propriety and a wingspan of interests.  He loved comics, 

graphic novels, manga, superheroes, video games, horror films, and Dungeons and 

Dragons.  His multiplicity of influences surfaced in everything he did in class.  When he 

participated in discussions, he made vague references to obscure works of science-fiction.  

When he wrote, he slipped in and out of the esoteric jargon of anime and the abbreviated 

vernacular of online chat rooms.  A short conversation with Max about the latest 

superhero movie easily cued his sharp analytic mindset.  But when it came to schoolwork 

he rarely answered to the assignment prompts, opting instead to produce bizarre 

manifestos extolling conspiracy theories, or posing wildly implausible solutions to social 

problems.  Despite his best intentions, for Max school was a foreign country whose 

values and ideologies seemed to clash with his own in every way. 

Like any responsible teacher, I wanted the best for Monique, Teneisha, Max, and 

the host of others around them, all similarly talented and idiosyncratic.  I wanted them to 

do well in school, and I wanted them to see their learning as more than just a stop-gap 

between today and tomorrow, more than just a barrier between themselves and the 

institutionalized roles they had to perform, and more than just anathema to all of the 

things they really valued and cared about.  Clearly, they were not at deficits in their 

literate abilities.  Yet, what I failed to understand at the time was that their struggles were 

not struggles with an autonomous, unitary, ubiquitous language comprised from a shared 

grammar and lexicon equally available to us all; rather, they were struggling with a 

different kind of language altogether: a language belonging as much to each of us 

individually as it belonged to the entire history of the institution of school, the culture of 
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those whose labors shaped that institution, and the social structures which gave it purpose 

and meaning.  A language whose rules were not always systematic, whose conventions 

were not always agreed-upon, and whose potentialities were not, by any means, 

unbounded.  My students and I were not operating as the “disengaged image of the self” 

so deeply engrained in my pedagogical assumptions (Taylor, 1985, p.5).  We were 

subordinate, at varying degrees of rank and status, to the authority of a social language. 

Social Languages and Learning 

Social language is not the oxymoron it may at first appear to be.  The terms has roots in 

sociocultural (Bakhtin 1981, 1986; Wertsch, 1991) and sociocognitive (Gee 2004, 2012) 

theories of language use.  T.S. Eliot’s poetry, for instance, with its characteristic reliance 

on heavy allusion juxtaposed with colloquial idiom, recognizes a matrix of forces 

simultaneously at play in the construction and reception of any intelligible collection of 

words.  While language systems—what Bakhtin (1981) referred to as national 

languages—may be unified by the abstract terms of grammatical rules that allow for 

expressions to carry meaning, the actual meaning of any utterance is predominantly 

subject to the context of its use.  Students like those in the composition class described 

above are communicating more than merely referential signals when they introduce their 

claims with phrases like, “according to the text,” and “as a high school graduate it is clear 

to me”.  They are also conveying ideological positions within a specific social order: in 

these cases, one that is linked to the activity of schooling.  At the same time, when a 

student like Max disrupts this order by drawing upon the language of online gaming 

when he suggests that the speaker in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” is a “total 

newb” when it comes to romance, it is not the weakness of his analytic insight (it is, in 
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fact, a rather astute claim) that pushes him to the margins of the classroom.  It is his 

failure to draw upon the pool of linguistic resources appropriate to the social activity with 

which he is engaging.   

Within the abstract and decontextualized rules that govern national languages are 

a near-infinite variety of more nuanced linguistic systems.  Such systems, over time, are 

shaped by historical, cultural, and social forces so as to coalesce into conventional forms 

of use.  Participants in such systems adopt not just the basic linguistic codes, but also the 

shared ideologies and epistemologies that undergird them.  The comings-together of these 

linguistic codes and their underlying mental representations are social languages: “socio-

ideological” languages of “social groups, ‘professional’ and ‘generic’ languages, 

languages of generations and so forth” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 272).  Such languages provide 

an organizing principle in the wake of what might otherwise appear to be random and 

unbounded ways of language use that permeate all stratum of society, from informal 

dinner table talk to formalized legal proceedings (Wertsch, 1991).  Social languages cue 

certain perspectives keyed to the nature of the social identities and activities that index 

and enact the languages.  Mastering a social language begins with one’s 

acknowledgement of its existence in the first place—a capacity to map certain discursive 

elements onto certain social identities and activities.  However, social languages cannot 

be taught in the direct sense of the term.  They must be acquired through processes of 

socialization (Gee, 2004).   

This latter point becomes the basis for the present study.  While I tacitly 

understood the tensions between students’ natural languages and the artificialities 

imposed upon them by the demands of school, I carried pedagogical assumptions that 
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both constrained my students and limited the extent to which I could design effective 

instruction.  A complete list of such assumptions would be impossible to enumerate, but a 

few more telling ones are as follows: (1) I assumed that each of us acted as autonomous 

agents in our language use, and that the language of schooling was simply a highly 

“correct” version of our shared language.  (2)  I assumed that this correct version of the 

language could be taught explicitly through analysis of models and decontextualized 

practice.  (3)  I assumed that issues with the texts students read and produced could be 

addressed on the level of the text itself.  These assumptions led me into what I eventually 

came to realize were a few pedagogical danger zones.  I assumed that students who 

struggled to read or write simply needed to take their time and work harder.  If a story or 

essay we read didn’t make sense, all the student had to do was reread it more carefully.  If 

a written draft proved problematic, all the student had to do was spend enough time in 

revision addressing its major concerns.  Perhaps most precarious of all was my 

assumption that our language and our thoughts were somehow separate, that they could 

be addressed on separate levels, and that one did not necessarily depend upon or proceed 

from the other.  Weak ideas could be bolstered by effective language.  Weak language 

could be mitigated by bold ideas.  And so I let Monique’s polished writing carry the 

bland tune of her innocuous arguments.  I let Teneisha’s rambling, anecdotal accounts of 

her experiences reading our assigned texts pass for analysis.  I let Max extend further and 

further into bizarre and esoteric extremes in the hope that enough practice would 

eventually congeal into more conventional efforts.   

Of course, I was wrong.  Monique, Teneisha, Max, and a host of other high school 

students who passed through my classroom turned out to be inadequately prepared for the 
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college classrooms I helped usher them into.  Monique’s dispassionate routines failed to 

provide her with the motivation she needed to keep at it when things became difficult.  

Teneisha’s unpracticed ability as an analytic reader and writer made her textbooks and 

assigned essays nearly inapproachable to her.  Max, despite being one of the most prolific 

readers and writers I’d ever known, ended up in remedial courses that contributed 

detrimentally to his sense of belonging in the university.  It was their stories and their 

struggles that drove my own desire to gain a deeper and more theoretically-rich 

perspective on my practice.  

Coming to understand learning as acquiring and mastering a social language 

naturally challenged these assumptions, and, in doing so, brought me to the single 

question that guides this study:  What are the developmental impacts of an instructional 

intervention designed to acculturate urban adolescents into the social language of 

college?  Additionally, the following sub-questions will facilitate investigation of the 

main question: (1) What impact does it have on students’ performances on a college 

writing placement exam? (2) What does analysis of written utterances reveal about 

aspects of student development? (3) How is student development reflected in the design 

of the instructional approach?   

Statement of the Research Problem 

 Access to and persistence through college is not the only desirable outcome for 

high school students, but it is one that merits attention on the instructional level, 

especially as research continues to show barriers to access and persistence for first-

generation college-goers (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014), students from struggling 

urban high schools (Roderick, Coca, & Nagaoka, 2011), minority students (Nasir & Saxe, 



10 

 

2003), and students from low-income backgrounds (Destin & Oyserman, 2009).  Taken 

together, such studies show that, in the case of students for whom all of these 

designations apply, the prospects of obtaining a degree are especially bleak.  Yet, with 

such a robust corpus of knowledge illuminating the problem, why does it continue to 

remain largely unanswered on the level of secondary instruction?  In part, it is due to how 

notions of college access and persistence are construed in the context of reform efforts.  

At the same time, it is also a matter of how secondary instruction treats notions of college 

readiness as a matter of both curriculum and pedagogy.  

 Putative divisions in how problems of access and persistence are theorized and 

described stand as a continued source of tension in efforts to bring effective instructional 

programs to the secondary level.  From the vantage point of administrative stakeholders 

and policy-makers who answer to the call for college and career readiness embedded in 

recent, large-scale reform efforts such as the Common Core State Standards, a pipeline 

approach prevails (Conley, 2008; Baber, Castro, & Bragg, 2010).  This approach 

construes access and persistence as a largely technical problem: students must pursue a 

certain path through their secondary education that allows them to tick off a series of 

prerequisites such as participation in high school courses deemed appropriate for college 

preparation, and achieving success on standardized assessments such as the SAT.  By 

doing so, students can acquire skills across several domains, including academic and 

interpersonal aptitudes, which will allow them to be successful through college.  By 

itemizing college readiness, it is transformed into an issue that can be measured 

empirically, and addressed on a systematic level, increasing offerings of college 
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preparatory courses such as Advanced Placement and SAT preparation, and standardizing 

assessment to ensure vertical alignment (Croninger & Valli, 2009). 

 Pipeline approaches to college readiness emphasize the content knowledge and 

work habits that students gain through their secondary experiences.  For example, one of 

the most widely used diagnostics for college readiness (Conley 2008; Conley et al 2010) 

offers four nested dimensions: cognitive strategies, content knowledge, academic 

behaviors, and a catch-all category that includes contextual factors that contribute to 

awareness of the procedures involved in selecting and applying for college, obtaining 

financial support, etc.  Through curricular design and programmatic instantiation, 

students can be explicitly primed in each dimension.  Adelman (2006, p. 25) sums up the 

pipeline approach succinctly:  “However complex students’ attendance patterns, the 

principal story line leading to degrees is that of content. What one learns is what one 

studies.”  This view of readiness is well-suited for developing instruments to measure the 

extent to which specific schools and school systems are providing students with access to 

courses and programs that target factors that predict student success through college.  But 

by separating cognitive strategies from the contexts in which such strategies are 

developed and the academic behaviors central to those contexts, the pipeline view 

maintains its focus on general knowledge at the expense of task-specific and community-

specific habits of mind and practices (Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992).    In order to foster 

the transfer of knowledge, strategies, and behaviors central to the social activity of 

academic life, secondary instruction needs to treat general knowledge as a symptom of a 

more specialized kind of socialization process.  
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 Yet, on the level of secondary instruction, the pipeline approach treats college 

preparatory learning instrumentally as best practices designed to improve student 

performance on immediate tasks or assessments (see Graham & Harris, 2014, for a recent 

review).  Theoretically, the limitations of such an approach rest largely in its view of 

literacy as a set of discrete skills (Smagorinsky, 2009).  Scholars of the New Literacy 

Studies (Barton & Hamilton, 2001; Street, 2003) have disputed such a view because it 

ignores the ideological foundations of literacy and the influence of distant, dominant 

social forces in constituting what counts as literate activity in a given time and place.  For 

example, in describing an intervention designed to help speakers of African-American 

Vernacular English adopt the register of standard academic English, Fisher and Lapp 

(2013) assert, “We further believed that these students had the knowledge to pass the 

exam, but not the language register needed to express that knowledge” (p. 637).  Such a 

view invokes what Nystrand (1986) called “language after the ideational fact” (p. 23) and 

fails to realize the inextricable relationship between language and thought by assuming 

that students can simply adopt a linguistic code without requiring socialization into the 

epistemological functions of that code as it is carried out in the actual activities of 

academic life.  It is as though choosing a language register is no different than choosing 

to wear a suit to a job interview and blue jeans to a rock concert.  Instrumental 

approaches to college preparation, because they do not afford students opportunities to 

participate peripherally in the social activities of communities of practice (Lave & 

Wegner, 1991), are not likely to provide students with the systemization of their 

knowledge needed in order to decontextualize their practices and transfer them into 
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college classrooms.  In short, they may learn to pass the next test, but they do not 

acculturate into a social language. 

 In a similar vein to the pipeline approach’s emphasis on individual students’ 

acquisition of key content knowledge and learning strategies, educational psychologists 

have focused on the predictive power of other psychological and psychosocial factors in 

determining access and persistence through college (E.g. Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & 

Elliot, 2002; Kahn & Nauta, 2001).  Some have targeted motivation, goal-setting, and 

self-efficacy (Grant & Dweck, 2003; Gore, 2006; Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; Ramos-

Sanchez & Nichols, 2007); others have looked at study skills, self-regulation, time 

management, and academic discipline (Proctor, Prevatt, Adams, Hurst, & Petscher, 2006; 

Cleary, Platten, & Nelson, 2008).  This line of research tends to separate general 

cognitive abilities from other factors that stem from social and behavioral aspects of 

students’ mindsets toward learning (Naumann, Bandalos, Gutkin, 2003; Brown, 

Tramayne, Hoxha, Telander, Fan, & Lent, 2008).  Doing so articulates a curious divide 

within each student—the cognitive self is pitted against the social self in an effort to 

discover interactions among variables that carry different levels of predictive power.  

What results is an entanglement of many variables with low-to-mid individual predictive 

power.  While such research illuminates the complexity of college success and calls 

attention to the limitations of the pipeline approach’s narrow emphasis on content 

knowledge and curricular reform, even researchers responsible for such studies admit that 

a good deal of “unraveling” is required in order to glean useful understandings from this 

phantasmagoria of discrete cognitive and behavioral factors (Robbins, Allen, Casillas, 

Petersen, & Le, 2006).  Furthermore, applications of this research to secondary 
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instruction are limited given its focus on student outcomes rather than on the role of 

varied learning environments and specific instructional interventions designed to foster 

the array of factors that contribute to at-risk students’ long-term success in obtaining 

college degrees.  Knowing that, for example, students who value their learning are more 

likely to succeed in college has little direct application to secondary instruction. 

 A third view draws upon sociological theory to illuminate barriers to access and 

persistence due to social and economic reproduction.  In some cases, barriers to access 

are construed in terms of the cultural capital students tacitly acquire through their 

upbringings.  Such capital manifests as a general disposition toward participating in the 

high arts culture that is valued and rewarded in higher education.  Students from middle-

class backgrounds are seen as better-equipped to integrate into the values, norms, and 

customs of college culture, and this equipage plays out in their social interactions with 

other members of the community (Dumais, 2002; Dumais & Ward, 2009; Lareau & 

Horvat, 1999).  As students come to understand and value those interactions, they press 

further into the culture, whereas ill-equipped students do not form the same sense of 

belonging.   

Related to a view of access and persistence rooted in the reproduction of cultural 

capital is one that instead emphasizes the role of social capital.  Students from lower-

income households are understood as having less access to social resources needed for 

success (Stephens, Brannon, Markus, & Nelson, 2015; Walpole 2003).  Such resources 

include less academic preparation due to marked differences in the quality of the high 

schools they attend, less disposable income to mitigate the financial burden of attending 

college, and fewer opportunities to participate in aspects of social life organized within 
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and around college attendance (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014).  Both cultural and 

social capital views share a common assumption that the major differences in access and 

persistence reveal themselves through the extent to which students have to change and 

adapt in order to socialize into the world of college (Carter, Locks, & Winkle-Wagner, 

2013).  Essentially, those students who come to college pre-disposed to its values and 

expectations have a far easier time handling the demands they confront both socially and 

academically.  

Taken as a whole, these sociological views of access and persistence have shown 

the profound difficulties faced by students from non-mainstream backgrounds in their 

efforts to not only get into college in the first-place, but to sustain their commitment to 

completing a degree in the wake of personal, social, cultural, and institutional obstacles 

they encounter.  Beyond merely identifying that problems exist, such research also 

arrives at recommendations for ways to help students better integrate into their academic 

lives through role models and peer facilitation (Stephens et al, 2015), or stronger support 

from teachers, counselors, and peers on the secondary level (Welton & Martinez, 2014).  

Yet, direct attention to instruction, implications for instructional approaches, and 

generative theories toward how instruction can answer to the problems of social 

reproduction are notably absent in the sociological view of access and persistence.  

Instruction is positioned as another of many discriminatory mechanisms through which 

institutions of learning, advertently or inadvertently, reify class and race-based 

differences.  What results is a kind of cherry-picking where those few students whose 

unique circumstances allow them to elude or bypass barriers to success are selected to 

participate in a few very specialized programs where they are closely facilitated in small, 



16 

 

non-traditional settings.  While such settings offer a useful idealization of the ways that 

barriers to access can be mitigated, they are less useful when framed in the practical 

realities of urban public schooling, which often involve underresourced schools catering 

to large classes of diverse learners.   

In calling for a more culturally-responsive construal of college access and 

persistence, Welton & Martinez (2014) critique the pipeline and psychological views for 

their overreliance on rationalistic approaches to social problems.  Students are viewed as 

isomorphs, emphasizing general patterns rather than significant differences, and a one-

size-fits-all approach prevails.  Conversely, sociological views are criticized due to their 

emphasis on deficits: what students lack is brought to the foreground as opposed to 

highlighting the progress recent generations of at-risk students have made by surpassing 

the educational levels of their parents and grandparents.  Recently, White and Lowenthal 

(2011) called for a reframing of the problems of access and persistence that places the 

role of literacy at the center.  By acknowledging the tacit codes of power communicated 

through the social language of college, readiness can be understood in terms of how 

students have been exposed to the social language, how they have practiced it, and how 

willing they are to employ it.  A view of learning as acculturation into a social language 

navigates all three of these components of readiness, as the emphasis is placed on the 

instruction itself and the extent to which it offers students consistent exposure to as well 

as participation in an academic community of practice.  Furthermore, by placing literacy 

at the center of what it means to be “ready” for college, an instructional approach 

designed to foster such readiness maintains cognizance of the inextricable relationships 

between literacy and identity by making the social language of college visible and 
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purposeful, as opposed to relegating it to the status of a hidden curriculum.  Acculturation 

into the social language of college involves not just understanding the terms of 

participation within the academy, but also understanding the academy itself, its epistemic 

functions, and its purpose as a centralizing force among a plethora of different disciplines 

and communities of practice.  It is about becoming a member of a world whose values are 

clear and aligned with one’s own. 

Reformulating college readiness as acculturation into a social language places not 

just literacy itself, but literate activity at the forefront of instruction.  Through repeated 

encounters with texts and text-based practices, students form habits of mind and ways of 

reasoning that leverage their everyday funds of knowledge (Moll & Greenberg, 1990) 

into forms that are institutionally sanctioned and rewarded.  Everyday activity becomes a 

set of goal-directed routines whose purposes are mutually understood and agreed-upon.  

Rather than having to relinquish their identities in deference to the authority of opaque 

institutions, students gradually reconstitute them into rich and rewarding roles as 

participants in a functional social system.  The following chapter details the theoretical 

background of this instructional approach by (1) articulating a developmental view of 

learning rooted in the work of Vygotsky (1978, 1987, 1994, 1997), (2) conceptualizing 

the social language of college as a collection of recognizable speech genres (Bakhtin, 

1986) that recur within a community of practice (Lave & Wegner, 1991), and (3) 

enumerating the instructional tools designed to bring the theoretical roots of the approach 

into application.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Vygotsky’s Developmental Theory 

 A Vygotskian (1978, 1987a) view of development gives primacy to the role of 

language as both the raw material of thought as well as the means through which thought 

is expressed.  Unlike many of his contemporaries, whose works he critically examines in 

the first four chapters of Thinking and Speech, Vygotsky rejected a dichotomous view of 

thought and language as separate entities.  Instead, he selects a unit of analysis for human 

thought “in which the characteristics of the whole are present” (1987a, p.47).  He asks, 

“Is word meaning speech or is it thought?  It is both at one and the same time” (47).  In 

doing so, he positions himself against traditional psychology’s attempts to separate the 

“communicative” and “intellectual” (48) functions of speech by employing word 

meaning “not only as a unity of thinking and speech but as a unity of generalization and 

socialization, a unity of thinking and communication” (49, emphasis in original).  

Designating his unit of analysis as such sets the origin point for the dual functions of 

language: as tool and as sign.  This duality is central to Vygotsky’s (1997) historical-

genetic view of development.  Development can be understood as qualitative changes 

that occur over time in the relationship between tools and signs: inner-directed problems 

are confronted through some external means that structures and coordinates inner 

activity.  As one gains increasing mastery over a tool, the inner functions themselves 

change accordingly, extending their reach and applicability but also taking on a form that 

reflects the structure of the tool.  As Luria (1994) argues, it is human’s capacity to use 
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tools that must serve as a starting point for understanding development because while 

they allow us to change external conditions, doing so also effects changes to our internal 

conditions.  Hence, the central tension: tool and sign endlessly mediate one another.    

The role of tools in mediating thought through interaction both with the external 

world as well as with our own mental processes is perhaps the boldest and most 

distinctive aspect of Vygotsky’s theory of development.  Among his contemporaries, he 

most deliberately sets his work apart from that of Piaget, whose cognitive theory of 

development had gained wide acceptance at the time.  Vygotsky and Piaget shared an 

interest in the speech of children, particularly in their egocentric speech.  However, they 

held opposing views on the role of egocentric speech in the ontogenetic process of 

development.  Where they differed can be seen in their competing views of the social 

nature of consciousness.   

Vygotsky critiqued Piaget’s a priori commitment to psychoanalytic theory in 

explaining the early emergence of language as a largely preconscious phenomenon.  

Egocentric speech, in a Piagetian view, reflects a transitional stage between the 

undeveloped thought of the child and the highly socialized forms of adult thought which 

the child assimilates into his own psychology.  In short, the emergence of more highly 

socialized forms of language is a symptom of development rather than a part of the actual 

process.  It is this latter point which Vygotsky most adamantly refuted.  Instead, he 

placed the struggle to achieve a unity of thought and language as the central activity of 

development.  Once children are able to use any form of language to express their needs, 

they internalize communicative interaction and such internalization continually shapes 
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and is shaped by their encounters.  Thought, then, begins socially and only later becomes 

transformed into the individual’s psychological functioning.  He writes: 

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on 

the social level, and later, on the individual level; first between people 

(intermental), and then inside the child (intramental). This applies equally 

to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of 

concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relations between 

human individuals. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57) 

 

But Vygotsky did not assume that language was a mirror image of thought.  He clarifies 

the complexity of the interrelatedness of thought and language as a form of mediated 

activity: “Speech doesn’t merely serve as the expression of developed thought. Thought 

is restructured as it is transformed into speech. It is not expressed but completed in the 

word” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 251).  Hence, words gain status as the tool of tools, so to 

speak, allowing us to simplify and generalize experience so as to imbue signs with a 

communicative function and give them discursive meaningfulness. 

 Tools mediate activity on two distinct levels (Vygotsky, 1997): technical tools, 

which are meant to change the natural world itself; and psychological tools, which are 

meant to change the mental processes of the user.  These psychological tools are signs.  

They are artificial formations that alter the structure of mental acts, much like the 

introduction of a conveyor belt altered the structure of physical acts of labor among 

workers involved in production.  Structural alterations to mental activity are far less 

visible, but Vygotsky (1994) described them as “the working out of new methods of 

reasoning, the mastering of the cultural methods of behavior” (p. 57).  As tool, language 

enables the individual to translate inner speech into articulated thought, thus revealing 

and giving concrete meaning to the private, psychological associations of words which 

Vygotsky refers to as “sense.”  Inner speech, which is “speech carried out almost without 
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words” (Vygotsky, 1987a, p. 275), is characterized by a dominance of sense over 

meaning.  It is abbreviated, phonetically reduced, and separated from meaning until it is 

articulated.  As sign, language is socially and discursively meaningful constructions 

which can be internalized and further reordered so as to make them more and more 

generalized as a person gains mastery over his or her mental functioning.  Signs provide 

the content of inner speech as they embody both the sense of word meanings as well as 

specific encounters with the cultural, social, and historical settings through which thought 

is given meaning.  Development is evidenced through qualitative changes in the sign 

systems themselves. 

Concept development (Vygotsky, 1987a) showcases the role of signs as 

mediational means along this developmental trajectory.  Word meanings—signs—

develop spontaneously at first with respect to a person’s social encounters.  Over time, 

through repeated encounters across a variety of contexts, these spontaneous meanings 

gain higher degrees of abstraction and generality, enabling the formation of concepts as 

words become decontextualized from immediate use and integrated into systems of 

thought.  Concepts are the linguistic containers of thought: they are analogous to 

consciousness.  Vygotsky details a hierarchical progression from complexes to 

pseudoconcepts to concepts.  Concepts initially appear as complexes where signs are 

grouped according to any shared characteristic without the internal consistency or 

abstract relations needed to form a true concept.  For example, a young child who has 

previously encountered a dog may assume upon his first encounter with a cat that it is 

also a dog.  Repeated exposures to dogs and cats allows the child to further internalize the 

signs associated with these encounters, eventually leading to the formation of 
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pseudoconcepts.  Pseudoconcepts more closely resemble concepts but they lack internal 

coherence across repeated exposures.  At the pseudoconceptual level, the child can 

distinguish dogs from cats but not, say, cats from tigers.  Essentially, what both 

complexes and pseudoconcepts lack is the capacity to be effectively appropriated across 

contexts and situations of use and applied to new circumstances.  To highlight this 

demarcation, Vygotsky used the terms “everyday” or “spontaneous” to distinguish 

complexes and pseudoconcepts from “scientific” concepts, which he valorized as the 

height of intellectual achievement because of their applicability beyond the immediate 

settings or contexts in which they are encountered and internalized.  Formal schooling, he 

argued, was instrumental in providing children with the repeated exposures to words 

necessary to form scientific concepts. 

For example, a first-generation college-bound student’s conceptual understanding 

of writing may roughly follow a trajectory that begins with an understanding of writing as 

a complex.  To this student, all written texts are functionally the same although they may 

differ in terms of physical characteristics such as length and vocabulary.  With some 

instruction, the student may develop a pseudoconceptual awareness of highly generalized 

differences among texts, such as fiction vs non-fiction, or fact vs opinion.  This student 

would not likely be able to distinguish, for example, a novel from a novella, or an 

editorial from a commentary.  While the student might recognize cosmetic differences, he 

or should would not consider more nuanced differences such as how authors of editorials 

and commentaries position themselves differently.  Over time, with the appropriate kinds 

of facilitation, the student may gain what Vygotsky (1987a) would consider to be full 

conceptual awareness as he or she would become mindful of a range and variety of text 
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types and the forms of agency they have in the world.  For the student, the word 

“writing” would develop into a “scientific” concept that is generalizable across many 

different concepts and broadly applicable to various forms social activity.  Of course, 

even once such conceptual awareness is achieved, it, too, continues to develop to higher 

degrees of abstraction if the student continues to engage in repeated, facilitated exposures 

to the concept in use.  

The example above represents an idealized case.  Schooling rarely provides such 

a smooth developmental experience.  Vygotsky (1987a) challenged dominant 

assumptions about how formal schooling should proceed with facilitating the 

development of scientific concepts.  Whereas much formal schooling during his time 

(and, arguably, the landscape of secondary education today) emphasized purely passive 

approaches to instruction such as lecturing and memorization of terms, Vygotsky argued 

that authentic concept development only occurred when abstracted rules operated in 

situated practice: empirical demonstration, observation, social activity, etc.  He asserts a 

clear belief:  

Direct instruction in concepts is impossible. It is pedagogically fruitless. 

The teacher who attempts to use this approach achieves nothing but a 

mindless learning of words, an empty verbalism that simulates or imitates 

the presence of concepts in the child.  Under these conditions, the child 

learns not the concept but the word, and this word is taken over by the 

child through memory rather than thought. Such knowledge turns out to be 

inadequate in any meaningful application. This mode of instruction is the 

basic defect of the purely scholastic verbal modes of teaching which have 

been universally condemned. It substitutes the learning of dead and empty 

verbal schemes for the mastery of living knowledge. (1987a, p. 170) 

 

The living knowledge that Vygotsky describes is both reflected in social languages as 

well as a product of the ways that social languages structure human activity.  Therefore, 

acculturation into a social language can be understood as a form of concept development 
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and approached instructionally in such a way as to realize Vygotsky’s developmental 

theory. 

Despite the examples of young children employed above, it is important to note 

that concept development does not occur in discrete stages throughout a child’s growth 

into adolescence and adulthood.  It is an ongoing process that occurs simultaneous with 

social encounters throughout a person’s lifetime.  Consequently, the concepts a person 

develops are inextricably linked to both immediate social contexts, as well as the broader 

cultural and historical forces that have shaped those contexts.  Formal schooling, for 

example, introduces forms of mediated activity intended to intervene in those otherwise 

typically-occurring processes and shape them toward culturally-shared goals and 

outcomes.  The value of those mediated activities is linked to the norms and expectations 

of the institution of school, while the institution itself is similarly situated within the 

value structure of broader social, cultural, and historical forces.  Although Vygotsky 

championed the kind of scientific concept most commonly associated with formal 

schooling as the pinnacle of intellectual mastery because of its transportability across 

different contexts of use, he doubtfully anticipated the constraints and affordances of an 

educational system as diverse and socially-stratified as that which is found in 

contemporary America.  It is unsafe to assume that the values of formal schooling—

which are perhaps most clearly expressed as the development of scientific concepts—are 

inherently good or universally agreed-upon.  Therefore, an instructional approach rooted 

in Vygotskian theory demands a critical understanding of the types of mediated activity 

that comprise the social life of school.   
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Reading as Mediating Activity 

The previous section discusses the central role of mediation in shaping human 

consciousness.  A Vygotskian view of development holds that human activity must be 

understood within the milieu in which it is carried out.  Thought originates first on the 

sociocultural level and only later within the mental functioning of the individual.  As 

such, thought as a phenomenon can only be understood in terms of mediated activity: the 

means through which the individual acts upon the external world are also the means 

through which the individual’s mental functioning is acted upon (Wertsch 1985, 1991).  

While the range of available mediational means is nearly-infinite, certain settings 

privilege certain means.  In some rare instances, it is because the means have been 

deliberately appropriated for specific purposes consistent with the culturally-shared goals 

of the activity (see, for example, the discussion of the QWERTY keyboard in Wertsch, 

1991).  Most often, though, the means through which activities are carried out have 

developed for reasons that are unclear (such as the many different designs of chairs) or 

keyed to historical circumstances (such as the now relatively inefficient Dewey Decimal 

System).  Yet, because the means through which thought is mediated shape the formal 

and structural properties of thought itself, an understanding of the social activity carried 

out by participants in a setting requires an understanding of the mediational means which 

have come to be privileged in that setting.  In formal schooling, language is the primary 

means and reading and writing are the primary mediating activities. 

Reading, when viewed as a culturally-mediated activity, problematizes 

conventional orientations toward what it means to “read” or, more importantly, what it 

means to take “meaning” from a written text (Smagorinsky, 2001).  The particular kinds 
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of reading carried out in the activity of academic life serve as the primary mediational 

means through which concepts obtain as higher mental functions.  Yet, such functions are 

paradigmatic: they carry with them the resonance of cultural and historical factors that 

have come to define how things are able to carry meaning.  Therefore, a sociocultural 

view of reading rejects any assumptions that a written text is an inert container of 

universal meaning (Smagorinsky, 2009).  Meaning is culturally constructed and 

ideologically saturated (Street, 2003).  Moreover, what a reader deems as meaningful in a 

text is a reflection of the sociocultural development of his or her orientation toward what 

counts as correct, valuable, interesting, appropriate, etc (Michaels, 1984).  For readers 

whose orientations most closely align with those of the dominant or hegemonic forces 

that have come to shape the cultural material available for meaning-making, the notion of 

a “correct” reading or way to read is less likely to prove problematic.  But for the many 

readers whose orientations stem from non-dominant or vernacular (Barton & Hamilton, 

2001) orientations, making meaning from a written text becomes as much a matter of 

understanding the words on the page as it is a matter of adopting the appropriate 

orientation toward written texts themselves (Heath, 2001; McCarthey, 2001; Lee, 1995).   

How, then, can one construe reading as a mediational means in order to develop 

an instructional approach that acculturates students into the social language of college?  

In part, reading must be understand as a transaction between reader and text through 

which an evocation—an imagistic rendering of the linguistic signs—is provoked 

(Rosenblatt, 1978; Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998).  From the basis of this 

evocation, readers inferentially enlist schematic resources to give coherence and 

completeness to the codes contained within the linguistic signs (Anderson & Pearson, 
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1984; Ehrich, 2006).  Through this process, the text operates as a mediational means that 

structures the mental activity involved in decoding the words of the page.  But, given the 

prevalence of intermental functioning over intramental functioning, the transaction 

between text and reader alone is not the complete portrait of the mediated activity.  The 

interpretive possibilities offered by a text are bounded by the often tacit rules established 

through communities of practice (Fish, 1980), through the norms and conventions that 

govern institutional and social settings (Hull, 2001; Wilhelm & Smith, 2014), and 

through the historical forces that inform and exclude the modes of reasoning acceptable 

within a particular milieu (Cole, 2010).  Since reading is a form of mediating activity that 

is vital to acculturation into the social language of college, the role of instruction is best 

framed as a matter of how instruction can intervene in the mediational process so as to 

pattern students’ transactions with texts in ways that are formally-sanctioned and valued.  

Teaching reading does not mean teaching texts.  It means introducing texts into the 

ongoing social activity of a community of practice in order to foster habits of mind and 

literate practices most suitable to the goals of such communities.  It means making the 

activity of reading a visible part of that social activity, not an end in itself.  

Writing as Mediating Activity 

 In addition to reading, writing is the other mediational means most privileged in 

formal instruction.  The activity of representing language in writing has shown great 

endurance among the cultural tools and signs of academic participation: it is ubiquitous to 

the generation and dissemination of knowledge, pervasively present throughout all stages 

of concept formation, and laden with tremendous cultural value.  As a professor once 

described it to me, it is the currency of the academic realm.  Yet, written language proves 
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particularly vexing within a Vygotskian view of development.  Vygotsky (1987a) 

contends that although the development of written speech is a “variant of the unified 

process of language development” (p. 179) it does not emulate the processes involved in 

speech development.  As tool, it is word without sound, speech without interlocutor.  As 

sign, it is “representations of words rather than words themselves” (p. 202).  In order to 

write, a person must also voluntarily create a mental representation of the situation in 

which speech would occur.  In this sense, written speech is a kind of scientific concept: 

highly abstracted, rule-bound, and systematized through its own unique sets of social, 

cultural, and historical terms of use.  The artificiality of written speech sets demands that 

are fundamentally different from those of spoken language.  It hinges upon “extremely 

complex operations in the voluntary construction of the fabric of meaning” (204).  The 

extent to which written language is a highly volitional act lends it uniqueness among 

cultural tools, especially those which are dominant in sanctioned, educational settings.   

Writing is both a technical tool and a psychological tool.  To understand why, it is 

necessary to turn to Vygotsky’s (1987b) account of individual agency as reported in “The 

Problem of Will and Its Development.”  Drawing upon experiments conducted by Lewin, 

Vygotsky theorized that previous efforts to explain the nature of volition had failed 

because of their lack of attentiveness to the role of external means—second stimuli—in 

allowing a person to render an otherwise meaningless task into a meaningful one.  

Volition arises from problems linked to social activity.  He describes an experiment 

where subjects, when left alone in a room to wait for the experimenter, used objects such 

as the wall clock to transform the situation into one that had an established meaning.  In 

this respect, writing can operate as a technical tool when it is the external means through 
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which an otherwise meaningless task is rendered into something that is purposeful and 

intuitive.  Much of the writing assigned in school would qualify. 

For a clearer account of writing as a psychological tool, Vygotsky’s (1994) 

discussion of memory as a culturally-formed behavior proves a valuable analogue.  He 

demonstrates how the mental processes involved in memorizing are structurally changed 

to reflect the role of external means—knots tied on strings, for example, or, in the case of 

his experiments, colored cards—if such means are introduced into the process of 

memorizing.  Otherwise separate processes such as logical comparisons and affective 

associations are replaced by a new, integrated structure that reflects the tool itself.  Such 

is the case with writing, which Vygotsky (1987a) contrasts with inner speech because 

written language is maximally expanded and ordered.  Therefore, the activity of writing 

alters the structure of thought, combining otherwise abbreviated forms of language into 

integrated mental activities.  In order to write, we must gain the highest degree of control 

over inner speech in order to organize and represent it through abstract symbols.  Thus, 

inner speech mediates written speech which then in turn mediates inner speech, altering it 

into new forms of mental activity.  These new forms of mental activity are then culturally 

appropriated toward specific goals linked to social activities.  Suffice to say, schools are 

prominent among institutions in which the mental activities associated with writing shape 

values, beliefs, epistemologies, etc.  The very nature of inner speech among those who 

are acculturated into the social language of college takes on the structure of academic 

writing. 

 The nature of written speech ascribed by Vygotsky has generated different views 

of how it reflects aspects of development.  Britton et al (1975) argue that thought is 
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linked to the moment of expression, and that functions of written language can be 

categorized hierarchically according to the most salient features contained in the 

expression.  Development, in this sense, reflects the student’s mastery of the tool: how 

closely his expressed thinking matches with the features and functions appropriate to the 

task.  Nystrand (1986) frames the tension differently, arguing against the notion that 

language follows unilaterally from thought, but highlighting the role of the sign function 

of written language as a means to establish reciprocity between writers and their intended 

readers.  Development, then, is not the realization of thought at the moment of utterance 

but rather the realization of the ways in which written speech creates a potential for 

communication.  Bazerman (1988), through examinations of published science reports, 

extends the argument for potentiality by adding to it a necessary understanding of the 

material conditions that surround the social activity enacted through written language.  

Development must also include keen sensitivity to the means of representation made 

socially and historically available to a given written artifact.  Writing is both tool and sign 

in a broader sense in that it mediates not just individual mastery but also patterned social 

systems.  I have examined school-based writing as the evidence of a dialectical struggle 

through which students translate the expectations of writing tasks in their efforts to 

achieve a unity of thought and language (Imbrenda, 2016).  Written utterances stand as 

the resonance of a developmental struggle that involves the need to produce written texts 

in order to achieve educational goals. 

To reconcile the competing functions of writing as a mediational means in an 

instructional approach designed to acculturate students into the social language of 

college, it is necessary to attend to not only the dialectically opposed tool and sign 
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functions of written speech, but also the ways in which writing operates as a form of both 

implicit and explicit mediation (Wertsch, 2007).  Implicit mediation occurs without direct 

attention to the role of a stimulus means—a tool—in the ongoing activity.  Psychological 

tools in the form of communicative signs stand at the center of implicit mediation.  

Writing functions as an implicit mediational means in situations where we do not call 

attention to the tool itself.  For example, we do not question why an academic report is 

presented as writing as opposed to, say, interpretive dance.  Explicit mediation, on the 

other hand, occurs when a tool is intentionally introduced in order to serve as second 

stimulus to an activity.  Asking students to write down their ideas on a topic freely before 

a lesson begins is an example of explicit mediation.  Witte (1992) demonstrates how 

grocery lists similarly function as explicit mediational means.  Implicit and explicit 

mediational functions of writing do not occur discretely: any act of translating inner 

speech into written speech carries out both forms of mediation.  But instructional 

circumstances can be mindful of which approach is given preference in a particular 

writing task.  At times, students must have opportunities to harness the power of the tool 

and explore the range of ways that writing can act upon the consciousness of both writer 

and reader; at other times, students must wrestle with the sign-system itself in an effort to 

enact the appropriate code. 

Social Languages, Speech Genres, and Utterances 

 What exactly is the appropriate code?  An answer to that question must begin with 

a discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of social languages as unique linguistic 

systems that shape and are shaped by cultural, social, and historical activities.  Bakhtin 

(1981, 1986), a contemporary to Vygotsky, shared a concern for the centrality of 
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language in shaping human consciousness.  Like Vygotsky, he examined the 

sociocultural origins of thought as a product of language use.  For Bakhtin, the essential 

condition of language was one of heteroglossia: the complex unity that develops through 

the hybridization of many languages that coexist within the broad framework provided by 

national languages (as noted in Chapter 1, national languages are functionally a 

combination of a grammar and a lexicon).  Whereas Vygotsky represented the central 

tension in the process of thought as the dialectical relationships between tools and signs, 

Bakhtin represented it as the multivoicedness of language: 

The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes “one’s own” only 

when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, 

when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and 

expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does 

not exist in a neutral and impersonal language (it is not, after all, out of a 

dictionary that a speaker gets his words!), but rather it exists in other 

people’s mouths, in other people’s contexts, serving other people’s 

intentions: it is from there that one must take the word and make it one’s 

own. (1981, pp. 293–294) 

 

According to Bakhtin, every utterance has a minimum of two authors; consequently, 

every thought—every formation of inner speech—belongs at least partially to someone 

else.  Bakhtin’s primary artifacts for analysis were literary novels (1981) and everyday 

spoken language (1986).  As a result, he conceptualized the tension of heteroglossia in 

two interrelated ways, grounding both in an effort to reject the exclusivity with which 

linguists and literary critics of his time, who, following from Saussure, focused on 

language potential rather than language use.     

 In his discussion of the novel (1981), Bakhtin was particularly drawn to the 

manner in which novels entextualize utterances within other utterances: characters’ 

dialogue, letters, signs on doors, etc.  Literary theorists up to his time tended to focus 
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only on aspects of stylistics in their analyses of literary works, but Bakhtin felt that was 

limited in its capacity to illuminate the dialogic forces at work in the creation of a novel.  

He characterized such forces as centripetal and centrifugal.  Centripetal forces exert an 

authoritative, unifying presence as they draw utterances toward the realization of a 

standard language.  Centrifugal forces, on the other hand, exert a destabilizing presence 

as they draw utterances toward the stratification of language into unique dialects for 

specific spheres of use: professions, age groups, conversational settings, etc.  Both 

centripetal and centrifugal forces are realized in any utterance: the former ensures that 

some “correct version” of a language always exists, while the other ensures that any 

utterance is also marked by the polyphony of voices within the creator of the utterance.  

Through the interplay of these two forces, Bakhtin characterized discourses as either 

authoritative or internally-persuasive.  Authoritative discourses involve language that 

belongs entirely to others.  Authoritative utterances are often reproduced through 

recitation with little or no attention to their content or function.  Religious incantations, 

military commands, and even parts of the language of interoffice memos would qualify as 

authoritative discourse.  Internally-persuasive discourse involves language that has been 

assimilated so as to belong at least partially to the creator of an utterance.  Rather than 

retaining a static condition, internally-persuasive utterances become interwoven with 

other utterances, giving rise to new utterances and entering into dynamic relationships 

with new contexts.  For example, in academic writing, an internally-persuasive utterance 

might integrate claims from two different sources into an original claim without quoting 

directly from either source. 
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 While the interplay of centripetal and centrifugal forces provided a basis for a 

philosophy of language, Bakhtin (1986) remained determined to define “relatively stable 

types” of utterances that appear within “particular spheres of communication” (p. 60, 

emphasis in original).  These stable types are speech genres.   Speech genres represent a 

unity of all functions contained within an utterance: content, style, and the compositional 

structure that determines when and where they occur.  Given the extreme heterogeneity 

of speech genres, Bakhtin distinguished between primary (simple) and secondary 

(complex) speech genres.  Primary speech genres arise from unmediated encounters, 

while secondary speech genres,  

novels, dramas, all kinds of scientific research, major genres of 

commentary, and so forth—arise in more complex and comparatively 

highly developed and organized cultural communication (primarily 

written) that is artistic, scientific, sociopolitical, and so on. (p. 62) 

 

Secondary speech genres subsume primary ones because primary ones, when entered into 

secondary ones, lose their relation to actual reality and instead become a part of the 

complexity of the secondary speech genre.  Through the interrelationships between 

primary and secondary genres, the sociocultural forces at play in an utterance can be 

illuminated because secondary genres are historically formed, culturally-patterned, and 

typified through social activity.  Since secondary genres are comprised of multiple 

primary genres, such typification is reflected in how secondary genres combine primary 

genres in distinct ways.  A simple salutation like “How are you?” may be a primary 

genre, but a speaker’s introduction of another speaker at an award ceremony would be a 

secondary genre because it combines elements of simple salutations and other identifiable 

primary genres in socially-patterned ways.   
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 Unlike Vygotsky’s choice of word meaning as a unit of analysis, Bakhtin (1986) 

designated the unit of analysis of speech genres as the utterance.  Wertsch (1985) 

discusses the limitations of word meaning as the focus of a sociocultural approach to 

development.  For one thing, Vygotsky did not have the benefit of many theoretical 

advances in discourse referentiality since the time of his writing.  By Vygotsky’s logic, 

word meaning is a far more unified construct than we have come to understand, in part 

because of advances in our understanding of the role of contextuality and indexicality in 

determining what words can and should mean in any given instance of their use.  

Secondly, Vygotsky, in his capacity as a methodologist, may have overlooked important 

aspects of his own theory.  Word meaning is not a unit of analysis for human 

consciousness; rather, it is a unit for analyzing how consciousness is mediated.  

Consequently, a unit of analysis that captures mediated activity (Wertsch, 1991) is 

needed and word meaning alone is not sufficient. 

Utterances offer a better alternative.  An utterance (Bakhtin, 1986) is a unit of 

language that is bounded grammatically only insofar as is necessary for communication.  

Otherwise, the boundaries of an utterance are determined entirely by the context of its 

use.  Given that no two utterances can ever occur in exactly the same contexts, an 

utterance is marked by the terms on which it is communicated.  For example, in 

conversation an utterance may be a single participant’s turn, whereas in a highly typified 

form of writing such as a death notice the entire text may be a single utterance because it 

does not provoke a response until it has been completed read.  A single sentence may be 

an utterance, or it may contain multiple utterances, such as in the case of a news article 

that quotes an eye witness.  Bakhtin (1986) describes the boundaries of an utterance in 
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terms of a change of speaking subjects.  Such a change may be externally-directed, as is 

the case with spoken dialogue, or it may internally-directed, as is the case with many 

written works.  In the case of the former, the boundaries of the utterance are, for the most 

part, obvious.  In the case of the latter, they are much less so.  The finalization of the 

utterance when it is not clearly demarcated by a change of speaking subjects, must be 

understood in terms of three inseparably linked qualities: (1) contextuality, (2) 

intertextuality, and (3) indexicality.  

 Contextuality, which Bakhtin (1986) characterizes as “semantic exhaustiveness of 

the theme” (p. 76-77), reflects the capacity of the utterance to “occupy a responsive 

position.”  That is, it reflects the extent to which an utterance, based on the specifics of 

the setting and social activity in which it occurs, achieves a kind of provisional 

completeness.  For instance, in the kind of argumentative reasoning that characterizes 

academic discourse, an utterance may be finalized at the point in which it enacts a 

complete aspect of argument: a presentation of a claim, an elaboration of a detail upon 

which a claim is drawn, or a definition of a significant term.  The importance of the 

contextual quality of the utterance can be best understood as the level of finalization 

needed for it to achieve “the possibility of responding to it” (p. 76, emphasis in original).  

It is not enough for the sheer language of an utterance to be understood, it has to be taken 

as a form of living activity that carries meaning only in relation to the context of its 

reception. 

 Intertextuality, the second quality, which Bakhtin (1986) describes as “the 

speaker’s plan or speech will,” (p. 77) reflects the range of linguistic encounters which 

have come to bear on the creation of the utterance.  These linguistic encounters can be 
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thought of as the pool of meaning-making resources available to the author of the 

utterance.  By Bakhtinian theory, thought itself is best characterized as the plan enacted 

through an utterance or series of utterances.  Since the fundamental condition of thought 

is heteroglossia, every utterance has at the very least two authors.  The plan or will of the 

speaker of an utterance is reflected in the intertextuality of it: the extent to which it 

directly or indirectly evidences the “other texts” upon which it is drawn.  For many 

utterances, such evidence can only be arrived at through inference: the utterance provides 

subtle clues that point toward its origins and must be revealed through interpretation.  At 

times, though, the intertextuality of an utterance plays out on its surface, such as in the 

use of citation or direct quotation, or, in the Dickens paragraph Bakhtin (1981) discusses, 

the self-aware shifting from authoritative to individualized language in order to establish 

an attitude toward the language itself.  Bazerman (2004) uses the term intertextual reach 

to describe the extent to which an utterance stays within or moves beyond the linguistic 

resources made available by the conventions and circumstances governing the creation of 

the utterance.  The “plan” carried out by an utterance, what Bakhtin (1986) refers to as 

“the subjective aspect of the utterance,” (p. 77) is reflected in the interplay of voices—

authoritative vs internally-persuasive, primary versus secondary, etc.—taken up by the 

utterance, and a change in such voice can constitute a kind of finalization since the 

receiver of the utterance has to reorient to the “situation and preceding utterance” when 

such a change occurs. 

 The third quality of the utterance is indexicality, “the stable generic form of the 

utterance” (Bakhtin, 1986, p.78, emphasis in original).  Bakhtin emphasized the 

importance of this quality because the indexicality of an utterance is a reflection of the 
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speech genres it enacts, and it is through the enactment of speech genres that discourse 

achieves its fullest potential.  It is a direct reflection of the dialectic tension between 

system and performance (Wertsch, 1991).  Bakhtin (1986, p. 78) writes, “And when the 

speaker’s speech plan with all its individuality and subjectivity is applied and adapted to 

a chosen genre, it is shaped and developed within a certain generic form.”  The accuracy 

and appropriateness with which particular forms are enacted in particular situations 

establishes the speaker’s membership and status as a participant in the social activity that 

shapes and is shaped by the utterance.  Because forms of language use are acquired as 

utterances, as opposed to grammatical units, the indexical quality of the utterance makes 

it an especially useful indicator of development as students are becoming acculturated 

into a social language, especially in the written texts students produce.  Research has 

shown that instructors and scorers of standardized assessments often respond as much to 

the indexicality of student writing as they do to the actual content (e.g. Huot, 2002). 

 Clearly, the three qualities of the utterance are intricately related.  Context 

constrains and affords the availability of certain linguistic resources, the resources 

marshalled in order to communicate reflect the speaker’s will and intent, and the speech 

genres enacted through the utterance reveal the speaker’s status and membership within 

the social activity taking place.  Every utterance possesses all three qualities, and the 

finalization of an utterance can only be understood in terms of the specific circumstances 

surrounding the utterance with respect to all three qualities.  An utterance is very much a 

unit of living language, one that sees language as fundamentally social, and that sees 

language use as a more important locus of concern than its grammatical or stylistic 

structure.  Utilizing the utterance as a unit of language analysis must begin with a 
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determination of how the utterance is finalized, and only then can proceed to interpret the 

utterance with respect to all three qualities.  The bases of such interpretation are the 

struggle between system and performance that plays out in every utterance (Wertsch, 

1991), the relations among utterances, and the responses or possible responses they allow 

for.   

 In a sense, speech genres are generic types of utterances, and social languages are 

collections of speech genres.  However, it is important not to oversimplify the extreme 

heterogeneity of utterances, speech genres, and social languages.  To do so is to fall upon 

structuralist assumptions about the autonomy of language terrains (Prior, 1998).  

Developmentally, the margins of speech genres and social languages are most visible 

during liminal stages, especially in contexts in which language serves as the privileged 

mediational means.  Even though a neatly arrayed list of possible speech genres and the 

social languages they comprise would be impossible to compile, the concepts of speech 

genre and social language can illuminate aspects of development because they make 

visible the “dialectics of emerging knowledge” (Bazerman, 1988, p. 329) and such 

dialectics are sites of the struggle to attain a unity of thought and language (Imbrenda, 

2016).   

To illustrate the utterance as a unit of analysis, I will briefly examine a selection 

of utterances from an example of a “failing” placement essay written by an incoming 

university student.  The university provides this document as a primer for incoming 

students to help them prepare for the placement exam.  The essay tasks students with 

reading an argumentative writing prompt and taking a position on the topic.  The 

utterances all fall within a single sentence which reads, “In his editorial, Eugene 
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Fitzgerald maintains the position that an enormous amount of knowledge has been 

discovered in the last 50 years, and the entire academic curriculum requires a radical 

revision.”  The first utterance includes the first nine words from “In” to “that” because it 

enacts a recognizable speech genre—an academic version of a standard salutation.  It 

responds to the context in which the utterance is prompted and is answered to on the 

same terms.  The second utterance, which spans from “an” to “years”, is marked 

intertextually because it is a direct reproduction of the language of the essay prompt.  In 

choosing this particular passage to restate, the author of the essay also reveals a speech 

plan—a deliberate choice of details to best capture the main idea of the prompting 

passage.  The third and final utterance, which includes everything after the second 

comma, also reproduces direct language from the prompt, but in this case the language 

has been slightly rearranged to fulfill a communicative goal—that of offering a fully-

formed description of the position to which the author of the essay is responding.  This 

description carries an indexical function because it represents the degree of expertise the 

author possess on the topic at hand.   

These utterances are marked by their answerability—by the shifts in how a 

particular reader “talks back” to them.  Although I am not a trained scorer of placement 

essays, this sample essay includes an explanation as to why it is considered to be a 

“failing” essay.  The explanation attends to the way that the author restates direct 

language from the prompt (as opposed to using an original arrangement of words to 

summarize) and argues that this is an indication of poor reading comprehension.  

Contextually, the author of the essay has enacted the appropriate speech genre as 

determined by the nature of the task and prompt, but intertextually the author has failed to 
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produce utterances which are internally-persuasive enough to reflect deep consideration 

of the topic.  Consequently, the author has indexed a certain kind of failure to negotiate 

the demands of the social language.  In developmental terms, the author has engaged the 

task procedurally but failed to achieve reciprocity (Nystrand & Gamorran, 1991; 

Nystrand, 1986).  It is not difficult to imagine this struggle from the point of view of a 

first-generation college-goer who is likely to be underprepared for the nuanced demands 

of the task. 

In a different context, the same set of utterances may be answered to differently.  

For example, in a non-standardized setting, the author’s choice to enact a particular 

speech genre may aim for different communicative purpose, or it may be noticeably 

mismatched to the context (if, for example, the utterance was composed in an informal 

setting, it may be answered to as unnecessarily erudite).  A reader who is unfamiliar with 

the prompt to which the author is responding would answer to the intertextuality of it 

differently.  Indexically, were it not being answered to in terms of the author’s 

preparedness to enter into an institutionally-defined writing course, the same utterances 

might not be received as a kind of “failure” to properly negotiate the demands of the task.  

What matters most is that each utterance is answered to with respect to its capacity to 

mediate specific social activity; that it is viewed as a living unit of language.   

The Social Language of College Writing: Evidentiality 

 Bakhtin acknowledges the extreme heterogeneity of language use and offers the 

speech genre as a way to systematize utterances so they can be understood in terms of the 

dialectical relationships between system and performance.  While social languages, 

because they reflect the full diversity of linguistic life, are not autonomous terrains, many 
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such languages have been shaped by cultural, social, and historical forces so as to 

converge into typified patterns of use.  Academic discourse is one such language, and 

prior research has shown how such typification is reflected through disciplinary 

approaches to scientific reasoning (Bazerman 1982, 1988), through linguistic and 

paralinguistic features of texts and genres (Schleppegrell, 2004; Martin & Rose, 2008), 

and through grammatical and lexical formations that shape conventions of use (Wilder & 

Wolfe, 2009; Guitierrez, 1995).  These abovementioned approaches to academic 

discourse have proven to be highly insightful, but they are not developmentally-oriented.  

They explore discourse as an artifact of study, but they do not approach how it is 

acquired through acculturation.  Academic language is a richly diverse social language, 

but it is also patterned in ways particular to its role as both product and process of a 

distinct kind of social activity.  Acculturation is a symptom of how an individual draws 

upon such patterns in response to specific social circumstances. 

 Prior research has examined these patterns closely in efforts to show how they 

reflect the cultural and institutional value systems within which they are produced 

(Hyland, 2005, 2008; Aull & Lancaster, 2010; Uccelli, Dobbs, & Scott, 2013; Lancaster, 

2014).  By focusing on the occurrence of specific linguistic features that reflect the 

success or effectiveness of academic texts to achieve culturally-ascribed goals (such as 

marks of quality), this body of research has illuminated the specific grammatical, 

syntactical, and lexical features of the social language of academia.  However, the focus 

of such work has always been necessarily narrow, targeting specific linguistic features at 

the expense of interpreting the full and actual communicative power of utterances.  

Developmentally, the pragmatic nature of this approach is limited in its capacity to 
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anticipate a long-term developmental trajectory, and as a result interventions designed to 

foster the use of academic language among (usually minority) students fall upon 

instrumental efforts to get students to utilize so-called academic English (Anstrom, 

Dicerbo, Butler, Katz, Milet, & Rivera, 2010; Bunch 2006) instead of acculturating them 

to the ways in which particular speech genres are enacted in the course of socially-

situated activities.  They’re attempts to change the costume rather than to alter the nature 

of the performance itself.  Part of understanding the social language of academia 

demands critical attention to the nature of it as a unique sign-system, but the social 

language also must be understood in terms sufficiently broad and flexible enough to 

encompass more than just linguistic patterns. 

 Evidentiality (Chafe, 1986; Barton, 1993) offers such a lens.  Evidentiality, as 

defined broadly by Chafe (1986), includes everything that signals a relationship or 

perspective on the knowledge presented in an utterance.  Evidentiality characterizes the 

social language of college because it is a broad category that encompasses collections of 

linguistic patterns, such as markers of stance and positioning, but it is not confined to the 

existence of specific linguistic features.  It is an inherent quality of all utterances that 

carry a discursive function.  Given the variety of ways that evidentiality is expressed in 

English, it can be difficult to categorize the types of knowledge-relationships available, 

but most academic, expository, and non-narrative utterances carry out a complete 

evidential operation of either deduction or induction.  Working from the field of 

pragmatics, Chafe (1986) employs deduction and induction as a representation of how 

knowledge-relationships are expressed linguistically rather than a mode of reasoning.   
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Deduction occurs when knowledge is hypothesized from some general principle 

or a principle drawn from shared assumptions.  According to Chafe (1986), deduction, as 

a mode of knowledge, requires the author to “invent a model which predicts what will 

count as evidence” (p. 269).  It is most commonly marked by epistemic hedges such as 

should, could, and suggest in order to maintain a sense of uncertainty that follows from 

knowledge that results from good reasoning rather than concrete evidence.   Such 

hedging signals sophistication within academic discourse: it is understood that claim-

making is a tentative venture and should always be cushioned with discursive space that 

allows for refutation.   Induction occurs when a broader principle is abstracted from 

something specific.  In contrast to deduction, induction is a mode of knowledge that 

moves from concrete to abstract.  Since the evidence upon which an inference is drawn 

may or may not be made explicit, induction normally demands a stronger commitment to 

claims.  Therefore, it is commonly marked by epistemic boosters that indicate a high 

degree of confidence and certainty.   

For example, if it is December and I see a series of cars drive down the street with 

trees strapped to their roofs, I will make an inductive claim with a high degree of 

certainty that they are Christmas trees.  If, however, the same event occurred in July, I 

would be left to make a more tentative, deductive claim that perhaps the drivers of the 

cars are all attending a tree-planting ceremony, or perhaps a bonfire.   Where academic 

discourse differs from this commonplace example is in the unlikelihood that a practiced 

author would engage in such imprecise speculation.  Deductive utterances in academic 

texts usually follow from robust conceptual knowledge of the topic at hand, and Barton 

(1993) demonstrated how the level of generality on which novice writers issue forth 
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deductive claims is a distinctive difference between such writers and their more expert 

counterparts.  In Vygotskian (1987a) terms, evidentiality provides a lens into both the 

tool and sign functions of language because it provides a semiotic trace (Witte, 1992) of 

both the individual producing the utterance’s efforts to act upon the environment, as well 

as the function of the utterance itself as a psychological tool that acts upon both writer 

and reader. 

The Social Language of College: Argumentative Reasoning 

 Evidentiality offers a lens into the linguistic life of the social language of college.  

However, as Bakhtin emphatically demonstrates, the life of a language is never purely 

linguistic.  It is also reflected in the actual human activity in which it is situated because 

linguistic patterns such as evidentiality coalesce into conventions of use through which 

participants reveal shared beliefs, values, epistemologies, and ways of knowing.  

Characterizing a social language in an effort to design instruction that acculturates 

students into the language requires an understanding of its linguistic life as well as an 

understanding of the underlying social activity that drives and is driven by the particular 

ways in which language plays out in particular settings.  In the case of the social language 

of college, such social activity can be best characterized under the broad umbrella of 

argumentative reasoning. 

 In the title of their well-known composition textbook, Lunsford, Ruszkiewicz, & 

Walters (1999) proclaimed that everything’s an argument.  Their hyperbole carries some 

truth insofar as it represents the activity of social life in higher academic institutions.  

Scholars across disciplines have demonstrated how what is conventionally and broadly 

referred to as critical thinking is, in fact, the kind of argumentative reasoning carried out 
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through the social language of college (Hillocks, 2010; Nussbaum, 2008; Applebee, 

1996; Walton, 1990).  Recent reform efforts such as the Common Core State Standards 

have established the importance of argumentative reasoning in developing “college and 

career readiness” because effective argument is treated as analogous to logical problem-

solving, rational thought, and scientific inquiry (Newell et al, 2011; Street, 2004).  Yet, 

high school students’ performances as readers and producers of argumentative reasoning 

has continually stood out as a glaring weakness in their literate abilities (NAEP, 2011) 

despite a wealth of instructional interventions designed to foster students’ abilities to read 

argumentative texts and produce written arguments of their own (see Newell et al., 2011 

for a recent review).  Newell and his colleagues (2011) sum up the disconnect as being 

rooted in the extent to which approaches to argumentative reasoning in the classroom “do 

not address the teacher's use of specific instructional methods in promoting the 

development of students' argumentative reading and writing over time and the features of 

classroom life that impede or facilitate students' appropriation of argumentative 

knowledge and strategies” (p. 297).  Argument is too often relegated to the status of a 

minor topic, a specific genre, or a brief digression from the real business of language arts 

instruction.  As a result, it does not become central to the ongoing social life of the 

classroom, and students’ development in argumentative reasoning over time is rarely 

afforded any close attention. 

 Toulmin’s (1958) model of argument has become widely adopted as a generative 

basis for understanding argument as more than just a mode of rhetoric, but as a lens into 

the epistemological function of discourse in both formal and informal contexts.  Unlike 

the classic, Aristotelian model of argument, Toulmin’s more closely reflects the 
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formation and application of argumentative reasoning as a product of social life.  Because 

the development of thought is mediated by language in the form of movement from the 

intermental to the intramental planes, Toulmin’s model better represents the relationships 

between the real life encounters that form the basis of arguments, the provisional nature 

of argumentative claims, and, perhaps most importantly, the generalized and often 

invisible belief structures which guide and direct the formation of evidenced conclusions, 

understandings, and realizations.  To illustrate, Toulmin’s model of argument begins with 

claims, the immediate and often provisional conclusions whose worthwhileness and 

correctness one is seeking to establish.  Claims are drawn from data, the actual grounds 

upon which conclusions have been drawn.  Arguments, for Toulmin, begin with actual 

encounters and only then move toward more abstracted forms of reasoning.  This 

movement is characterized by the third feature of Toulmin’s model: warrants.  Toulmin 

(1958) defines warrants as “rules, principles, inference-licenses” (p. 98) that legitimize 

the steps taken to move from data to a claim.  Warrants serve as propositions of a unique 

nature: they reflect broad generalities, ontological beliefs, and paradigmatic assumptions 

about what counts for what in terms of the things we can take to be true, accurate, correct, 

justifiable, etc.  Flaws in an argument, such as fallacies of hasty generalization, or the 

misuse of statistical data, may appear as limitations in the data provided to support 

claims, but they are, in fact, actually flaws in how claims are warranted (Fulkerson, 

1996). 

 The problematic nature of warrants, particularly as they play out in high school 

students’ argumentative reasoning, can be seen through a central contradiction in the 

nature of warrants.  On one hand, warrants are the premiere driving force behind 
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academic reasoning; on the other hand, warrants are often implicit and can only be made 

visible through inference and interpretation.  In highly-specialized, published academic 

writing, the process of warranting claims is often explicit, detailed, and elaborate, 

especially within disciplines where paradigmatic assumptions about what counts as 

knowledge are not widely agreed-upon (Bazerman, 1982, 1988).  But, as Toulmin (1958) 

demonstrates through discussions of a combination of highly-formal, legal arguments and 

hypothetical, everyday forms of argumentation, warrants are rarely brought to the surface 

outside of academic settings.  Mastering the social language of college is in many ways 

synonymous with mastery of the role of warranting as a central force in the activity of 

academic life because explicit command of warrants is a unique characteristic of the 

social language.  It is a line upon which the demarcation between the social language of 

college and other social languages can be identified.  Therefore, it functions as a key into 

the liminal nature of acculturation because it is through the places where social languages 

do not overlap that we can best understand their distinct forms and functions (Wertsch, 

1991).  A first-generation college-goer, who is unlikely to have had many academic 

experiences where the nature of warrants was visibly problematized, would struggle with 

the demands of formulating general principles to guide his reasoning and enacting that 

reasoning through a highly-specified linguistic code.    

 Utterances are arguably the best lens into a student’s development with respect to 

Toulmin’s model because Toulmin’s model respects both the general aspects of 

argumentative reasoning as well as those that distinguish field-specific approaches.  As 

the example above of the “failing” placement essay shows, how utterances are answered 

to is specific to the context of their use and their mediational role in social activity.  
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Although Toulmin (1958) does not directly align himself with a developmental theory of 

language, the array of examples he draws upon to demonstrate his model shows his 

awareness of the contextual nature of argumentative reasoning, as general aspects of 

argument play out differently across fields and settings.  A claim is an utterance because 

it is defined not in terms of grammatical boundaries or referentiality, but rather in terms 

of its answerability.  Warrants, because they are often implicit and accessible only 

through interpretation, are a function of the way that utterances socially mediate meaning.  

When warrants are explicitly stated, they are utterances, but even when they’re not, they 

play a key role in determining the answerability of an utterance or collection of 

utterances.  Utterances convey not only the reasoning of an argument, but also the extent 

to which it is presented in what Toulmin (1958) describes as “proper form” (p. 171) 

which he illustrates with the hypothetical example of a man who asks his lawyer, “Do I 

have a case?” well before enough facts have been collected to reasonably make that 

determination.  Communication between the man and his lawyer is not interrupted even if 

the logic of his question is decidedly flawed.  It can be said that the utterance not only 

conveys the reasoning of an argument, but it also the means through which it is given a 

social life. 

 Toulmin’s model serves as a lens into the social language of college because, as 

opposed to the linguistic nature of evidentiality, the model is not keyed to particular 

linguistic activities.  Instead, it functions epistemologically, highlighting the modes of 

reasoning and forms of knowledge that are valued and deemed acceptable among 

participants in the social activity of academic life.  However, the model can still serve as 

a vehicle to get to the evidential features of academic discourse as described by Chafe 
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(1986).  Modal qualifiers, for example, serve as an important marker of field-dependence 

in argumentative reasoning.  Toulmin (1958) demonstrates through his analysis of the 

word “cannot” across several different situations how this is so.  In terms of 

argumentative reasoning, the word “cannot” takes on very different roles in social 

activity based on the context of the utterance.  To say to someone, “You cannot lift that,” 

is very different than to say, “You cannot grade that many papers in one day,” or to say, 

“Sir, you cannot smoke inside my car.”  Evidential mismatches, such as the use of 

hedging in a purely inductive claim like “I think I see a spider on the wall,” or evidential 

matches, such as “There is no doubt that the author of this article is opposed to universal 

health care,” signify the extent to which thought and language have reached a unity 

appropriate to the field in which the utterance is conveyed.  As a theoretical basis for 

acculturation into a social language, Toulmin’s model is a useful lens into development.  

Instructionally, Toulmin’s model has shown to be an effective basis for the development 

of heuristics which, when employed explicitly and consistently, help non-mainstream 

students become more adept readers (Chambliss, 1995; Chambliss & Murphy, 2002) and 

writers (Yeh, 1998) of argumentative texts, as well as more capable contributors to 

classroom discussions (Lee, 2006).  Heuristics, such as the pyramid and bridge diagrams 

of Toulmin’s model utilized by Yeh (1998), offer a means to acculturate students into 

non-routine and highly complex activities that cannot be readily adopted through trial-

and-error.  Toulmin’s model affords a necessary balance between stable elements of 

argument and the varieties of ways they can manifest across many different contexts of 

use.  However, as Lunsford (2002) demonstrates, the model can’t simply be employed as 

a formula for the evaluation of written products.  Because different communities of 
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practice (Lave & Wegner, 1991) carry different expectations for how elements of 

Toulmin’s model should be prioritized and made visible, instructional applications of the 

model must account for variations in how elements of argumentative reasoning are 

understood and adapted for use with respect to immediate, contextual circumstances 

including, but not limited to, prompts and rubrics for writing, classroom discussions of 

shared texts, and peer evaluation of student compositions.  In other words, Toulmin’s 

model is not a standardized instrument for teaching and assessing argument, but a 

dynamic set of relationships that are taken up in ways specific to the setting in which they 

are given purpose and significance.      

Instructional Approach 

 The preceding sections have discussed the developmental relationship between 

thought and language, the mediating activities of reading and writing, and the nature of 

the social language of academic life.  The theoretical bases of an instructional 

intervention set certain demands for the nature of the approach: the instructional mode 

and foci, the activities students will engage in, and the tools designed to foster the literate 

practices and habits of mind most conducive to the goals of the intervention.  With 

respect to the goal of acculturating urban adolescents into the social language of college, 

the instructional approach must involve the following: (1) a mode of instruction that is 

rich with talk and social activity, (2) a focus of instruction that affords students 

opportunities to participate peripherally in an academic community of practice, and (3) a 

repertoire of instructional tools that are designed to carry heuristic value as mediational 

means for developing both the linguistic and epistemological foundations of the social 

language. 
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 A Vygotskian view of development holds that talk is central to the formation of 

concepts.  Because thought appears initially on the intermental place, social encounters 

form the basis of the progression from everyday to scientific concepts.  A wealth of 

research has shown the inextricable relationships between the opportunities a classroom 

provides for students to engage in purposeful talk and their performances on the literate 

activities valued within the setting (Nystrand & Gamorran, 1991; Lee, 2006; Applebee, 

1996; Cazden, 2001; Nystrand, Wu, Gamorran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003) as well as the 

adoption of identities closely linked to the social activities of academic life (Gee, 2012; 

Olitsky, 2006; Wortham, 2004; Nystrand & Graff, 2001).  Talk in and of itself is not 

inherently developmental with respect to a particular trajectory.  In order for it to be so, it 

must operate as a social mode of thinking in which dialogic interactions among 

participants in a setting do not simply share information and coordinate activities, but 

employ talk as a means of generating knowledge (Wells, 2002).  Therefore, an 

instructional approach that seeks to establish an environment rich with talk must also 

establish norms and procedures that shape the nature of talk.  Mercer (2004) offers a 

useful taxonomy to help shed insight into the nature of generative talk.  The bottom of the 

taxonomy is comprised of cumulative talk in which common knowledge is disseminated 

uncritically among participants.  Above cumulative talk is disputational talk in which 

individual positions are formed through disagreement.  At the top of the taxonomy is 

exploratory talk in which reasoning is made visible and knowledge made publicly 

accountable as it is generated through critical but constructive engagement with ideas.  

While each type of talk is likely to occur throughout the discourse of a classroom, 

exploratory talk is most desirable because it is rooted in authentic questioning and allows 
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for the uptake of student ideas, two factors that contribute to student achievement 

(Nystrand & Gamorran, 1991). 

Through a meta-analysis of instructional approaches designed to foster students’ 

writing abilities, Hillocks Jr. (1986) identified a range of options for the mode and focus 

of instruction. Mode of instruction considers “the role assumed by the classroom teacher, 

the kinds and order of activities present, and the specificity and clarity of objectives and 

learning tasks” (113).  Among the factors that chiefly differentiate modes of instruction is 

the freedom of movement and talk permitted and encouraged in the classroom.  Among 

the modes represented in the meta-analysis, the environmental mode offers the highest 

degree of freedom for talk to become a central part of the classroom social activity.  

Hillocks Jr. (1986) describes the environmental mode as characterized by: 

(1) clear and specific objectives, (2) materials and problems selected to 

engage students with each other in specifiable processes important to some 

particular aspect of writing; and (3) activities, such as small-group 

problem-centered discussions, conducive to high levels of peer interaction 

concerning specific tasks. (p. 122) 

 

An instructional approach which adopts the environmental mode features very little 

lecture and teacher-led discussion.  Instead, teachers create materials that foster student’s 

argumentative engagements.  Governing principles and topics of importance may be 

presented briefly, but students engage them through tasks that involve the application of 

such principles to concrete problems.  The teacher’s expertise manifests primarily in the 

design and structuring of activities whose purposes are closely linked to clearly specified 

instructional goals and outcomes, and in supporting students as they engage with them.  

Student interaction drives the immediate activity of the classroom. 
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 The second concern in developing instruction designed to acculturate students 

into the social language of college is what Hillocks Jr. (1986) describes as the focus of 

instruction.  In contrast to the mode of instruction, the focus refers to the actual content: 

the things students need to know that will be most profitable to their learning.  With 

respect to the competing approaches to college readiness and persistence described in 

chapter 1, the question of what content is most beneficial to college-bound students is a 

complicated one.  While the pipeline approach emphasizes the content of particular 

courses designated as advanced placement or college preparatory, there is little evidence 

that the curricula of high school coursework shares substantial overlap with that of 

college-level coursework, as the latter tends to be more highly specialized toward 

discipline-specific knowledge and methods of inquiry.  Suffice to say, it is imprudent to 

assume that readiness for college is a simple matter of “what students know.”  Instead, it 

must be understood as a matter of what habits of mind and literate practices students have 

adopted and internalized. 

 A view of learning as acculturation into a social language is analogous to a form 

of apprenticeship into a community of practice (Lave & Wegner, 1991; Lave, 1996; 

Prior, 1998).  Through their studies of situated learning and practice, Lave and Wegner 

(1991) argue that learning is best understood as changes in how people participate in 

communities who share a number of characteristics, including a “shared discourse 

reflecting a certain perspective on the world” (Wegner, 1998, p. 126).  Lave (1996) sums 

up the approach as follows: “Wherever people engage for substantial periods of time, day 

by day, in doing things in which their ongoing activities are interdependent, learning is 

part of their changing participation in changing practices” (p. 150).  In social settings 
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where increasing participants’ degrees of expertise is an explicit aspect of the teleological 

trajectory, learning involves legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wegner, 1991).  

Peripherality, in this sense, is not meant as a contrast to centrality, but rather as a contrast 

to unrelatedness or irrelevance.  Learners engage in the actual activity of social life 

within the community of practice, and through the facilitation of more expert mentors and 

peers, move gradually from partial participation to full participation.  An instructional 

approach designed to foster legitimate peripheral participation stands in stark opposition 

to traditional, skill-based approaches, such as those empathized in the pipeline approach, 

because skill-based approaches position students as individual receivers of knowledge 

rather than interdependent participants in a community of practice. 

 Of the six possible foci of instruction described by Hillocks Jr. (1986), the focus 

which is most suitable for legitimate peripheral participation is that of inquiry.  Hillocks 

Jr. (1986) describes an inquiry focus as one that “presented students with sets of data (or 

occasionally required them to find data) and when it initiated activities designed to help 

students develop skills or strategies for dealing with the data in order to say or write 

something about it” (p. 211, emphasis in original). In contrast to instruction that focuses 

on an analysis of models of knowledge-generation that has already occurred, or strategies 

that have already been successfully deployed, an inquiry focus is concerned with the 

process of knowledge-generation and strategic mindfulness as a body of content in itself.  

Rather than being exposed to canonical terms and concepts and then assessed on the 

accuracy with which they are able to recall or identify terms and concepts in use, students 

in an inquiry focus become active agents in the production and evaluation of such terms 

and concepts as they come to bear on the immediate social activity of the setting.  
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Successfully carrying out an inquiry focus relies upon a body of content that balances 

declarative and procedural knowledge: knowledge of “what” coupled with knowledge of 

“how” (Hillocks Jr., 1986; Smith, Wilhelm, & Fredericksen, 2012).  The results of 

Hillocks Jr. (1986) meta-analysis showed that both the environmental mode and the 

inquiry focus boasted the largest effect sizes.  Newell, Bloome, and Hirvela (2015) 

demonstrate how approaches to teaching argumentative writing that call upon similar 

principles can be highly effective. 

 Prior research has established two instructional approaches with notable 

similarities to the instructional approach described in the present study.  Reading 

Apprenticeship (Greenleaf, Shoenbach, Cziko, & Mueller, 2001; Shoenbach, Greenleaf, 

& Murphy, 2012) outlines a general approach to fostering academic literacy that is 

designed to be adaptable across secondary and early-college classrooms regardless of 

content or grade level.  It places emphasis on two key aspects of apprenticeship into 

academic life: (1) establishing a purposeful social context for learning, and (2) 

highlighting the role of meta-cognitive processes and strategies in the activity of reading 

academic texts.  Its stated goal is “demystifying academic reading for their students 

through ongoing, collaborative inquiry into reading and texts, while providing students 

with protected time for reading and access to a variety of attractive texts linked to their 

curriculum” (Greenleaf et al., 2001, p. 76).  Inquiry, in the sense that it is employed, 

refers to depth and breadth of subject-area content.  While talk and writing are given 

ancillary roles as means through which students interact with and respond to texts, the 

focus of the approach is explicitly on reading.   Because the approach is intended to be 

broadly applicable, it does not offer a consistent set of tools designed to carry heuristic 
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value for the purpose of fostering students’ performances with specific tasks or strategies.  

Although Reading Apprenticeship, through general reference to Vygotskian theory, 

asserts the importance of students developing identities that are linked to their academic 

roles and performances, it does not offer a clear characterization of how such roles and 

performances are linked to the unique language of academic life.     

 Cultural Modeling, developed by a student of Hillocks Jr. (Lee, 1995, 2006), 

offers an instructional framework in which classroom talk is made central to students’ 

apprenticeship into the habits of mind and social practices formally sanctioned in 

classroom settings.  By drawing upon cultural data sets, or “modes of reasoning, concepts 

and habits of mind entailed in everyday problem solving” (Lee, 2006, p. 308), teachers 

establish norms to help leverage everyday knowledge into the learning of academic 

material.  Norms of talk are governed by rules of argument established through 

Toulmin’s (1958) model.  Teachers allow students to serve as “experts” on topics they 

have become familiar with as a result of routine, out-of-school encounters.  Rather than 

leading discussions, the teacher instead responds to student contributions by modeling 

forms of reasoning that guide students toward interpretations of literature that are 

academically valid and defensible.  While Cultural Modeling has demonstrated success in 

helping minority students to attain levels of proficiency on the formal types of literary 

analysis and interpretation common to language arts classrooms, its scope is limited to 

instruction in the interpretation of literature.  Although it is clearly concerned with 

acculturation into the social language of academic life, it limits itself to tasks and 

instructional goals that are specific to reading and responding to literature in secondary 

classrooms.  Argumentative reasoning provides the foundation for such study but does 
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not assume a prominent epistemological function beyond its role as the basis for the 

generation of literary interpretations.   

 Perhaps the most fundamental difference between the instructional approach of 

this study and the two approaches described above lies in the selection and organization 

of instructional content.  Whereas Reading Apprenticeship is designed to be fitted to the 

content of any subject area, and Cultural Modeling has been adopted as a framework for 

the teaching of literature, the present approach organizes units around Essential 

Questions: deep, enduring, existential questions that anchor learning in the pursuit of 

sustainable answers to matters of universal relevance (Wilhelm, 2007).  Described by 

Bruner (1996) as questions that “pose dilemmas, subvert obvious or canonical 'truths' or 

force incongruities to our attention" (127), the use of Essential Questions to structure 

content is not merely organizational.  It reflects a fundamental desire to transform content 

into conversation (Applebee, 1996), to link the activities of academic life to the 

meaningful circumstances and dilemmas that populate students’ out-of-school lives, and 

to elevate classroom content to the plane of broad, ongoing discussions that play a 

substantial role in the lives of scholars across all disciplines.  Doing so realizes the need 

for students to not only adopt the social language of college, but to integrate aspects of 

their academic lives to their identities as legitimate peripheral participants in a 

community of practice with shared goals and values.  

Examples of such questions include: “What does it really mean to be smart?” “To 

what extent am I responsible to others?” “What makes someone resilient?”  Essential 

Questions such as these are distinct in that they allow for many sustainable answers, but 

the role of warrants is particularly pronounced in developing effective arguments to 
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support complex positions.  Each question defines a specific landscape of content through 

which varieties of different texts are put into conversation.  Through repeated exposures 

to a range of texts and text types, students develop habits of mind and literate practices 

while solidifying their positions with respect to the question.  While literary texts may 

offer up turns in the ongoing discourse around each question, they are not the focus of 

instruction.  Instead, non-literary texts, multimodal texts, and integrated data sets are used 

to expose students to both general interpretive practices as well as interpretive practices 

specific to genre and modality.  Unlike traditional language arts classrooms where the 

emphasis is on the formal analysis of individual works of literature, units developed 

around Essential Questions strike a balance of many different text types which are 

positioned as turns in ongoing, multi-layered conversations. 

For this particular intervention, the unit questions were also selected to address 

emergent needs of various stakeholders involved.  Given that the intervention aligns with 

a recent initiative on the part of the sponsoring university to recruit and retain students 

from local comprehensive high schools, two of the unit questions, “What does it really 

mean to be smart?” and “What makes someone resilient?” were chosen to reflect the need 

for explicit attention to non-cognitive influences on the long-term college success of first-

generation students.  By turning questions such as these into explicit objects of inquiry, 

students can find opportunities to reinforce their own understandings of themselves as 

legitimate participants in academic life.  Secondly, the unit question, “To what extent am 

I responsible to others?” was chosen in response to a request from one of the cooperating 

teachers to include a specific novel in the curriculum.  Because the teacher was familiar 
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with and comfortable teaching the novel, and because there were copies available, the 

unit was built around its inclusion in the curriculum. 

Instructional Tools 

 An environmental mode with a focus on inquiry in the pursuit of units structured 

around Essential Questions describes the framework for this instructional approach.  The 

final element to be integrated into the approach involves the day to day activity of the 

classroom.  Instructional tools, as they are positioned within this approach, are different 

from lessons.  Lessons function as a means of structuring class time around specific 

organizational procedures.  Tools, on the other hand, are flexible activities that can be 

incorporated into lessons in a variety of ways.  They are built around the belief that 

consistent encounters with heuristically-valid mediational means fosters mindfulness and 

the kind of strategic visibility that expert thinkers demonstrate within their domains of 

practice (Collins, Brown, & Hollum, 1991).  Tools appropriate for the instructional 

approach outlined in this study must (1) guide students toward the epistemic and 

linguistic modes of reasoning characteristic of the social language of college, (2) generate 

opportunities for meaningful classroom talk, and (3) scaffold student learning through a 

gradual progression from group-based to individual tasks.  To meet these goals, three 

specific instructional tools provide the foundation for daily classroom activity. 

 In order to aid students in developing argumentative reasoning through reading, 

writing, and talk, semantic differential scales serve as a heuristic to guide students in their 

interpretation and response to texts.  To illustrate how semantic differential scales stand 

at the center of instruction that generates strategic reading, accountable talk, and 

purposeful writing, consider the following classroom scenario.  A student is asked to 



61 

 

respond to an argumentative text.  The text presents an author’s case for “the most 

intellectual rapper” and also includes excerpted song lyrics from the rapper’s work.  After 

reading the text, the student begins by marking the “6” on the following scale in response 

to the quality of the author’s argument:  CONVINCING 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

UNCONVINCING.  Once the student has marked the scale, he is posed with the 

question, “What makes you say so?”  In order to respond verbally or in writing, the 

student returns to the text to elicit support for where the scale has been marked.  He 

identifies three words in the lyrics of the song: “diasporic,” “celestial,” and 

“consciousness,” and explains, “those are just big words.”  He adds, “it doesn’t even 

really make sense.”  Now that the student has assumed a position and generated textual 

support, a second question is posed, “So what?”  The student explicates his reasoning: “A 

bunch of big words don’t make something smart.  You have to relate to it.”  This 

explanation makes visible the underlying assumptions that have guided the student’s 

evaluation of the argument.  Such visibility is vital to the student’s mastery over his 

argumentative reasoning.  Once made visible, the instructor can help to embellish it by 

asking the student to return to the text to find further support, or by asking the student to 

pose hypothetical alternatives that would influence how he has chosen to mark the scale.  

Furthermore, through dialogue with classmates he can compare his reasoning, refine it, or 

contest the assumptions of his classmates.  Over time, repeated exposure to the 

combination of such scales and follow-up questioning across a variety of texts can 

potentially improve his expertise with argumentative discourse as his tacit understandings 

are gradually leveraged into salient academic practices. 
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Developed by psychologists to study meaning-making processes (Osgood, Suci, 

& Tannenbaum, 1957), semantic differential scales have been widely used to investigate 

linguistic phenomena.  In a scale, words are positioned in bipolar relationships on a 7-

point differential.  Hansson (1973) asserted the practical usefulness of such scales in the 

teaching of literature, as a student marking the scale yields a “linguistic material which 

they have produced and observed and structured on their own” (269).  In a recent study, 

Levine (2014) demonstrated how the use of a similar tool functioned as a heuristic to aid 

students in negotiating awareness of the text and personal response in their interpretations 

of literature.  By marking their responses to specific passages on valence scales, students 

in an intervention group were able to move effectively from literal to interpretive sense-

making.  Such processes of making visible the often implicit practices involved in 

making sense of text can facilitate students’ understandings of the argumentative 

elements of written and spoken discourse. 

Semantic differential scales are widely applicable to many instructional tasks, 

including the reading of authentic argumentative texts drawn from academic journals, 

public domain sources, news media, popular media, and literature.  They work with print-

based and non-print texts equally.  However, encounters with authentic texts from many 

sources are not exclusively beneficial.  Langer (2001) demonstrated how strategic use of 

simulated texts can also be beneficial in helping students to foster specific habits of mind 

and literate practices.  Simulated texts are designed to focus students’ attention to a 

particular learning outcome.  Most commonly in this instructional approach, simulated 

texts provide a series of hypothetical scenarios designed to problematize the possible 

dimensions or positions of an Essential Question.  Because they draw upon everyday life 
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and are purposefully written on a level that is accessible to students regardless of their 

vocabulary knowledge or mastery of the nuances of specific genres, comprehension is not 

a mitigating factor in allowing students to participate in complex, multi-faceted 

evaluations.  By ranking a series of simulated texts that have been carefully authored in 

such a way as to highlight the dimensions of an essential question, students are given an 

accessible entryway into the formulation of criteria, the explication of general principles 

that guide their beliefs, and the centrality of warrants in developing argumentative 

positions.  Such cognitive and social activities are vital to generating and processing 

information and engaging in productive academic reasoning (Wilhelm, Smith, & 

Fredericksen, 2012).   

Simulated texts are especially useful in highlighting the role of definitions in the 

argumentative discourse that drives disciplinary practice.  Definitions, in this sense, refer 

to extended explorations of complex terms and constructs.  Such explorations operate 

paradigmatically in the ongoing scholarship within disciplines of practice, as definitions 

of terms are often varied and contested both within and across disciplines.  In this sense, 

definition operates as a mode of inquiry (Hillocks, Kahn, & Johannessen, 1983; 

Johannessen, Kahn, & Walter, 1982) in which participants within a community of 

practice delineate terms through classification and differentiation, formulate criteria, and 

then apply criteria to examples and counter-examples.  All forms of argumentative 

reasoning involve definition on some level (Fulkerson, 1996).  Furthermore, tacit and 

explicit definitions of terms commonly operate as warrants (Toulmin, 1958).  Utilizing 

simulated texts to engage students in the formulation of definitional criteria provides a 

framework through which examples can be discovered from other sources or generated.  
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In this manner, students participate inductively in the actual process of inquiry rather than 

becoming mere spectators to the products of work that has already been completed.  Such 

participation is a characteristic of situated practice (Lave & Wegner, 1991). 

Semantic differential scales serve as a mediational means to structure student 

response to texts and other prompts in formally-sanctioned ways.  Simulated texts invite 

students into complex habits of mind and modes of knowledge that might otherwise be 

difficult for them to access due to the complexity of many types of texts and genres.  In 

addition to engagement with texts, both of these instructional tools foster exploratory talk 

as they provide a shared context for social activity within the classroom.  Sentence 

frames (Graff & Birkenstein, 2004), the third foundational tool utilized in the present 

intervention program, provide students with a structure through which they can 

internalize the linguistic constructions that characterize the written social language of 

college.  As a secondary speech genre, the written language of academic discourse 

reflects not just the utterances of individual authors, but also the social, cultural, and 

historical forces that have shaped ways of presenting information deemed meaningful and 

appropriate by participants within the discourse (Bazerman, 1988).  An academic 

utterance contains the echoes of patterns of expression that have become typified through 

use, brought to bear on the epistemic function of the social language, and indexically 

representative of membership within the community of practice.  Sentence frames, which 

are partially formed grammatical structures that afford students opportunities to integrate 

their own ideas into preexisting social constructions, have gained wide acceptance as an 

effective mediational means.   
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Sentence frames resemble traditional fill-in-the-blank exercises, but they function 

quite differently.  Whereas traditional fill-in-the-blank exercises are designed to promote 

recall of terms and surface comprehension, sentence frames pattern the expression of 

argumentative reasoning.  The most basic kinds of sentence frames provide students with 

opportunities to encounter linguistic features that are unique to academic discourse, such 

as the kind of hedging found in a statement like “The data suggest that there may be a 

relationship between the parts,” the role of contrast as a mode of reasoning in a statement 

like “On one hand, it appears to be this way, but on the other hand it could be seen 

another way,” or the interplay of generality and specificity in a statement like “While 

conventional wisdom holds that it is this way, a closer inspection reveals that it is actually 

this way.”  Such constructions are not purely linguistic in nature.  They also represent 

culturally-explicit patterns of concept development and the discursively-meaningful 

constructions that serve as the psychological tools through which the social language of 

college is internalized.  Over time, student writers can become more adept at calling upon 

such constructions because they are closely linked to the kinds of reasoning valued within 

the community of practice.  Sentence frames strike a careful balance between giving 

students too much and too little.   

In sum, the instructional approach for this intervention study takes as its 

foundation the environmental mode and inquiry focus (Hillocks Jr, 1986) in order to 

establish a classroom setting where students become legitimate peripheral participants in 

a community of practice (Lave & Wegner, 1991).  Instructional materials designed 

toward the goal of acculturating urban, first-generation college-bound adolescents into 

the social language of college include simulated texts to initiate inquiry into Essential 
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Questions, semantic differential scales to guide reading and responding to data, and 

sentence frames to inculcate students into the socially-constructed linguistic codes that 

govern academic participation.  The following chapter will discuss the methods through 

which this intervention study will be implemented and studied in order to describe the 

developmental impacts it has on student participants. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 

 Understanding the effects of an instructional intervention designed to acculturate 

urban adolescents into the social language of college involves examining multiple, 

integrated sources of data in order to identify and describe aspects of development as they 

are evidenced in the students’ work as well as their conceptual awareness of the tools and 

signs that mediate the social activity of academic life.  Returning to the developmental 

theory on which this intervention study is based, development must be understood as 

changes in the qualitative relationships between tools and signs.  Understanding the 

changing nature of tools primarily involves understanding the role of reading and 

composing written texts in order to gain mastery over the forms of reasoning that 

underline academic discourse, and to develop decontextualized understandings of how to 

engage with written texts across various tasks and contexts.  It also involves 

understanding the centrality of spoken language as means for legitimate peripheral 

participation (Lave & Wegner, 1991) in a community of practice.  Based on the previous 

chapter’s discussion of the social language of college, understanding the changing nature 

of signs primarily involves having strategically-viable access to the linguistic codes 

enacted through the written texts most common to academic communities, and the 

epistemological functions those codes carry out.  By strategically-viable access, I refer to 

the extent to which a participant can accurately and efficiently call upon socially-

constructed linguistic formations in order to formulate claims, ground them in data, and, 

implicitly or explicitly, negotiate the demands of clear and sustainable warrants to 
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connect claims to data.  Moreover, it refers to the extent to which participants can 

demonstrate awareness of the functions of the elements of argumentative reasoning and 

their role in promoting the creation and dissemination of knowledge in academic 

communities of practice.  With respect to the empirical demands set forth by the goals 

and theoretical underpinnings of this study, data collection and analysis will include a 

combination of procedures, including pre, mid, and posttest measures, artifact analysis, 

and interviews with key informants.   

Context of the Study 

 This College Pathways intervention program took place over one full academic 

year at Oxford Academy, a comprehensive high school in a metropolitan city in the 

northeast.  The school has an enrollment of approximately 1600 students.  According to 

2013-2014 school data, the student population is 54% African-American, 34% Latino, 

and 10% Caucasian.  96% of the students are designated as economically disadvantaged.  

As of 2012, 80% of 11th grade students are below basic in reading as measured by state-

mandated assessments.  In cooperation with the school district, two honors-track English 

classrooms, one 11th grade and one 12th grade, were designated for the intervention.  

Adjusting for attrition, 24 students were enrolled in the 11th grade class and 22 students 

were enrolled in the 12th grade class.  The school administration assigned a teacher to 

each class, and the sponsoring university placed a student teacher in the school whose 

duties included assisting with the program. 

 The academic struggles evidenced in the abovementioned test scores are reflected 

in certain norms of the school culture.  Overall attendance at the school is erratic and it is 

not uncommon for students to miss school days regularly, arrive late, or leave early on 
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their own volition.   Because the class periods for this study occurred at the end of the 

school day, absences were slightly even more frequent due to both students’ tendencies to 

leave school early, as well as the district policies regarding athletics.  Instructionally, the 

low regard for the importance of regular attendance is also reflected in classroom 

practices.  Students are generally awarded grades for the completion of work regardless 

of whether it was done in class and whether the work achieves a certain level of quality.  

Consequently, earning grades for the completion of work serves as a prominent driving 

force behind students’ motivation to attend class and engage in assignments.   

At the same time, there are ongoing efforts in the school to promote college 

matriculation among the student body.  Currently, the school features several initiatives 

designed to help prepare students for college.  The AVID program offers select students 

an opportunity to engage in a curriculum designed to foster general study and problem-

solving skills applicable to a wide range of content areas.  The Gear Up program 

facilitates the process of exploring colleges, submitting applications, and seeking out 

available scholarships.  A corporate-sponsored college mentoring program furthers these 

efforts by meeting monthly with participating students during the school day to provide 

additional advice and resources.  

 I am a state-certified secondary English teacher with eleven years of classroom 

experience roughly divided between high school and early college.  My role as researcher 

involved the following: (1) designing all instructional materials in accordance with prior 

research discussed in the previous chapter, (2) providing professional development for 

the teachers and student teachers to familiarize them with the framework and 

instructional materials, (3) visiting each classroom approximately 3 times per week to co-
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teach and provide support to the teachers, student teachers, and students, (4) providing 

continuing professional development throughout the school year in the form of after-

school debriefings.  As co-teacher, I was actively involved in implementing lessons, 

working with students, and evaluating and responding to their written assignments.   

Instructional Context 

 Units structured around Essential Questions form the basis for the day to day 

activities in each classroom.  A unit typically lasted six weeks and involved (1) tasks 

designed to introduce the possible positions or dimensions of the question, (2) tasks 

designed to facilitate the examination of various sources of data which give depth to the 

positions or dimensions of the question, and (3) tasks designed to help students plan for 

and compose extended arguments.  As the basis for inquiry, data sources introduced 

throughout a unit include a range of authentic texts drawn from disciplinary perspectives, 

popular media, literature, trade books, and public domain resources.  Additionally, 

simulated scenarios are employed to highlight specific argumentative practices or to 

further investigate particular aspects of each essential question.  Culminating tasks 

involve the generation of extended written arguments.  Over the course of the year, the 

types of arguments loosely follow a taxonomy (Fulkerson, 1996) that begins with 

definitional arguments and proceeds through arguments of substantiation, evaluation, and 

policy. 

Day to day activities throughout each unit are sequenced so as to promote a 

gradual progression from full-class, to small-group, to individual tasks.  Appendix A 

includes a selection of sample activities that illustrate the primary tools of instruction: 

semantic differential scales, simulated texts, and sentence frames.  Typically, a unit began 
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with a series of simulated texts (Langer, 2001; Smith, Wilhelm, & Frerericksen, 2011) 

that describe everyday scenarios through which the Essential Question is problematized.  

For example, the unit, “What does it really mean to be smart?” begins with a set of 

simulated scenarios that describe four different characters who illustrate different 

dimensions of how smartness can manifest.  One character is described in such a way as 

to be very good in school, but lacking in common sense.  Another is shown to have 

strong interpersonal skills but lacks the self-discipline and motivation for schoolwork, 

and so forth.  Students individually read the scenarios and were prompted to rank them in 

order of how smart each one is.  Their rankings then served as the basis for classroom 

discussions aimed at articulating general principles to characterize intelligence and 

generating preliminary warrants that can then be challenged, refined, and revised.  In 

order to promote argumentative reasoning through exploratory talk, student responses 

were prompted by the questions “What makes you say so?” and “So what?”. 

As each unit proceeded, students encountered a variety of text-based data 

carefully chosen to highlight specific positions or dimensions of the question.  For 

example, throughout the unit described above, students read a commentary by a clinical 

psychologist from a mainstream media source, excerpts from trade books written in 

support of or against intelligence testing, short works of literature in which intelligence is 

a dominant theme, a web-based article discussing the most intellectual rap artists of the 

current generation, a scholarly article discussing the notion of linguistic intelligence in 

the context of the Ebonics movement of the late 1990’s, short biographies of a variety of 

individuals such as Bill Gates and Tupac Shakur who represent different domains of 

intelligence, and a selection of graphs depicting the findings of the renown Minnesota 
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Twins Studies.  Semantic differential scales served as a consistent heuristic to aid 

students in comprehending texts, responding to them in formally-sanctioned ways, and 

making visible their argumentative practices.  Sentence frames were constructed to 

highlight specific elements of written argument most appropriate to each data source.  

The interplay of scales and frames gave students consistent practice with both their 

meaning-making processes as well as the linguistic representations of their thinking once 

it had been generated in response to immediate social encounters in the classroom.  In 

this way, literate practices most appropriate to the classroom are developed through 

participation in the ongoing activity of academic life in which participants share goals 

and student reasoning is made visible and publicly accountable.  

Given the descriptions above, it can be said that, in general, a typical day of 

instruction involved briefly introducing a form of data to the students—a text to be read, 

a set of scenarios to be evaluated, etc.—and then providing students with one or more 

tools to work with the data either independently or in small groups.  While students 

worked, the teacher, student teacher, and myself would circulate around the classroom to 

provide on-the-spot feedback to the students.  When time permitted, full class discussions 

would provide students with an opportunities to share the results of their inquiry into the 

provided data. 

At the end of each unit, students were given one or more opportunities to 

compose extended arguments.  These tasks were designed to integrate general forms of 

argumentative reasoning with community-specific ways of presenting claims and data 

and formulating warrants to connect them (Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992).  For example, 

the culminating task for the unit described above asks students to compose an extended 
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definition of intelligence.  This task involves general understandings of the ways in which 

concepts are assigned classifications, differentiated from similar concepts, and illustrated 

through examples, which are brought to bear on sets of data specific to the immediate 

classroom community.  Because the nature of each Essential Question permits a wide 

range of sustainable answers, students are afforded a great deal of flexibility in how to 

approach the available data.  At the same time, because each student in the classroom is 

drawing upon a set of shared resources, they can view their written contributions 

dialogically as turns in an ongoing conversation that allows for multiple, competing 

perspectives (Bakhtin, 1981).  They become legitimate, peripheral participants in an 

academic community of practice where reading, writing, and talking operate as the 

primary mediational means. 

Based on conversations with a cooperating teacher who also teaches the standard-

track 11th grade English classes, a review of the syllabus for the 11th grade Honors-

tracked English course provided by the school district, and an examination of the 

standard textbooks used throughout the district for grade 11 and grade 12 English, the 

instruction provided through this intervention differs considerably from that which 

students would otherwise receive.  English classes at the comprehensive high school 

where this intervention takes place are dominated by reading works of literature.  

Students spend class time reading aloud and responding to comprehension questions to 

elicit surface understandings of key details related to plot, setting, and character.  Central 

themes are illuminated through teacher-led discussions.  Units are organized 

chronologically and usually involve one novel and a series of shorter works.  Sometimes, 

units culminate in the composition of an essay where students offer thematic 
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interpretations of a single text.  Argumentative reasoning is not central to the long or 

short-term goals of the course, and although students are asked to state claims and 

provide textual evidence to support them, visibility and command of warranting is not 

positioned as a criteria for evaluation.  In addition to reading literature, students also 

receive occasional instruction in grammar.  Such instruction involves drill-and-skill style 

worksheets where students identify rules of grammar in decontextualized utterances and 

at times are asked to choose a correct work from a series of options or identify and 

correct an error.  While non-literary texts are introduced in order to supplement central 

themes from the literary works, such texts are used infrequently and are not analyzed in 

discussed with respect to their formal or generative features. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Intervention research that takes as its basis Vygotsky’s (1987a) developmental 

theory must examine multiple sources of data in order to establish a comprehensive 

portrait of the effects of the intervention (Smagorinsky, 2011).  As a focus of analysis, 

mediated activity (Wertsch, 1991) involves the interrelationships among individuals, 

contexts, and artifacts.  Each element must be viewed with respect to the interanimating 

relationships among them (Prior, 1998).  Given the multiplicity of individual, social, 

cultural, and historical forces that shape the products and processes of formal schooling, 

it can be nearly impossible to fully and precisely account for the effects of a single 

instructional intervention.  However, it is possible to give a detailed account of student 

progression along a defined developmental trajectory when a sufficient amount and 

variety of data are collected over a sufficient period of time.  A single academic year, 

because it reflects temporal boundaries that result from deeply-ingrained institutional 
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forces, stands as an acceptable period of time to anticipate both short-term (microgenetic) 

and long-term (ontogenetic) transformations in students’ qualitative relationships to the 

tool and sign systems involved in academic life.    

What constitutes a sufficient amount and variety of data is a trickier question.  

Vygotsky (1987a) demonstrated how short-term and long-term development do not 

necessarily parallel one another.  While at times they may proceed unilaterally, there are 

also places where they diverge or intersect.  All in all, development tends to follow a 

twisting path (Smagorinsky, Cook, & Johnson, 2003).  To effectively describe student 

development in the context of an instructional intervention, data must evidence both the 

products and processes of students’ increasing levels of mastery over the tool and sign 

systems central to academic life.  A combination of authentic measurements, artifacts, 

and spoken accounts of the production of artifacts will illuminate aspects of development 

and evidence the impacts of instruction as a form of mediated activity.  Authentic 

measurements provide an index of student development insofar as it is reflected in their 

performances on instruments that have been ascribed with cultural and institutional value.  

How students anticipate and respond to the demands of high-stakes instruments that 

function as sanctioned markers toward the achievement of educational milestones 

provides an index of their long-term development.  Yet, the full breadth of their 

participation in an academic community of practice is not reflected in a single 

measurement.  Day to day activity in the classroom instigates many encounters with the 

tools and signs that mediate academic participation.  Through artifacts produced regularly 

over the course of instruction, short-term development can be evidenced in the form of 

qualitative changes to the relationships between tools and signs and their users.  Lastly, 



76 

 

spoken accounts of the production of artifacts can help to explain, verify, and further 

elaborate on the aspects of development evidenced therein.   

Pre, Mid, Posttest Measures 

The first form of data will be pre, mid, and post administrations of the sponsoring 

institution’s writing placement exam.  Because the exam is used to determine whether 

incoming students are adequately prepared to meet the demands of college-level reading 

and writing, it serves as an authentic measurement of long-term development.  The six 

placements prompts can be found in Appendix B.  The exam asks students to respond to a 

short piece of argumentative writing by summarizing the author’s stance and formulating 

a clear position on the topic.  Students are permitted to review the prompts in advance 

and are allotted 60 minutes to produce an essay of approximately 300 words.  The 

university’s first-year writing program alternates from a catalog of over two dozen 

different prompts.  In order to control for prompt difficulty, sixteen of these prompts were 

analyzed for measures of text complexity as well as for topic.  The six prompts selected 

for the study all fall within the eleventh grade range in complexity.  They are paired 

according to topic, with each pair of prompts featuring one school-related topic and one 

popular-culture topic.  For example, one pair of prompts includes a prompt discussing 

President Obama’s call to increase the legal dropout age to 18 and a second prompt 

questioning representations of gender in a recent Disney film.  Students were given the 

prompts two days in advance of each administration.  Their essays were composed in 

class, typed, and anonymized. 

Three trained readers from the university’s first-year writing program scored the 

essays in accordance with the standard procedures for the placement of admitted 
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applicants.  A repeated-measures ANOVA tested for significant changes to the mean 

scores across each test administration.  Additionally, interactions by grade level, gender, 

and ethnicity were tested to see if other factors contributed to changes in the mean scores.  

Simple effects analyses tested the effect size of significant interactions.  In accordance 

with the recent call for authentic measurements of secondary students’ college readiness 

(Roderick, Coca, & Nagaoka, 2011), these quantitative data provide a valuable index of 

students’ long-term development over the full course of the instructional intervention.  

They also point toward instances where a closer examination of individual students’ work 

may be necessary (see analytical procedures below).   

Artifact Data 

Throughout the course of daily instruction, students also produced written artifacts of 

many forms.  They responded to texts using semantic differential scales, completed 

sentence frames, responded to short writing prompts, and produced extended arguments.  

The essays they generated for the university placement exam were included among these 

artifacts.  Collecting these artifacts will afforded an opportunity to examine them for 

evidence of short-term development through qualitative changes to the individual 

students’ relationships to the tools and signs that mediate academic activity.  Such 

changes can manifest through concept development, as artifacts reveal how students’ 

awareness of the function of tools such as writing expands and further decontextualizes.  

Similarly, artifacts may reveal changes to conceptual understandings of the signs that 

mediate academic discourse as students’ awareness of the aspects of argumentative 

reasoning, their epistemological functions, and the evidential relationships between inner 

speech and written language expand and further decontextualize.   
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Artifact data collected from each student included the following: (1) responses to 

sentence frames, (2) responses to semantic differential scales, (3) short arguments of no 

more than one paragraph, (4) extended arguments of more than a single paragraph.  

Twelve students were identified as key informants for the study.  They were selected 

based on two criteria: gender and academic performance (high, mid, low-performing).  

Designations of academic performance were made based on teacher recommendations.  

Artifact analysis included the complete writing portfolios for all key informants in the 

study.  Table 1 presents the makeup of the writing portfolio for each key informant.  Note 

that one key informant left the school during the program and was removed from the 

study.  All names are pseudonyms. 
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Table 1: List of key informants and written artifacts  

Name Description Grade Length  
(# of 

utterances) 

Frames Scales Short 

 

Long 

 

Angel African-

American 

Female (low) 

11 84 5 1 2 5 

Arturo Hispanic 

Male (high) 

12 144 6 5 3 6 

Candice African-

American 

Female (mid) 

12 178 8 9 4 6 

Chris Mixed Race 

Male (mid) 

11 128 10 10 4 6 

Corey African-

American 

Male (low) 

12 90 5 3 3 5 

Deena African-

American 

Female (high) 

11 79 5 10 2 4 

Devan African-

American 

Male (high) 

11 138 8 10 3 6 

Josh African-

American 

Male (mid) 

12 88 7 7 1 5 

Juana Hispanic 

Female (high) 

12 128 6 6 3 6 

Justina African-

American 

Female (low) 

12 159 9 6 3 6 

Luis African-

American 

Male (low) 

11 152 9 11 4 6 

 

Qualitative analysis was employed in order to reduce, categorize, and describe 

artifact data.  Combining techniques from cultural-historical document analysis 

(Bazerman, 1981) and discourse analysis (Barton, 2004), analysis of artifact data sought 

to discover patterns in student work, describe those patterns, develop categories, and 

apply key constructs from the theoretical background in order to illuminate aspects of 
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development as they are evidenced through the categories.  The efficacy of qualitative 

analysis is largely contingent on the clarity with which methods of data reduction and 

reconstruction are clearly articulated, made visible, and kept consistent with the 

theoretical underpinnings of the investigation (Smagorinsky, 2008).  Mediated activity, as 

the focus of qualitative research stemming from a sociocultural orientation, requires a 

unit of analysis in which the products and processes of student learning are reflected as 

an integrated whole.  Social languages are living systems that mediate participation in 

unique settings.  Acculturation into a social language, when viewed as developmental 

process, involves the ongoing negotiation of tools and signs with respect for the ways in 

which they have been socially, culturally, and historically patterned for specific purposes.  

As a unit of analysis, the utterance (Bakhtin, 1986) provides a lens through which 

language use can be viewed as means of participation in social activity within a 

community of practice.     

Segmenting artifact data into utterances involved designating a basis upon which 

the finalization of each utterance can be established.  Chapter 2 provides a detailed 

explanation of the ways in which utterances can be bounded; to recap briefly, finalization 

occurs at the point of response.  Response can be initiated across three interrelated 

dimensions: contextually, intertextually, and indexically.  A response is actualized 

contextually by the immediate encounter in which the utterance occurs.  For example, a 

student responding to an argumentative writing prompt may finalize an utterance 

contextually by issuing a claim or by providing a warrant.  Intertextually, an utterance is 

finalized by a change in the pool of linguistic resources called upon or a shift in speaking 

voices.  For example, a student may finalize a written utterance by introducing a quote 
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from a source, or by restating language from a writing prompt.  Indexically, an utterance 

can be finalized by enacting a particular speech genre that may or may not represent the 

expectations of membership within a community of practice.  For example, a student may 

finalize a written utterance by signaling an evidential relationship between what is known 

and how it is known, or by marking a transition between related ideas through contrast.  

Any utterance may reach finalization across more than one dimension, and an utterance 

finalized on one dimension may include other utterances in order to reach finalization 

across another.  For example, an utterance finalized through an intertextual shift may 

include both a quotation as well as the signal phrases used to introduce the quotation in 

order to achieve indexical finalization.  Because the utterance is a living language unit, 

finalization reflects the immediate activity in which it is situated and can vary greatly 

across different situations.   

However, patterns of finalization alone do not tell a complete developmental story 

because they do not address the specific content of each utterance.  Acculturation into a 

social language is a dialectical struggle to achieve what Vygotsky (1987a) describes as a 

unity of thought and language.  Patterns of utterance finalization speak to some facets of 

this unity: they may show, for example, how a student has gained conceptual command 

of certain aspects of argumentative reasoning when those aspects are presented through 

clearly-bounded utterances.  But this initial layer of analysis in which artifacts are 

segmented into utterances cannot attend to the full breadth of acculturation because they 

do not account for the dialectical relationships between system and performance 

(Wertsch, 1991) that play out in many, if not all, utterances.  To achieve a greater depth 
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of understanding, a second layer of analysis examined each utterance in terms of the 

dialectical relationships within each dimension.    

Semantic differential scales (Osgood et al, 1957; Hannsen, 1973), in addition to 

serving as an instructional tool, are also useful as a methodological tool (Imbrenda, 

2016).  Scales, as tools developed to study the process of meaning-making, mediate 

understanding by providing a linguistic basis for describing non-linguistic phenomena.  

Dialectical struggles as they manifest through written language are one such phenomena.  

The struggle to achieve a unity of thought and expression is a direct function of what 

Bakhtin (1981) calls dialogicality: understanding an utterance involves orienting oneself 

toward it with respect to its place in the context of its use.  We understand utterances by 

answering to them with our own words.  Semantic differential scales provide a flexible 

means through which utterances can be analyzed according to how they are answered.  

Given the goal of examining the developmental impacts of an instructional intervention 

designed to acculturate urban adolescents into the social language of college, scales 

specifically designed with respect to these developmental goals allow each utterance to 

be characterized according to its answerability across the three dimensions of each 

utterance. 

Contextually, student artifacts are all produced in response to the immediate 

classroom setting.  As a result, they reflect the constraints and affordances of the 

classroom, a discursive space bounded in time and space, and shaped by the individual 

participants of the setting as well as broader social, cultural, and historical forces such as 

institutional ideologies, tacit and explicit codes of conduct, and relationships of authority.  

Dialectically, students’ efforts to negotiate the setting through their written artifacts 
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manifests as a reflection of the position they assume within the setting: the nature of the 

relationship the author enacts with respect to the immediate setting.  Participation, in this 

sense, can at times be completely perfunctory: it demonstrates minimal involvement in 

the task and invites neither response nor reflection.  A student who writes his name on the 

blank line on the top of a worksheet next to where it says “Name” is demonstrating a 

purely perfunctory response.  On the other hand, participants can respond to the setting 

reciprocally if they do so in a manner that invites reflection and response.  Reciprocity 

(Nystrand, 1986) is achieved through writing when an author is able to negotiate 

exchanges of meaning with an intended recipient.  Students engage reciprocally when 

their written work demonstrates involvement in the classroom setting that is potentially 

consequential to both author and audience.  In between perfunctory and reciprocal 

relationships are utterances which enact procedural relationships to the immediate setting.  

In such utterances, the author’s efforts to invoke the appropriate sign-system are made 

visible.  Procedural utterances are answerable insofar as they invite reflection on the 

extent to which the appropriate sign-system has been achieved, but they do not realize the 

full communicative potential needed to achieve reciprocity.  Marking utterances on a 

scale from perfunctory to reciprocal describes their answerability within the contextual 

dimension.  For example, an utterance which is aimed only at completing the task in a 

nominal manner would be marked on the perfunctory end of the scale, whereas an 

utterance which reflects an awareness of its potential impact on an anticipated audience 

would be marked on the reciprocal end. 

Intertextually, utterances draw upon the author’s repertoire of encounters with 

other utterances.  Bakhtin (1981, 1986) believed that every utterance had at least two 
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authors because utterances only become available to their authors as a result of previous 

encounters.  Furthermore, utterances exist on a historical place, echoing the archaeology 

of their own use each time they are reproduced in new contexts.  Authoritative utterances 

belong entirely to the history of their use: they are reproduced without concern for their 

content or function.  They are always “correct,” so to speak.  Internally-persuasive 

utterances have been hybridized with other utterances so that they belong, at least 

partially, to the individual producing them.  They enter into dynamic relationships with 

new contexts of use.  Social languages involve combinations of authoritative and 

internally-persuasive utterances that have become socially-patterned and typified through 

use.  Since social languages shape and are shaped by social activity, the nature of the 

utterances called upon to participate in that activity reflects the dialectic struggle between 

system and performance (Wertsch, 1991). 

Bazerman (2004) supplies the term intertextual reach to describe the extent to 

which an utterance draws upon linguistic resources outside the pool of utterances 

conventionally available to the social language enacted in a particular context.   

Intertextual reach is feature of an utterance that aligns it in relationship with previous and 

potential utterances so as to evoke, according to Bazerman (2004, p. 86), “a 

representation of the discourse situation, the textual resources that bear on the situation, 

and how the current text positions itself and draws on other texts.”  In his taxonomy of 

levels of intertextuality, Bazerman (2004) indicates that, at its most basic level, 

intertextuality occurs as citations that draw upon statements from other texts as 

authoritative sources to be taken at face value.  At its highest level, intertextuality 

becomes an extension of the available linguistic resources an author may draw upon in 
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order to either commit closely to the conventions of a community of practice, or to allow 

new “social worlds” (Bazerman 2004, p. 87) to intrude into a discourse.  The 

answerability of the intertextual dimension of an utterance, then, is a function of how 

efficiently the recipient can reorient himself to the shift in authorial voices.  As such, it 

can be represented on a scale of unshared vs shared linguistic resources.  Marking 

utterances on such a scale provides a representation of their answerability on the 

intertextual dimension.  For example, an utterance which draws upon spoken dialect in 

order to present an argumentative claim to an academic audience would be marked on the 

unshared end of the scale, whereas an utterance that draws upon language from a shared 

set of readings in order to present a claim would be marked on the shared end. 

Indexically, utterances enact speech genres which may or may not align with 

those that have become historically, socially, and culturally linked to the activities 

mediated by social languages.  Independent of content or function, utterances socially 

negotiate meaning by conveying status, membership, and responsible adherence to the 

social codes that govern participation in a community of practice.  Central to the belief in 

learning as situated practice (Lave & Wegner, 1991) is a shift in focus from transmission 

to participation.  Legitimate peripheral participation demands more than the accumulation 

of concepts within the individual; it involves an understanding that meaning is always 

socially negotiated, and the terms upon which membership in a community of practice is 

enacted become a concept in themselves.  Social languages can be primary or secondary; 

that is, they can be acquired or learned (Gee, 2012).  We acculturate into primary social 

languages tacitly through our immediate social encounters.  Secondary social languages, 

however, involve some degree of artificial intervention: they are mediated by institutions, 
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and participation is mitigated by the extent to which participants act appropriately.  Those 

whose primary social languages map on closely to the secondary social languages of 

institutions such as schooling have clear advantages in the ease with which they can 

acculturate.  Others, such as first-generation, minority college-bound students, must 

actively pursue mastery of the codes of membership. 

In the social language of college, utterances index participation in a plethora of 

ways: matches and mismatches in evidentiality, markers of stance and modality, 

employment of appropriate types of warrants, etc.  Participants who enact these codes 

signal their insider status.  Participants who do not are pushed to the margins.  Therefore, 

the answerability of an utterance on the indexical dimension is a question of how 

effectively it demonstrates awareness of the social terms of participation.  For example, 

Barton (1993) demonstrated how inexperienced writers often overgeneralize arguments, 

inviting evidential mismatches as bold, deductive conclusions are presented with a high 

degree of certainty.  Even if the conclusions themselves are not egregiously false, expert 

readers respond to the writer’s failure to negotiate claims in a manner that affords 

dialogic space.  A scale of outsider vs insider can be used to represent utterances on the 

indexical dimension.  For example, an utterance which makes a bold, deductive claim 

with a high degree of evidential certainty would be marked on the outsider end of the 

scale, whereas an utterance which carefully hedges a speculative deductive claim would 

be marked on the insider end of the scale. 

Appendix C presents an illustration of the three scales used for coding written 

utterances.  Taken together, when these three scales are applied to the artifacts produced 

by individual students across a developmentally sufficient span of time, emergent 
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patterns provide insight into the students efforts to negotiate the dialectic struggle of 

attaining a unity of thought and language (Imbrenda, 2016).  Such struggles serve as a 

valuable lens into the microgenetic transformations that stand as a subtext to long-term, 

ontogenetic development.  Since development always follows a twisting path, the 

interrelationships between long-term and short-term development are essential to a full 

examination of the effects of an instructional intervention designed to acculturate 

students into the social language of college. 

Interview Data 

 Long-term development, as evidenced through student performance on an 

authentic assessment, coupled with short-term development, as evidenced through 

developmental patterns that emerge in artifact data, provides a comprehensive portrait of 

how student work reveals their acculturation into the social language of college.  Yet, 

assessments and artifacts alone also pose some limitations. For one thing, scoring 

assessments and coding artifacts is an interpretive process mediated by the scorer’s and 

researcher’s subjective orientations toward the work.  It may or may not accurately 

represent the student’s perception of his or her orientation to the work.  Vygotsky (1987a) 

adamantly argues that learning leads development, and students’ performances in their 

written work do not necessarily ensure that they have gained mindfulness of the full 

complexity of the tool and sign systems that mediate their participation in an academic 

community of practice.  Participation in an academic community of practice can be 

substantive, marked by a sense of agency and uptake of shared knowledge and 

understandings, or it can be merely procedural, marked by responsible adherence to rules 

and deferential competency (Nystrand & Gamorran, 1991).  Assessments and artifacts 
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alone may not provide compelling evidence that students have engaged substantively in 

the manner needed in order for them to decontextualize understandings and carry them 

forward to new settings. 

 Secondly, research that limits itself to an examination of written artifacts risks 

overgeneralizing the full complexity of discursive practices.  In highlighting the 

differences between the notion of entering into a discourse community and the notion of 

participating in a community of practice, Prior (1998) warns against a view of 

disciplinary communities that sees them as “unified social territories or abstract systems 

of knowledge” (p. xii).  Written artifacts do not represent a single task with shared 

criteria; rather, they reflect “a collage of task representations and actions, at best roughly 

coordinated by selective points of resemblance” (p. xii).  Learning as situated practice 

(Lave & Wegner, 1991) involves entering into dynamic relationships with open 

communities through which relative newcomers reproduce themselves.  Consequently, 

analysis of artifact data risks falling upon structuralist assumptions about the autonomy of 

disciplinary communities.  Participants’ views toward their work are needed to explain, 

extend, and elaborate on patterns revealed through assessments and artifact analysis. 

 In anticipation of these important limitations, a third source of data for this study 

are interviews with key informants.  Interviews were conducted throughout the year.  

Each key informant was interviewed 2-4 times and each interview occurred upon 

completion of an extended argumentative writing task (students who did not complete 

extended writing tasks were interviewed fewer times for this reason).  Interviews 

followed a stimulated-recall format where students were presented with a copy of their 

writing and asked questions designed to stimulate discussion of the processes through 
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which they produced the writing.  In an effort to initiate conversations that will illuminate 

students’ mindfulness of their changing qualitative relationships with the tool and sign 

systems, interview protocols involved the following prompts: (1) Why did you do what 

you did here?, (2) Is there another way you could have done it?, and (3) What do you 

think the way you did it gets you?  This protocol generated a third layer for each 

student’s developmental portrait, as interviews can reflect both changing relationships 

with the immediate tasks being discussed, as well as changing relationships toward tools 

and signs over the course of the school year. 

 Analysis of interviews aims to reinforce, refine, or expand upon developmental 

patterns that emerge through assessments and artifact data.  Interview data helps to ensure 

that each student’s developmental portrait includes the individual process of reproducing 

self and practices.  Once transcribed, interviews were coded by turns with respect to the 

qualities of writing involved in generating written arguments as dictated by the scales 

described in the previous section.  For example, a turn in which a student refers to his 

mindfulness of the need to evoke a response in a reader was coded as reciprocal, or a turn 

in which a student refers to his concern for the formal precision of his writing was coded 

as insider.  By coding turns of talk in this manner, I was able to identify the extent to 

which students’ orientations toward their writing were consistent with the orientations 

toward writing represented by the scales. 

Analytic Procedures 

 In research drawn from sociocultural theory, analysis of qualitative data demands 

a careful balance between representing the fullness of the data while also reducing and 

reconstructing it in a manner that is reliable and valid (Smagorinsky, 2011).  Selecting a 



90 

 

subset of data that will provide an authentic portrait of its entirety involves a principled 

approach to what data will be coded, analyzed, and categorized.  One such principle is 

reflected in the selection of key informants who are varied by both academic performance 

and gender.   

 In the interest of assuring reliability and validity throughout the analysis of 

artifact data, a second rater, a graduate student colleague who has also worked with scales 

as a methodological tool, analyzed a portion of the artifact data according to the 

procedures described above.  After I segmented and independently rated 10% of the 

artifact data (roughly 2 students’ portfolios), the second rater independently rated the 

same portion of the data.  Instances where agreement on scales differed by more than 1 

space were discussed.  From these discussions, decision rules were developed and applied 

to the analysis of the remaining artifact data.  The decision rules clarify ambiguities and 

establish clear grounds for how the scales can consistently reflect the answerability of 

each segmented utterance.  Chapter 4 discusses the results of these conversations and 

explicates the decision rules governing the assignment of each code with examples and 

explanations.  Appendix D provides a sample paragraph with codes and decision rules. 

 Artifact data, once rendered into terms of answerability through the use of the 

scales, provides a composite of each student’s development.  Through this composite, 

patterns of utterance can be identified, described, and categorized, so as to reconstruct the 

student’s development in terms of acculturation into the social language of college.  Such 

reconstruction was facilitated through the use of the qualitative data analysis program, 

atlas.ti.  The software allowed me to organize and interpret the coded data in the 

following ways: (1) I was able to collapse codes into sets of supercodes that reflected the 
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ends and middles of each scale.  For example, based on the context scale, I created a 

supercode for all utterances coded as 1 or 2 on the scale and renamed that code 

“perfunctory,” (2) once the supercodes were created, I was able to examine the overall 

distribution of individual codes in greater detail by looking at co-occurrences of specific 

code relationships.  For example, I was able to see that 78% of written utterances coded 

within the “perfunctory” category were also assigned codes that placed them within the 

“outsider” category, and (3) I was able to use the query function to call up subsets of 

individual utterances based on the code or combinations of codes they were assigned.  

Through these analytic procedures, I was able to reconstruct the artifact data through the 

lens of the coding scales, mediating my interpretation of the data with respect to the 

decision rules established for each code.  

  Interview data was then segmented into turns and coded in order to support and 

elaborate upon emergent patterns established through the artifact analysis.  Because the 

interviews are meant to be supplementary to the artifact data, they were not used as 

primary artifacts of analysis.  Instead, they helped to more clearly represent each 

student’s development by demonstrating his or her conceptual awareness of the tool and 

sign systems within the community of practice, and to duly represent the interanimating 

roles of multiple sources of data in establishing a valid and comprehensive portrait of 

development. 

Ethical Considerations 

 With respect to ethical considerations, the following safeguards were employed to 

protect the informants’ rights: (1) a clear understanding of the research objectives was 

communicated to the informant verbally and in writing, (2) written permission was 
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obtained from the informant, (3) a research exemption form was filed with the 

Institutional Review Board, (4) all data collection was disclosed to the informant and 

transcripts, reports, and interpretations were made available, (5) the informants rights and 

concerns were given primary consideration when reporting data, and (6) pseudonyms 

have been employed in order to protect the identities of all participants.  

 A second ethical concern lies in the scientific nature of this study.  The 

intervention study described here does not satisfy the requirements for experimental or 

quasi-experimental research as they have come to be understood in educational research.  

There are both practical and ethical reasons for this.  In order to sufficiently qualify as a 

quasi-experimental study, a control group would have to be identified and studied 

alongside the experimental groups targeted by the instructional approach.  However, the 

logistics of the school in which the study is taking place do not allow for the 

identification of a comparable set of control classrooms.  The study was carried out in 

honors-tracked classrooms with grade 11 and grade 12 students and the research site 

cannot fill multiple instances of such courses because of a dearth of honors-tracked 

students among their population of 11th and 12th graders.  There simply aren’t any 

comparable classrooms available to serve as control groups. 

 Ethically, intervention studies concerning underprivileged students must also give 

special consideration to the theoretical nature of traditional, utilitarian approaches to 

benefit-harm assessment.  Newkirk (1996) discusses how the utilitarian approach, rooted 

primarily in medical research, assumes that it is the research subject—the patient—who 

stands to either gain or lose from the research.  In classroom interventions, however, it is 

generally the researcher who stands to benefit and the students involved who stand the 
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risk of harm.  A different approach is necessary, and such an approach must appreciate 

the danger of complicity on the part of the researcher who may overlook less obvious 

potentials for harm because they have become firmly rooted in paradigmatic, 

methodological assumptions.  Control groups for the intervention study described here 

would be at risk of harm for the sheer fact that the students in those groups would not 

have the opportunity to benefit from the potential impacts of the instructional approach.  

In order to safely minimize this risk, the study described here is not intended to meet the 

conditions necessary to qualify as experimental or quasi-experimental.   
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 

Placement Test Scores 

 Students were administered a version of a university writing placement exam 

three times over the course of the academic year: September, March, and May.  The exam 

provides a brief argumentative prompt of approximately 450 words in length.  The 

instructions indicate that students are to restate the author’s position in their own words 

and then develop an argumentative response of their own.  Scores for the tests are based 

on a standardized, 6-point rubric where a score of 4 or higher qualifies the student for 

placement into the equivalent of a standard-level composition course.   

Placement tests were administered in class and students were allotted 60 minutes 

to complete each administration.  Once all three administrations were complete, the 

students’ essays were typed and anonymized.  Each essay was then scored by three 

trained scorers from the university’s first-year writing program in accordance with the 

standard procedures for placing incoming students.  The three scores for each essay were 

summed and averaged and the data in Table 2 were compiled based on the average scores 

for each individual essay. 
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Table 2: Means and (Standard Deviations) at September, March, and May by Grade for  

   Writing Placement Exams 

 

 September March May 

 All 

Subjects 

Complete 

Subjects 

All 

Subjects 

Complete 

Subjects 

All 

Subjects 

Complete 

Subjects 

11th 

Grade  

(n = 24) 

1.89 

(.89) 

1.78 

(.84) 

2.72 

(.74) 

2.85 

(.63) 

2.50 

(.67) 

2.46 

(.66) 

12th 

Grade  

(n = 22) 

2.11 

(.78) 

2.17 

(.81) 

2.73 

(.60) 

2.68 

(.57) 

2.26 

(.87) 

2.25 

(.89) 

Total 

Across 

Grades 

1.99 

(.84) 

1.96 

(.84) 

2.72 

(.67) 

2.76 

(.60) 

2.38 

(.78) 

2.36 

(.78) 

 

A two-way, repeated measures ANOVA (Grade by Time of Testing) was conducted on 

the data in Table 2. This produced a highly significant effect for time (F = 18.93, p = 

.000, partial eta squared = .316), a non-significant effect for Grade (F = .001, p = .977, 

partial eta squared = .000), and a significant interaction (F = 3.35, p = .040, partial eta 

squared = .076).  

Table 3: Simple Effects Analysis for the Interaction between Grade and Time of Testing  

   for Writing Placement Exams 

11th Grade: 

September to March:  p = .000  Partial eta squared = .462 

September to May:  p = .001  Partial eta squared = .416 

 

12th Grade: 

September to March:  p = .002  Partial eta squared = .381 

September to May:  p = .453  Partial eta squared = .026 

 

Total Subject Pool: 

September to March:  p = .000  Partial eta squared = .416  

September to May  p = .005  Partial eta squared = .167 
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Table 3 presents the simple effects analysis of the interaction.  Students across both 

classrooms improved significantly from September to March with high effect sizes.  

While overall improvement from September to May was significant with a moderate 

effect size, evidence suggests that the 12th grade students did not engage the May 

administration seriously.  I will discuss this in further detail below. 

Reviewing the scoring rubric sheds insight into the nature of students’ 

development as evidenced by the significance of the change in their scores over time and 

the large effect size of that change.  Mean scores increased by approximately one full 

point on the 6-point scale.  At the time of the September administration, students 

averaged a score of approximately 2.  According to the scoring rubric, essays assigned a 

score of two fail to meet the demands of the task for a number of reasons.  Firstly, 

students provide inadequate summaries of the prompt by focusing too closely on minor 

details instead of capturing the broader essence of the argument.  Secondly, although 

students may assert a position in response to the prompt, the position is irrelevant to the 

prompt, poorly evidenced, and potentially contradictory.  Thirdly, students utilize 

linguistic resources inappropriate for the demands of formal, academic writing.  Lastly, 

students may reach a more desirable length than essays assigned a score of 1, but the 

added length is usually due to repetition or overuse of personal narrative. 

At the time of the March administration, students averaged a score of 

approximately 3.  According to the scoring rubric, essays assigned a score of 3 

demonstrate greater awareness of the demands of the task but they are still somewhat 

inadequate in their execution for a number of reasons.  Firstly, summaries of the prompt 

may be more accurate but fail to attend to nuances in the argument, or they may rely too 
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heavily on direct citation from the prompt.  Secondly, students may offer a clear position 

in response to the prompt, but their position may misread or misinterpret the writing in 

ways that are detrimental to the efficacy of their arguments.  As a result, support for their 

position may be insufficient for the expectations of an academic audience.  Thirdly, 

students consciously attempt a formal writing style but are unable to sustain the style 

consistently throughout the essay.  Lastly, the essays may achieve a desirable length but 

lack evidence of an overall organizational pattern. 

Given that a score of 4 qualifies incoming students for placement into a standard-

level writing course, it is helpful to note the expectations for such essays as explained in 

the official rubric.  According to the rubric, essays assigned a score of 4 differ from those 

assigned a score of 3 for reasons that are both organizational as well as evident in the 

quality of reasoning.  For one thing, essays assigned a score of 4 demonstrate an 

awareness of a need for some kind of organizational structure, although it may be 

formulaic or contrived.  Additionally, essays assigned a score of 4 may take a clear 

position and support it effectively, but they do not make explicit the underlying principles 

that connect the student’s position to the supporting evidence.  Lastly, essays assigned a 

score of 4 are relatively free of serious errors in grammar, mechanics, and usage. 

Due to the holistic nature of the scoring rubric, it is likely that individual essays 

evidenced a combination of elements from across different scoring milestones.  The 

readers who scored the essays explained that their training involved norming procedures 

through which ambiguities resulting from interpretations of the rubric were adjudicated, 

and disparities in scores were discussed.  Therefore, the developmental changes 

evidenced by the change in mean scores must be interpreted broadly.  Generally 
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speaking, students improved in their capacities to accurately summarize an author’s 

position, assert a clear position of their own in response to the prompt, provide some 

degree of relevant support for their position, establish clear principles to justify their 

reasoning, organize their arguments logically, and call upon conventional linguistic 

resources appropriate to the task.  The following sections will discuss findings from an 

in-depth examination of students’ written artifacts in order to further elaborate these 

general trends, to situate them with respect to the instructional context, and to pinpoint 

salient patterns that may not be reflected in the nature of the placement test task or the 

expectations for success in that task.  

It is important to note some limitations to the placement test analysis.  Firstly, the 

tests were originally scheduled to be administered in September, January, and May to 

better align with the beginning, middle and end of the academic year.  However, 

exigencies due to schoolwide testing and weather-related closures delayed the second 

administration until March.  Because the school’s Spring break occurred in early April, 

only 5 weeks of instruction took place in between the March and May administrations.  

The timing calls into question the validity of the May administration because it does not 

reflect a substantial enough period of time to facilitate further development.  Secondly, 

there is reason to believe that the 12th grade students did not engage seriously with the 

May administration.  For one thing, the average length of the 12th grade students’ May 

essays (m = 242 words) was lower than the average length for all students during the May 

administration (m = 262 words) and considerably lower than the average length for all 

students during the March administration (m = 310 words).  Additionally, attendance in 

the senior class became very poor in the weeks following the Spring break.  It was not 
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uncommon for two-thirds of the students to be absent from class on any given day.  The 

cooperating teacher who has been at the school for 11 years notes in an email that 

“Students usually check out at the end of the year, especially seniors, and attendance 

drops significantly.”  When asked if she was aware of any steps taken by the school to 

encourage students to attend regularly up until the end of the year, she indicated that she 

was not aware of any such measures and that the school administration was generally 

complicit in the behavior.  In fact, she pointed out a school policy that seemed 

counterintuitive to such measures: students’ final grades are due three weeks before the 

last day of school; for seniors, they are due even earlier.  Furthermore, on several 

occasions during class, 12th grade students directly asserted their belief that seniors were 

not expected to show up regularly or do classwork during the month of May.  All in all, 

there was a general climate in the school of disengagement during the final weeks of the 

school year, and this climate likely contributed to students’ performances on the May 

administration.  Nevertheless, it also suggests a failure on the part of myself and the 

cooperating teachers to encourage students to sustain their engagement during those final 

weeks, and to effectively hold them accountable for attendance and quality of classwork. 

Artifact Analysis 

 Analysis of students’ writing aims to enhance, corroborate, expand, and challenge 

developmental trends evidenced in the analysis of students’ placement test scores.  

Furthermore, it illuminates student development with respect to the instructional design 

of the intervention program.  Drawing upon the analytic procedures outlined in Chapter 

3, artifact analysis involves a close examination of the writing portfolios of the 11 key 

informants for the study.  Additionally, interviews with key informants supplement 
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textual analysis.  Findings from the artifact analysis are presented in two sections: (1) a 

descriptive analysis in which the coding system is illustrated and explained through 

examples of students’ written utterances, and (2) an examination of the aspects of 

development evidenced through the overall distribution of codes across the corpus of 

artifact data.  

Descriptive Findings 

 This section illustrates the coding scheme through examples of students’ written 

artifacts.  The following section will examine aspects of development illuminated by the 

overall distribution of codes across the corpus of artifact data.  Appendix E illustrates the 

overall distribution of codes across the three coding scales. 

The Context Scale 

 Utterances are answerable to the immediate context in which they occur.  

Students in a classroom produce written utterances in response to a range of conditions in 

the immediate setting: instructional tasks and materials, assignment prompts, teacher and 

classmates’ utterances, etc.  Every written utterance produced by a student in response to 

the classroom setting enacts a relationship between the author of the utterance and the 

context in which it is carried out.  The context scale is designed to represent the nature of 

that relationship.  Simply put, it asks the question, “What moves are being made here?”  

Sometimes, we respond to our context in ways that are purely perfunctory—nodding to 

acknowledge a co-worker as we pass in the hallway.  At other times, we make moves to 

engage in a sustained, discursive exchange.  We stop and ask the co-worker about the 

progress of a specific project whose outcomes may be of mutual consequence to both of 

us. 
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Students’ utterances enact a perfunctory relationship when they respond 

monologically to the setting—they neither aim for nor anticipate subsequent utterances.  

They are made simply for the sake of being made.  On the other hand, students’ 

utterances enact a reciprocal relationship when they respond dialogically to the setting—

they aim for and anticipate subsequent utterances.  They are made for the sake of doing 

something.  In between the two ends of the scale are utterances whose relationship to the 

setting is procedural: they reflect the student’s effort to wrestle with the demands of the 

sign-system itself and are therefore answerable with respect to the extent to which they 

enact the appropriate terms of participation (Imbrenda, 2016).  Table 4 summarizes the 

context scale as it manifests across the entire corpus of written artifacts.  Detailed 

descriptions and examples for each code follow. 

Table 4: Summary of context codes across the artifact data 

Code n % Explanation 

Context 1 157 11 Responds to task literally or perfunctorily by mimicking 

language from prompts or materials; citing irrelevant examples; 

restating claims or data tautologically; moving arbitrarily to 

conclusions 

Context 2 323 24 Responds to task literally or perfunctorily by making claims 

that are too aphoristic or generalized to be debatable; supplying 

data that is hortatory; making or supporting claims redundantly; 

overgeneralizing the defensibility of claims or relevance of data 

Context 3 277 21 Responds to task procedurally by creating a broad framework 

through which a position can be established; supplying data 

that does not stipulate to audience needs; summarizing data 

without an explicit purpose for doing so; substituting warrants 

for claims 

Context 4 468 34 Responds to task reciprocally by presenting claims that are 

consequential to a general audience; enacting speech genres 

appropriate for argumentation; citing or inventing relevant 

examples; making relevant generalizations 

Context 5 143 10 Responds to task reciprocally by presenting claims that are 

consequential to a specialized audience; supplying data that 

stipulates to audience needs; highlighting key differences 

across multiple sources of data; evaluating based on careful 

comparisons 
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Context 1.  Utterances coded as Context 1 enacted a purely perfunctory 

relationship to the setting.  Such utterances are answerable on the level of context only 

insofar as they are meant to satisfy a single task.  For example, when asked to write about 

how a particular text comments on a theme from one of the units, Candice’s utterance 

merely restates the terms of the task itself: 

For example, in the story "Barn Burning" it also related to this situation 

because it related to the theme "oweing your family loyalty." 

 

Or here, where Candice develops a claim about the danger of posting personal 

information to social media by presenting an example from personal experience that 

merely restates the claim: 

Another personal experience I have is that one day this hacker was leaking 

celebrities photos and their reputation was ruined.   

 

In the following example, Luis, responding to an article where the authors discuss a 

theory of how talent develops through deliberate practice, restates the position 

tautologically rather than evaluating the quality of the theory as a way to think about 

intelligence: 

This position can best be described as deliberate practice and it is 

convincing because if you practice deliberately you are going to get even 

better than how good you are. 

 

Similarly, Corey, when tasked with composing an extended definition of intelligence in 

order to resolve ambiguities related to conventional definitions, begins his argument by 

mimicking the language of the assignment prompt: 

There are many different opinions about what people think intelligence is.  
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Just as Corey began his argument arbitrarily by gesturing to the task itself, Justina moves 

arbitrarily to a conclusion that her previous utterances have not established an 

argumentative basis for: 

So therefore if you have a talent that your good at, that makes you smart. 

 

Justina’s conclusion does not resolve her argument in any way.  It merely restates it.   

Overall, 157 utterances constituting 11% of the corpus were coded as Context 1, 

indicating that only a small portion of students’ written utterances were purely 

perfunctory. 

Context 2.  Utterances marked as context 2 also enacted a perfunctory relationship 

to the setting, but they were slightly less monologic and closer to achieving answerability 

on a procedural level.  For example, based on his reading of a poem, Chris makes a claim 

about resilience that is too aphoristic to be debatable: 

The speaker of the poem argues that overcoming set backs is never easy 

because Langston Hughes say it hasn’t been easy.  Resilience can be hard 

at times. 

 

Or here, where Devan develops a claim about the effectiveness of an author’s argument 

by restating the claim as a generalized position: 

I feel this way because of the comparisons stated in the article and the 

questions asked. 

 

In the following example, Devan overgeneralizes the relevance of his claim regarding the 

role of a positive mindset in overcoming setbacks: 

So there, never let the negative overpower the positives you have in life 

because the conclusion can change you in ways you never knew. 
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Deena, responding to a scale which asks her to infer whether the author of an article 

anticipates a reader who is familiar or unfamiliar with this topic, supports her claim 

inferentially but redundantly: 

I chose unfamiliar with the topic because the author is giving of 

information as if we don’t know what he is talking about 

 

Josh, defending a claim that foreign language courses in schools should be eliminated, 

supplies data that is largely hortatory, urging a course of action instead of presenting 

details that would support his position: 

Also if American high schools really believe in learning foreign languages 

is important they should teach it correctly, so the students will able to 

speak a foreign language.   

 

Josh is not supporting his position so much as he is broadcasting a banal assertion in the 

place of relevant data. 

Overall, 323 utterances constituting 24% of the corpus were coded as Context 2.  

These utterances were not purely perfunctory, but they failed to satisfy the expectations 

for procedural or reciprocal relationships with the setting. 

Context 3.  Some utterances fail to achieve reciprocity with a community of 

practice because even though they are not strictly monologic, they evidence the author’s 

efforts to wrestle with the terms of participation.  For instance, a beginning guitar player 

must concentrate specifically on the placement of her fingers along the frets of the guitar.  

Once properly situated, the resulting strum may produce the correct chord, but she will 

then have to pause and focus again on the placement of her fingers.  What results is not a 

song but a series of iterated attempts to master the code that underlies the song’s creation.  

In previous work, I have called this developmental aspect of student writing procedural 

membership (Imbrenda, 2016).  Utterances that enact a procedural relationship to the 
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immediate context are answerable only to the extent to which they match up with the 

appropriate terms of participation.   

 For example, Arturo, in response to a prompt that asks him to develop an 

argument about the extent of a person’s responsibility, establishes a broad framework 

through which a more defensible claim could potentially follow: 

Nelly took the wrong decision when he did not agree to be part of the 

panel discussion. 

 

What follows, however, is not a defensible claim but rather a summary of data from the 

prompt with no explicit purpose in the overall context of his argument: 

The young woman from Spelman College offered Nelly the opportunity to 

help his sister as longer as he agree to participate in a panel discussion, but 

he refused to do so and as a result his appearance at Spelman was 

canceled.  

 

Arturo wrestles with the sign-system because his enumeration of data is misplaced and 

the relevance of the data is not immediately clear with respect to the previous utterance.  

Along the same lines, Corey’s utterance establishes an argumentative stance in response 

to an author’s position, but he substitutes a warrant for his claim that the author’s position 

fails to account for a particular, competing point of view: 

His article is weak because he has all these points, but they are from his 

point of view. 

 

Sometimes, students supply data to support claims but the data they provide does not 

stipulate to the needs of an academic audience.  In the following example, Justina offers a 

hypothetical example to support her claim, but her example is rather unlikely and could 

only carry the evidentiary demands of her argument if she bolstered it by explaining 

personal circumstances that might instigate the situation she describes: 
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Being able to speak another language can be a great skill; it can help 

someone when they are lost or they need to assist someone who is lost.  

 

Similarly, Juana confronts the question of whether intelligence can be measured by 

discussing scientific efforts to manipulate people’s cognitive functioning.  Her example, 

however, is too exaggerated to recruit an academic audience into her cautionary 

perspective: 

Some scientists believe that they can control the subject of intelligence. In 

the near future, scientists may be capable of controlling the mind. 

 

While a specialized audience might share in Juana’s concerns for the potential dangers of 

artificial intelligence, it is unlikely that such an audience would extend those concerns 

into the realm of something as implausible as mind control. 

Overall, 277 utterances constituting 21% of the corpus were coded as Context 3.  

This indicates that written utterances were, at times, wrestling with the procedural 

expectations more visibly than they were contributing to reciprocal relationships. 

Context 4.  Utterances coded as Context 4 reflected students’ efforts to enact a 

reciprocal relationship to an immediate audience—the classroom as a community of 

practice.  To achieve reciprocity, utterances must reflect an awareness of an audience 

who may answer to the utterance with subsequent utterances in order to negotiate a 

discursive exchange of mutual consequence to both author and reader.  To differentiate 

between higher and lower levels of reciprocity, it’s necessary to consider the nature of the 

audience with whom the utterance can potentially reciprocate.  Some utterances carry the 
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potential to reciprocate with a general audience while others target more specialized 

audiences. 

 One way that students achieve reciprocity with a general audience is by enacting 

speech genres appropriate for argumentation.  In the following example, Juana enacts an 

appropriate speech genre by explicitly indicating both a claim and the source of the claim 

so that she can respond to it in subsequent utterances: 

In the recent reports on program for international student assessment 

(pisa), they claim that poverty is the reason that American students are 

behind in the education. 

 

Achieving reciprocity with a general audience can also involve establishing claims that 

are mutually consequential because they attend to ambiguities within topics of general 

interest.  In the following example, Angel commits strongly to her claim but also allows 

for dialogic space by acknowledging the possibility of a competing viewpoint: 

Chris McCandless was not a foolish man.  His actions inspire not 

everyone but some people. 

 

Similarly, Chris establishes a clear position on the role of school in determining what it 

means to be intelligent, and his position involves enough nuance to be mutually 

consequential to both himself as well as a general audience: 

Doing well in school can be a good way to think about what it means to be 

smart because you have to be at least a little school smart to do most 

things in life. 

 

Achieving reciprocity with a general audience can also involve making relevant 

generalizations that most people would reasonably stipulate to.  For example, Devan 

supports his argument that foreign language classes are essentially valuable but problems 

arise in the specifics of how they are implemented.  He reflects on his own experience 

and provides a relevant generalization: 
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To explain why I have not achieved the same success, I’ll say that I think 

its because of the different paces at which we as a class learns. 

 

In addition to relevant generalizations, achieving reciprocity can also involve citing or 

inventing relevant examples.  In the following example, Luis supports his claim that 

intelligence involves hard work but it also involves finding happiness in life by 

discussing a relevant example of someone who has had a successful career but rarely 

seems to be content: 

My uncle is a firefighter and he works a lot. Sometimes he is so busy that 

he barley finds time to stay home and relax. When he has a little free time 

from work, he still doesn`t try and relax or try to have fun. He spend most 

of his time off working in his garden for the whole day. 

 

Luis’ example grounds his position in a relevant experience that his immediate audience 

can relate to.   

Overall, 468 utterances constituting 34% of the corpus were coded as Context 4.  

This indicates that a large portion students’ written utterances enacted reciprocal 

relationships with the immediate setting.  

Context 5.  Achieving reciprocity with a general audience involves making moves 

that appeal to common sense and conventional habits of reasoning.  At a higher level, 

utterances can also negotiate the communicative expectations of a more specialized 

audience.  For example, Candice supports her claim that foreign language courses can be 

beneficial by appealing to the expectations of an academic community that often relies on 

empirical data to determine causality: 

Taking away a language course because you feel as though it doesn't 

benefit kids is like taking away a Sex-Ed class because you feel as though 

it wouldn't teach kids safe sex even though the aids and pregnancy rate has 

gone down since kids took the class. 
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Similarly, Devan supplies data from his personal experience to support his claim that 

public figures must be particularly careful about how they use social media.  Anticipating 

the needs of a specialized audience, he reinforces the evidentiary strength of his 

experience empirically: 

I post videos of me dancing and humerous videos and get thousands of 

likes and shares so I know what its like to have hundreds or thousands of 

people looking at and judging what your doing. 

 

Here, Justina makes a claim that is consequential to a specialized audience who would 

consider the core values and beliefs of a specific institution and the extent to which those 

values could conflict with representations of race and gender in a specific artifact from 

popular culture: 

Nelly should be held fully responsible for his actions involved in the video 

“Tip Drill”, knowing that he would be performing at an all black women’s 

institution. 

 

Juana develops her claim that some new technologies should be approached with caution 

by integrating multiple sources of data into a more generalized framework to advance her 

argument: 

Advances in artificial intelligence have raised important questions about 

the impact they will have on America’s workforce. 

 

Angel supports her claim that a rap artist should not be held individually accountable for 

the content or popularity of his work by presenting a careful comparison of similar cases 

that differ according to important particulars: 

Nelly felt like he didn’t have to respond to the “Tip Drill” video 

complaints because when he made “Hot in here” everyone was taking off 

their clothes.  No one had any negative comments about any of his hit 

singles which all demonstrate a certain level of misogyny.  
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By drawing an inference across multiple cases, Angel achieves reciprocity with a 

specialized audience whose expectations go beyond what can be inferred from a single 

source of data.   

Overall, 143 utterances constituting 10% of the corpus were coded as Context 5.  

This indicates that only a small portion of students’ written utterances achieved 

reciprocity with a specialized audience. 

The Index Scale 

 While utterances are answerable with respect to the immediate context in which 

they occur, they are also answerable to broader social and cultural forces that pattern 

language so as to mediate personal, idiosyncratic needs into typified discursive forms, or 

genres.  Every written utterance a student produces in a classroom signals the author’s 

status within the conventionalized social order.  Insider status is conferred when 

utterances align with the epistemological codes, customs, and values of the communities 

in which they are meant to be received.  When they do not align, they signal the author as 

an outsider to the community of practice.  The index scale is designed to represent the 

extent to which an utterance signals the author’s status as a member of an academic 

community of practice.  Simply put, if the context scale asks, “What moves are being 

made here?” the index scale asks, “How effectively does the performance of those moves 

meet the audience’s expectations?”  Sometimes, we index ourselves as outsiders—we 

respond to questions in a way that is a little too casual for a formal interview, for 

example.  At other times, we index ourselves as insiders—we say exactly what the 

interviewer wants to hear, even if it isn’t entirely sincere.   
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Student utterances signal outsider status when they fail to match with the 

epistemic demands of academic reasoning.  They present their reasoning in modes that 

are not valued by a discourse that favors careful inferencing from data, or they 

communicate their reasoning in ways that fall outside the standard codes.  However, 

utterances signal insider status when they demonstrate inductive reasoning from given 

data and are communicated through linguistic patterns typical to the written discourse of 

academia.  Like the context scale, the center of the index scale reflects utterances that 

engage procedurally with the expected modes of reasoning and forms of communication.  

Table 5 summarizes the index scale as it manifests across the entire corpus of written 

artifacts.  Detailed descriptions and examples for each code follow. 

Table 5: Summary of Index codes across the artifact data 

Code n % Explanation 

Index 1 245 18 Signals outsider status by reasoning through speculative 

deduction; egregiously misreading or misrepresenting data; 

committing strongly to deductive claims; making high-cost 

errors;  

Index 2 487 36 Signals outsider status by reasoning deductively without a 

sufficient inferential basis; misreading or misrepresenting data; 

providing data that doesn’t sufficiently test deductive 

reasoning; making costly errors 

Index 3 365 26 Signals procedural membership by supplying evidentially 

mismatched claims; generating or enumerating data without a 

clear evidential purpose; failing to explicitly provide data or 

warrant reasoning; making somewhat costly errors 

Index 4 228 17 Signals insider status by reasoning inductively from examples; 

explicitly warranting reasoning; indicating evidential 

relationships; making few, low-cost errors 

Index 5 43 3 Signals insider status by reasoning inductively from varied, 

appropriate sources of data; providing explicit, empirical 

warrants; indicating precise evidential relationships; making no 

errors 
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Index 1.  Academic communities of practice rely on distinct habits of reasoning 

that involve generating claims by working inferentially from data, and warranting those 

claims through epistemic principles that are consistent within particular disciplines and 

domains.  Students’ written utterances can signal an outsider status if they involve 

deductive reasoning when inductive reasoning is called for.  Such outsider status is most 

pronounced when the deductions reflect highly speculative reasoning based on personal, 

idiosyncratic assumptions.  In the following example, Chris dismisses an author’s 

concerns about the content of a recent animated movie and the effect it would have on 

children through a highly speculative assertion: 

They just watch the movie because it a cartoon and that it has to do with 

princesses or superheros. 

 

Luis, responding to the same text, makes a similar deductive move, dismissing the 

author’s argument entirely instead of reasoning inferentially through data in order to 

attend to it in a nuanced manner: 

The boy that watch these super hero film know fantasy differently from 

reality. 

 

Sometimes students’ utterances reflect deductive reasoning that isn’t as overly simplistic 

as the two examples above, but they commit too strongly to their deductive claims.  In the 

following example, Josh responds to an author’s argument that comments made on social 

media can be easily exaggerated with a sweeping assertion that would have benefitted 

from some hedging to account for circumstances under which it wouldn’t apply: 

Those people who are constantly on someone watch should not have an 

account to a social network, because it will only cause them trouble with 

one slip up. 
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Some utterances reflect inferential reasoning from data, but the student egregiously 

misreads or misrepresents the data, calling into question the credibility of the student’s 

argument.  Devan responds to an author’s claim that film critics often overstate the 

potential harm that children’s movies could have on young girls while understating the 

potential harm similar movies could have on boys.  Devan’s utterance, however, clearly 

misrepresents the author’s argument: 

The writer brought up that to explain how low the effect of falling in love 

is and compared that to killing someone which portrayed in superhero 

movies. 

 

Some utterances, irrespective of their content, signal outsider status because they involve 

very costly errors that interfere with their readability and undermine the legitimacy of the 

author.  Here, Candice struggles with the boundaries of a sentence: 

Not just because you scored well on a test, you might just be a good test 

taker. 

 

Arturo, a native speaker of Spanish, produces an utterance that is almost 

incomprehensible despite the quality of the reasoning that appears to be at work: 

also that the schools have trouble to secure the student and that adding 

another problem it will make things worse than before. 

 

An audience beyond the immediate setting might find it difficult to unravel Arturo’s 

reasoning amidst the array of errors in his writing.   

Overall, 245 utterances constituting 18% of the corpus were coded as Index 1.  

This indicates that a moderate portion of students’ written utterances signaled them as 

outsiders to an academic community of practice. 

Index 2.  Utterances coded as Index 2 differed from those coded as Index 1 

primarily in terms of degree.  In the following example, Corey makes a reasonable 
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deductive claim that isn’t based on highly idiosyncratic assumptions.  However, he has 

not established an inferential basis for making the claim because his given data does not 

address the potential advantages of learning a second language and he does not explicitly 

refer to any other possible sources of data: 

I don’t see how learning a different language is a waste of time when it 

can make you one marketable, versatile, and more aware of a culture. 

 

Justina makes a deductive claim in which she applies a set of tacit values to an artifact 

from popular culture, but she overcommits to the claim and, in doing so, makes her 

reasoning appear overly simplistic: 

In the video Nelly completely disrespected the women by having them 

dance around naked. 

 

Sometimes, outsider status isn’t a result of making deductive claims, but how subsequent 

utterances test those claims inductively.  In the following example, Juana has already 

established a position that a rap artist was not individually responsible for his 

representation of African-American women.  She develops her claim inductively, but her 

inferential reasoning doesn’t sufficiently test her deductive reasoning: 

Spelman was one of the scheduled stops on Nelly's tour, there were plenty 

of other places he could have gone to speak.  

 

Utterances in which data was misread or misrepresented were coded as Index 2 if the 

misrepresentation was notable but less egregious than those coded as Index 1.  Deena 

responds to a short story in which the main character, who has been in a low-track 

English class, attends a poetry reading with the honors class.  Deena overgeneralizes the 

implied significance of the experience as it is portrayed in the story: 

With respect to the idea of school smarts, Richard Peck, author of the 

short story, “I Go Along,” makes the point that what you learn in school 

can be essential to you in the long run. 
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Errors in correctness can also signal outsider status, although they may be less costly in 

terms of their impact on comprehensibility of an utterance or credibility of the utterance’s 

author.  Here, Luis makes a series of minor errors in agreement that are intensified by the 

absence of parallel syntax structure: 

I don’t think that any student would be able to speak fluent English unless 

they are around a lot of people that speaks that language or go spend a 

long time in that country. 

 

While Luis’ series of errors is less egregious than the example from Arturo in the 

previous section, it is still likely that a reader outside the immediate setting would have 

trouble unpacking his reasoning. 

Overall, 487 utterances constituting 36% of the corpus were coded as Index 2.  

This indicates that a large portion of students’ written utterances signaled them as 

outsider to an academic community of practice. 

Index 3.  Utterances index membership procedurally when they conform to 

conventional expectations of form but do not successfully carry out agreed-upon 

epistemological functions.  They may enact appropriate speech genres or satisfy 

rhetorical expectations, but underneath the surface they reveal modes of reasoning that 

are unlikely to hold up under careful scrutiny.  For instance, a person being formally 

interviewed may be dressed appropriately and conduct herself in a suitably professional 

manner, but her responses to the questions may reveal inexperience or a 

misunderstanding of the responsibilities of the position.  Utterances that index procedural 
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membership confer a kind of rookie status—the student is still struggling with the sign-

system itself.   

 Such rookie status can be revealed through evidential mismatches such as those 

described by Chafe (1986).  Utterances may appear to be inductive on the surface, but 

their evidential function is actually deductive, such as in the following example where 

Candice appears to be drawing an inference based on her experience in order to defend 

the importance of foreign language classes, but close scrutiny reveals the deductive 

nature of her data:  

because I took a French class for two years not only did I learn the 

language , I also learned the culture & I plan on visiting Paris soon.  

 

On the other hand, what might appear to be a deductive conclusion arrived at through 

inferencing from data, is actually an inference.  In the following example, Angel makes a 

claim about the extent of a person’s responsibility to others.  The person in question 

abandoned his possessions and disappeared into the Alaskan wilderness without telling 

his family or friends where he was going.  Angel’s utterance appears to conclude with a 

general principle about responsibility to others, but it is actually a single inference drawn 

from data that would require further testing against examples in order to obtain the level 

of generality she aims for: 

As to whether this is a good example of what it means to be responsible to 

others, I have to disapprove because not letting anyone know where your 

going and you just disappearing is not responsible. 

 

Procedural membership can be indexed when a student mimics the modes of reasoning 

carried out by participants without evidencing a thorough understanding of the reasons 

why participants utilize those modes.  The following example highlights an utterance 

where Arturo, who is developing an argument about the perceived dangers of a specific 
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type of artificial intelligence, provides data about a different type of hypothetical artificial 

intelligence that has no clear evidentiary purpose for his argument: 

Second category is Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) also known as 

''strong AI''. AGI refers to computer or machines that can perform any 

tasks just as good as humans. Creating AGI is more harder than creating 

ANI and technology is not there yet. AGI is much harder because it 

require more complex coding to make a machine be able to  “reason, plan, 

solve problems, think abstractly, comprehend complex ideas, learn 

quickly, and learn from experience."  

 

Providing explicit warrants to connect claims and data is one of the unique hallmarks of 

academic discourse.  Such explicit warranting is far less common in more everyday 

modes of reasoning.  Indexing procedural membership is sometimes a result of a 

student’s failure to provide a more explicit warrant when one would be expected.  In the 

following example, Corey makes a claim in response to an author’s position on lowering 

the national dropout age to 16.  While his reasoning appears to be governed by common 

sense logic, some amount of data would be expected by an academic community who 

might view his position as oversimplified and insensitive to the circumstances he is 

responding to: 

If a kid doesn’t want to learn do not put him/her in the same room with 

those who do.  That is why I believe kids should dropout when their 16. 

 

Lastly, errors in correctness may not necessarily inhibit the readability of an utterance or 

undermine the credibility of the author, but they may index carelessness or a lack of 

polish, signaling the status of someone who hasn’t fully embraced the importance of 

careful proofreading when presenting written arguments to an academic audience.  

Justina supplies a series of careful inferences to support her claim that a football player 

who quit the NFL to join the military made an admirable decision, but her utterance is 

marred by a series of minor errors: 
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he wanted to be noticed more than just a “football star” to society. He felt 

as though people took role in life for granted, he wanted a more important 

role so he join the military. 

 

An audience beyond the immediate setting would not have trouble understanding 

Justina’s reasoning, but the audience might assume that her errors are a result of 

carelessness or a lack of polish. 

Overall, 365 utterances constituting 26% of the corpus were coded as Index 3.  

This indicates that a somewhat large portion of students’ written utterances signaled them 

as rookies on the margins in between outsider and insider status. 

Index 4.  Signaling insider status as a participant in an academic discourse 

community involves producing written utterances that convey modes of reasoning valued 

by an academic audience as well as encoding that reasoning into socially-typified 

constructions of language use.  One of the hallmarks of academic discourse is reasoning 

inductively from examples in order to generate or support claims.  By working 

inductively from examples, the author of an utterance signals herself as someone who is 

not biased by prior beliefs or assumptions.  In the following example, Juana supports her 

claim that intelligence involves empathy and social tact as well as cognitive ability by 

drawing a carefully hedged inference from the short story, “Flowers for Algernon.”  

Charlie’s story illustrates two things about intelligence that are necessary 

for any definition of the term.  For one thing, Charlie is obsessed with 

learning new things, which has a negative outcome because people are 

intimidated by his new learning abilities.  

 

As stated previously, providing explicit warrants is a distinctive feature of academic 

discourse.  Such warranting often allows authors to make claims that might be viewed as 

derisive or controversial in a way that does not alienate readers.  The following example 
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shows how Josh warrants his controversial claim that intelligence is as much a matter of 

individual ability as it is a matter of societal expectations: 

One would have to believe that we should all have equal opportunities to 

be successful in order to embrace the claim that intelligence can be various 

things. 

 

Providing explicit warrants is a distinct feature of academic discourse because it reflects 

the epistemological values of a community of practice that appreciates the synthesis of 

multiple, competing perspectives.  Warrants offer rules or principles to explain how 

different perspectives have been synthesized.  Consequently, a related feature of 

academic discourse is the care taken by authors to clearly express evidential 

relationships: not just what the author knows, but where that knowledge is derived from.  

In the following example, Deena prepares to extend an author’s position on the dangers 

of a particular reality television show by clearly indicating the source from which her 

own reasoning will unfold: 

The writer Olga Khazan is trying to say that the big time reality show 

Teen Mom needs to be cancelled because of the glorifying of their stars. 

 

Similarly, in the following example Luis clearly indicates the relationship between his 

claim and the data from which it is drawn by referring back to a hypothetical example he 

generated through previous utterances in order to develop his argument that intelligence 

involves finding a balance of many different responsibilities: 

In the case of Nicardo, his intelligence can be seen in the way he 

understands this balance.  

 

Lastly, minor errors in correctness may not diminish the extent to which an utterance 

signals insider status if the underlying reasoning is sound and if the rules of grammar or 

usage the utterance violates tend to be more obscure and ambiguous, such as in the 
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following example where Devan is a bit clumsy in his syntax as he provides an astute 

inference from a short story: 

He does this by making a character find someone who thinks he’s smart 

when he doesn’t really find himself smart. 

 

Devan’s error is minor and would only raise concerns among readers who were explicitly 

focused on correctness. 

  Overall, 228 utterances constituting 17% of the corpus were coded as Index 4.  This 

indicates that only a small portion of students’ written utterances signaled them as 

insiders to an academic community of practice. 

Index 5 

 Utterances coded as Index 5 differed from those coded as Index 4 primarily as a 

matter of degree.  In the following example, Angel draws an inference across multiple 

sources of data in order to support her claim that a rap artist was irresponsible in both his 

portrayal of African-American women as well as in his response to the outrage expressed 

by the students at an African-American women’s college: 

The irony of the situation is that Nelly is trying to save one African 

American female, his sister, by exploiting African American women in his 

video, and denying Spelman’s student government an opportunity for a 

discussion. 

 

Providing explicit warrants signals insider status in an academic community of practice.  

Such status is particularly influential when the warrants assert principles that reflect the 

kind of empirical reasoning privileged in scientific communities.  In the following 

example, Deena develops her claim that responsibility involves more than just being 

consistent with one’s own beliefs by providing a warrant that undergirds an empirical 

distinction: 
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However, it is important to consider that not all beliefs and principles are 

equally valuable.  Someone may act according to their beliefs, but their 

beliefs are hurting both them and society. 

 

Clearly indicating evidential relationships can also promote a more influential kind of 

insider status when the relationships are very precise.  In the following example, Josh 

prepares to make a claim in response to an author’s position on foreign language classes.  

His utterance clearly indicates the precise nature of the relationship between his claim 

and the data upon which it is drawn: 

I agree with Carlos Moreno that foreign language classes should be 

eliminated, but only to a certain extent. 

 

Lastly, in addition to demonstrating the modes of reasoning and expression described 

above, utterances that signal complete insider status must also be completely error free.  

Overall, 43 utterances constituting 3% of the corpus were coded as Index 5. 

The Intertext Scale 

 Utterances are answerable to the immediate contexts in which they occur and the 

broader social and cultural patterns they resemble.  The third level on which utterances 

are answerable is that of other utterances.  Utterances answer to each other insofar as they 

reflect the author’s previous encounters with other utterances.  Previous encounters with 

other utterances become the pool of meaning-making resources available to the author of 

an utterance, and the utterance itself is answerable according to the types of linguistic 

resources it marshals toward a specific social purpose.  The intertext scale is designed to 

reflect the answerability of utterances according to the linguistic resources they call upon.  

Simply put, if the context scale asks, “What moves are being made here?,” the intertext 

scale asks, “What equipment does the author have in order to make those moves?”  For 

example, a friend of mine who grew up in the Middle East always refers to menthol 
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cigarettes as “mint cigarettes,” occasionally resulting in confusion when she is around 

others who do not share her assumptions about the similarity between menthol, an 

artificial flavoring, and mint, a natural flavor.  On the other hand, highly specialized 

communities of practice often involve a set of linguistic resources that would be almost 

inaccessible to those outside the community.  Students in my literacy courses could 

employ the term “sociocultural” to refer to a complex set of methodological assumption, 

whereas the same term would have a very different meaning to someone who is not 

involved in the community of practice. 

In a comprehensive high school classroom populated by a diverse set of people 

who are grouped together according to mainly arbitrary factors such as the neighborhood 

in which they live, the most highly shared set of intertextual resources available are the 

materials of the classroom itself: the texts everyone reads, the terms and concepts used 

visibly and regularly throughout the course of a unit, the common linguistic elements that 

remain consistent throughout the instruction.  In a sense, the more the linguistic resources 

that comprise an utterance belong to someone else—if that someone else reflects a 

common source available to all members of a community of practice—the more shared it 

becomes.  In between those linguistic resources which are highly shared and those which 

are highly idiosyncratic to individual authors of utterances, are sets of linguistic resources 

that are socially and culturally conventional but not specific to the terms of a distinct 

community of practice.  Talking to a colleague about the weather before starting a 

discussion about the progress of a complex study is an example of a series of utterances 

drawing upon linguistic resources that are shared according to both general conventions 

as well as the conventions of a specialized discourse community.  Table 6 summarizes 
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the intertext scale as it manifests across the entire corpus of written artifacts.  Detailed 

descriptions and examples for each code follow. 

Table 6: Summary of intertext codes across the corpus of artifact data 

Code n % Explanation 

Intertext 1 110 8 Calls upon linguistic resources that extend well beyond what is 

discursively expected, conventionalized, or typified 

Intertext 2 494 37 Calls upon linguistic resources that extend beyond what is 

discursively expected, conventionalized, or typified 

Intertext 3 332 24 Calls upon conventional linguistic resources that are not 

derived from given language but do not extend beyond what is 

discursively expected 

Intertext 4 278 20 Calls upon shared linguistic resources by utilizing typified 

discursive constructions and/or hybridizing given language to 

new purposes 

Intertext 5 154 11 Calls upon shared linguistic resources by relying entirely or 

almost entirely on direct citation or other sources of given 

language 

 

Intertext 1.  The extent to which certain linguistic resources used to carry out an 

utterance are shared or unshared is often a matter of degree.  Utterances coded as 

Intertext 1 involved linguistic resources that extended well beyond what is conventionally 

expected, or discursively typified through the activity of the classroom itself as a 

community of practice.  In the following example, Candice employs the term bias as a 

criterion for the accuracy of statistical data.  Such use of the term defies both everyday 

understandings of bias as a subjective perspective someone brings to their evaluation of a 

situation, as well as the more specializing understanding of bias as a pre-established way 

of interpreting data common to academic communities: 

His data about the Disney concept, and young girls relating to it, was 

totally biased, and incorrect. 

 

Similarly, Justina calls upon a set of assumptions that are difficult to infer in her uses of 

the words beliefs and morals: 
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We are responsible for our morals and to be able to set standards for our 

beliefs.  

 

In the following example, Juana sets out to describe how artificial intelligence has 

gradually become more pervasive in the American workforce, but her utterance, 

particularly her use of the verb “progressed,” makes it difficult to follow her logic despite 

being correct in grammar and usage: 

Artificial intelligence progressed to airplanes, making pilotless planes. 

 

Luis supports his claim that intelligence involves personal growth by making an inference 

from a short story in which a student reluctantly attends a poetry reading and ends up 

being intrigued by the poet’s everyday mannerisms and the colloquial language of his 

poetry.  Luis’ utterance employs the phrase “the poem” in such a way as to make his 

assumptions about the significance of the experience difficult to infer: 

He does this by making Gene not to expect to enjoy the poem but he did 

enjoy the poem in the end. 

 

Utterances calling upon unshared linguistic resources could result in confusion if the 

assumptions at play were difficult to infer.  In other cases, though, the assumptions at 

play were less difficult to infer, but very distant from the assumptions of the classroom 

community.  In the following example, Chris argues that, with respect to the notion of 

resilience, physical setbacks are generally easier for people to recover from than 

emotional setbacks.  The linguistic resources he calls upon reveal assumptions about the 

nature of physical setbacks that differ considerably from the way the topic was taken up 

in the class materials: 

The only thing that will make my claim change is if Billy have had brain 

damage.  This would change my claim because in a lot of cases people can 

not bounce back from this types of problems.  

 



125 

 

Chris’ use of brain damage to reflect physical setbacks reflects an assumption that is 

considerably different than the way that physical setbacks were framed by the course 

materials.   

Overall, 110 utterances constituting 8% of the corpus were coded as Intertext 1.  

This indicates that only a small portion of students’ written utterances called upon 

linguistic resources that extend far beyond what was expected within the community. 

Intertext 2.  Compared to utterances coded Intertext 1, utterances coded Intertext 2 

called upon linguistic resources that were outside of common conventions and 

specialized discursive assumptions to a lesser degree.  Sometimes, unshared assumptions 

surfaced as students’ efforts to classify words and concepts according to family 

memberships that are not widely agreed-upon.  Here, Corey elaborates on a definition of 

intelligence that views it as a multifaceted construct involving a combination of factors.  

By classifying a range of qualities possessed by intelligent people under the term “skills,” 

he calls upon assumptions not typically shared by both a general audience who might 

distinguish between the learned nature of skills and the innate nature of personality traits, 

as well as assumptions not shared by a more specialized academic community who might 

employ clearer and more operationalized definitions of terms such as “skills”:  

I mean being able to learn many different skills and using them to help 

others.  Skills such as leadership, open mindedness, willing to take risks, 

and being resourceful. If you contain even the smallest amount of each of 

these skills in my eyes you are intelligent. 

 

Similarly, Juana tries to support her position that foreign language classes are inherently 

useful but they often fail to authentically engage students in learning both a second 

language as well as the culture from which the language has emerged.  However, she uses 
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the terms value and curriculum to refer to a set of classroom-specific factors that extend 

beyond just the mandated content of the classes: 

The class itself seemed to lack value in the language and the curriculum 

was not the best.  Learning these languages is a waste of time when lacks 

value and haves a bad curriculum. 

 

Josh argues that Christopher McCandless, who gave up his material possessions to live 

alone in the Alaskan wilderness, was admirable.  He employs the term “the society” to 

encompass the complex relationships between McCandless’ eccentric ideology and the 

materialistic values of popular culture: 

Christopher McCandless put aside the society to go and live his dreams. 

 

On the other hand, some utterances rely on single instances to encompass a broad array of 

family memberships.  In the following example, Deena makes a hypothetical comparison 

to highlight the dangers of a reality television show that glorifies teenage pregnancy.  She 

calls upon two specific instances—paying rent and having a party—to imply a range of 

activities that could highlight the important distinction that informs her argument.  As to 

whether these two instances are successful in doing so, it is unlikely that a majority of 

readers would share her assumptions: 

For example, say a teenager moves out of their parents house because they 

think they are suitable enough to live on their own and it’s filmed just like 

the tv show Teen Mom.  Well if you show how they are struggling to pay 

rent on TV but it’s featured on TMV having a huge party, the show is 

defeating the purpose. 

 

Luis draws on an article where the authors discuss research concerned with the way that 

people develop their talents through deliberate practice to support his definition of 

intelligence as finding a balance in life.  He calls upon a single instance, romantic 

heartbreak, to reinforce his position, but many readers would not share his assumption 
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that success in romance involves the same processes as, say, being successful at a sport or 

musical instrument: 

Dubner and Levitt authors of “A Star is Made” would argue that this view 

of intelligence is useful because you will try not to get your heart broken 

by using that intelligence to find someone that will not break your heart.  

 

Luis’ assumption that avoiding romantic heartbreak involves intelligence in the sense of 

the term “intelligence” as it was employed in the text he is responding to is unlikely to be 

shared by a conventional or specialized readership.   

Overall, 494 utterances constituting 37% of the corpus were coded as Intertext 2.  

This indicates that a large portion of students’ written utterances called upon linguistic 

resources that were neither conventional nor shared within the community of practice. 

Intertext 3.  In the center of the scale between unshared and shared linguistic 

resources are utterances that call upon linguistic resources that are conventional enough 

to be agreed upon by a general audience, but lack the nuance and specificity of resources 

belonging to a distinct community of practice.  In the following series of utterances, 

Candice critiques an author’s argument by calling upon general features of argumentative 

writing.  Her critique is reasonable but the linguistic resources she calls upon would seem 

generic to a more specialized audience: 

The argument this writer is trying to make is very weak, a better argument 

would be to give an example or even a graph or data that shows how the 

language did not help students improve in school.  This author doesn’t 

show any research of a foreign language class not being helpful to a 

student. 

 

Calling upon conventional linguistic resources can aid a student’s argument when it 

establishes a common ground with a general audience.  To a more specialized audience, 

however, such resources may seem too conversational to meet the evidentiary demands 
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that stem from the unique epistemological assumptions held by such communities.  In the 

following example, Arturo calls upon a generalized understanding of the importance of 

foreign language classes but his evidentiary resources—a broad account of personal 

experience—are too informal to withstand the scrutiny of an academic community of 

practice: 

I know from experience the best way to really learn about a culture is by 

interacting with it.  Through a language class, those student who do not 

have or will never have the chance to travel to another country could learn 

about cultures. 

 

Luis summarizes an author’s critique of Pat Tillman, a professional football player who 

quit the NFL to join the army.  Luis calls upon a generalized understanding of the 

argument that doesn’t attend to an important nuance—namely, that Tillman’s actions are 

indicative of a larger problem with American culture: 

He is saying that he didn’t have to get himself mixed up in affairs that did 

not concern him.  Instead, he argues that a better way to think about the 

situation is that he didn’t need to get involve in those affairs and it was 

foolish of him. 

 

In response to an author’s critique of the plot of a recent Disney movie, Chris establishes 

a framework for his argument by calling upon a tacit assumption about children that 

would benefit from more nuance in order to appeal to an academic community: 

I disagree with the writer because I believe that younger kids don’t look at 

the plot/the big picture of the movie. 

 

Occasionally, calling upon conventional linguistic resources in the course of a more 

specialized argument could result in ambiguity that detracted from the clarity of the 

argument.  Here, Angel responds to an author’s critique of the life of Christopher 

McCandless.  She tries to attend to the nuances of the author’s argument, but her 
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linguistic resources are not fully up to the task.  Although McCandless’ death was 

accidental, she implies that he committed suicide: 

What he didn’t agree with is after finding his purpose in life, self-

discovery should not have ended with taking his life. 

 

Angel’s employment of the conventional phrase “taking his life” is a little too imprecise 

to meet the more specialized needs of her argument. 

Overall, 332 utterances constituting 24% of the corpus were coded as Intertext 3.  

This indicates that roughly one-fourth of students’ written utterances called upon 

conventional linguistic resources. 

Intertext 4.  Utterances that call upon shared linguistic resources hybridize given 

language to new purposes and utilize typified discursive constructions.  Sometimes, 

students hybridized given language to new purposes by explicitly calling upon the 

elements of argument as they were defined and applied throughout the year.  Candice 

uses given language to refer to an author’s position: 

The reason why I totally disagree with his claim is because he did not look 

at the reason why people need language classes. 

 

Devan takes it a step further, using the phrase “So what” to announce his warrant: 

I think that Don Fleming view is better because I’ve had a family member 

that has joined the military forces and went to Iraq several times and they 

explain to me all the time the big responsibilities you take on.  So my so 

what is if you can put your life on the line for others you should be 

considered heroic. 

 

In the following example, Justina calls upon specific discursive constructions from the 

instructional materials and applies them to a new task: 

I will agree to a certain extent that its foolish to think that young boys and 

girls should establish the difference between fairytales and reality. 
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Calling upon shared linguistic resources sometimes involved citing strategically from 

assigned texts, such as in the following example where Deena supplies a quoted phrase to 

set up her response to an author’s position: 

In the movie Frozen, the Prince Charming turns into the villain and some 

people think that exposing young girls to this “not fairy tail ending” is bad. 

 

Occasionally, the difference between linguistic resources that would be shared by a 

general audience and those which would be shared by a more specialized audience was 

marked by elevated or sophisticated diction, such as in Juana’s claim and warrant in the 

following example: 

Artificial intelligence is extremely helpful for certain tasks, but it crosses a 

line when it is used for certain jobs that require human contact.  

Sometimes increasing efficiency comes at the cost of human ingenuity. 

 

Juana’s use of the words “efficiency” and “ingenuity” elevates her argument slightly 

above conventional discourse and into the realm of a more specialized discourse. 

Overall, 278 utterances constituting 20% of the corpus were coded as Intertext 4.  

This indicates that one-fifth of students’ written utterances called upon shared linguistic 

resources and hybridized given language. 

Intertext 5.  The highest degree of shared linguistic resources involves language 

that belongs almost entirely to a specific community of practice.  Often, this involved 

student utterances which called upon the language of given materials verbatim.  In the 

following series of utterances, Candice begin her essay by quoting an entire except from 

the writing prompt.  In the second half, she once again cites directly from the same 
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section of the prompt, but this time she does not enclose the given language in quotation 

marks: 

“Cashed-strapped school districts should eliminate foreign language 

courses and dedicate the resources to classes where student can learn 

something of value; based on what actually happens in high schools, 

learning a foreign language most often is a waste of time.” Taken from an 

article by Carlos S. Moreno.  I chose this topic because I strongly disagree 

with the author that the school districts should eliminate foreign language 

courses. 

 

In the following example, Corey assembles given language from three different sources 

to construct a series of utterances that call exclusively upon both phrases and discursive 

constructions that were provided through instructional materials: 

According to Alan Alda, the key ingredient of intelligence is life 

experience, while creativity and talent is not an important factor.  I know 

this because he says “Be as smart as you can, but remember that it is 

always better to be wise than to be smart.” 

 

Josh calls upon a combination of language from an assigned reading and language from 

an instructional tool—in this case, a semantic differential scale—to assert an author’s 

claim: 

The author calls him a bum and a thief so the author believes what 

McCandless done was foolish. 

 

Luis uses a combination of language from an assigned reading and language that 

occurred during class discussion to establish a claim: 

McCandless decision to throw away all of his identification give his life 

saving to charity and burn the rest shows that he felt a sense of 

responsibility toward people in need.  

 

Occasionally, student utterances called upon linguistic materials from texts that weren’t 

directly part of the given instructional materials, but were from sources that would be 
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common to an academic community of practice, such as in the following example where 

Chris establishes a basis for his extended definition of intelligence: 

According to Merriam-Webster the definition of intelligence is the ability 

to learn or understand things or deal with new difficult situations. 

 

Chris takes the dictionary definition verbatim rather than hybridizing it into his own 

language. 

Overall, 154 utterances constituting 11% of the corpus were coded as Intertext 5.  

This indicates that only a small portion of students’ written utterances called upon 

linguistic resources that belonged entirely to the community of practice.  The small 

portion of utterances coded as Intertext 5 may suggest that students were not over reliant 

on direct citation or repetition of specialized terms and concepts. 

Developmental Patterns 

 In the previous section, I describe the artifact data with respect to the coding 

scales discussed in Chapter 2.  Once the data were coded, I examined overall patterns 

illuminated through the coding scheme in order to glean insight into student development 

beyond what was reflected in the changes over time to the placement test scores.  

Looking at the distribution of codes across the corpus of artifact data, summarized in 

Table 7, reveals aspects of development illuminated through analysis.  The following 

section will attend to patterns evidenced through analysis that play out across the entire 

corpus of artifact data.  Such patterns reveal aspects of development that emerge as 

entrants into a community of practice engage in a dialectical struggle for the unity of 

thinking and speech (Imbrenda, 2016; Vygotsky 1987a).   
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Table 7: Summary of codes across the corpus of artifact data 

Code n % 

Context 1 157 11 

Context 2 323 24 

Context 3 277 21 

Context 4 468 34 

Context 5 143 10 

Index 1 245 18 

Index 2 487 36 

Index 3 365 26 

Index 4 228 17 

Index 5 43 3 

Intertext 1 110 8 

Intertext 2 494 37 

Intertext 3 332 24 

Intertext 4 278 20 

Intertext 5 154 11 

  

The prominent patterns across the entire corpus can be summarized as follows: 

1. Student utterances enacted a reciprocal stance (44%) more frequently than they 

enacted a perfunctory stance (35%).   

2. Student utterances signaled outsider status (54%) more frequently than they 

signaled insider status (20%). 

3. Student utterances called upon unshared linguistic resources (44%) more 

frequently than they called upon shared linguistic resources (31%). 

4. Roughly one-quarter of students’ written utterances enacted a procedural role 

(21%), signaled procedural membership (26%), or called upon conventional 

linguistic resources (24%).  

Table 8 shows that the distribution of codes by students is largely consistent with 

the four patterns described above.  There are a few minor variations among individual 

students: Arturo, Chris, and Luis enacted perfunctory and reciprocal relationships in 
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equal proportion; Angel called upon shared linguistic resources more frequently; and 

Juana signaled insider status slightly more frequently.  Deena is the most notable 

exception.  I will discuss her in detail at the end of the section.  Otherwise, the 

distribution of codes by student reflected the overall distribution of codes, warranting 

further examination of the patterns described above. 
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Table 8: Distribution of codes by key informant 

KI Context  

n(%) 

 

Index 

n(%) 

 

Intertext 

n(%) 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 
Angel 10 

(12) 

21 

(24) 

15 
(18) 

30 
(36) 

8 
(10) 

11 
(13) 

34 
(40) 

23 
(28) 

13 
(15) 

3 

(4) 

1 

(1) 

21 
(26) 

23 
(27) 

32 
(38) 

7 

(8) 

Arturo 11 

(8) 

40 
(28) 

41 
(28) 

41 
(28) 

11 

(8) 

13 

(9) 

46 
(32) 

52 
(36) 

30 
(21) 

3 

(2) 

8 

(6) 

59 
(41) 

48 
(33) 

19 
(13) 

10 

(7) 

Candi

ce 

31 
(17) 

29 
(16) 

34 
(19) 

58 
(33) 

26 
(15) 

44 
(25) 

49 
(28) 

47 
(26) 

36 
(20) 

2 

(1) 

32 
(18) 

67 
(38) 

35 
(20) 

17 
(10) 

27 
(15) 

Chris 20 
(16) 

32 
(25) 

21 
(16) 

52 
(41) 

3 

(2) 

21 
(16) 

64 
(50) 

34 
(27) 

9 

(7) 

0 7 

(5) 

50 
(40) 

31 
(24) 

32 
(25) 

8 

(6) 

Corey 10 
(11) 

20 
(22) 

23 
(26) 

28 
(31) 

9 
(10) 

25 
(28) 

23 
(26) 

25 
(28) 

17 
(18) 

0 6 

(7) 

43 
(48) 

19 
(21) 

13 
(14) 

9 
(10) 

Deena 5 

(6) 

17 
(22) 

12 
(15) 

33 
(42) 

12 
(15) 

2 

(3) 

18 
(23) 

20 
(24) 

29 
(37) 

10 
(13) 

0 9 
(11) 

12 
(15) 

40 
(51) 

18 
(23) 

Devan 6 

(4) 

42 
(30) 

34 
(25) 

50 
(37) 

6 

(4) 

16 
(12) 

69 
(50) 

33 
(23) 

19 
(14) 

1 

(1) 

3 

(2) 

44 
(33) 

48 
(34) 

36 
(26) 

7 

(5) 

Josh 16 
(18) 

22 
(25) 

18 
(20) 

30 
(35) 

2 

(2) 

21 
(24) 

29 
(34) 

25 
(28) 

10 
(11) 

3 

(3) 

1 

(1) 

32 
(36) 

24 
(27) 

16 
(18) 

15 
(17) 

Juana 9 

(7) 

24 
(18) 

23 
(18) 

38 
(30) 

34 
(27) 

17 
(13) 

26 
(20) 

38 
(30) 

34 
(27) 

13 
(10) 

11 

(9) 

43 
(33) 

29 
(23) 

29 
(23) 

16 
(12) 

Justin

a 

24 
(15) 

29 
(18) 

28 
(18) 

49 
(31) 

29 
(18) 

45 
(28) 

43 
(27) 

41 
(26) 

22 
(14) 

8 

(5) 

33 
(21) 

55 
(35) 

28 
(17) 

16 
(10) 

27 
(17) 

Luis 15 
(10) 

47 
(31) 

28 
(18) 

59 
(39) 

3 

(2) 

30 
(20) 

86 
(56) 

27 
(18) 

9 

(6) 

0 8 

(5) 

71 
(47) 

35 
(23) 

28 
(18) 

10 

(7) 

 

 Utilizing the analytic procedures outlined in Chapter 3, I reconstructed the data in 

an effort to examine how the interplay of the four patterns described above illuminated 

aspects of development.  Specifically, I set out to understand the relationships among 

utterances based on the codes they were assigned, and to interpret those relationships 
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with respect to the instructional design and the specific tasks students were asked to 

complete.  Since the instructional approach was designed to establish an environment 

where students were presented with open-ended questions and given daily opportunities 

to engage in argumentation around those questions, it is noteworthy that the majority of 

their written utterances enacted procedural and reciprocal relationships to the immediate 

setting.  Overall, students’ writing responded to the classroom setting in ways that were 

not perfunctory, but instead evidenced substantive involvement with the curriculum.  Yet, 

despite the extent to which their written utterances enacted non-perfunctory relationships 

to the setting, they frequently called upon unshared resources and signaled outsider 

status.  In short, students’ writing evidenced authentic involvement with the immediate 

classroom setting, but it was less likely to evidence membership in a community of 

practice whose conventions and expectations have been shaped by broader social and 

cultural forces.  Therefore, the relationships between utterances marked as procedural or 

reciprocal on the context scale and those marked as outsider or unshared on the index and 

intertext scales respectively became my primary locus of concern.   

I utilized the co-occurrence of codes function in atlas.ti to query specific 

utterances that reflected the combinations of codes described above: namely, utterances 

coded as both reciprocal/procedural and outsider, or utterances coded as both 

reciprocal/procedural and unshared.  In doing so, I was able to build on the descriptive 

account of the data generated through individual codes by reconstructing the artifact data 

on the basis of code co-occurrences.  This procedure allowed me to (1) identify 

individual artifacts in which the code combinations described above were consistently 

evidenced, and (2) examine a subset of individual utterances in order to identify any 
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prevailing patterns among them.  The following sections detail findings from these two 

focused analyses.  In the first section, I will discuss four extended arguments in which the 

overall patterns presented in table 4 are consistently evident.  In the second section, I will 

describe a prevailing theme evidenced in the subset of individual utterances derived from 

the procedures described above.   

Negotiating the Terms of Participation 

 Apprenticeship into a community of practice involves legitimate peripheral 

participation (Lave & Wegner, 1991).  Students must assume roles in which their 

activities are relevant to the immediate setting that occasioned their participation.  

Relevance, in this sense, is an evaluative term.  In order for activity to qualify as 

legitimate peripheral participation, it must instigate development that leads toward full 

participation: peripherality involves positioning participants in roles where they have 

access to new modes of reasoning through growing involvement with the community of 

practice.  Given this understanding of student learning, enacting a legitimate relationship 

to the immediate setting becomes a prerequisite for development toward mastery of a 

distinct set of tools and conventionalized practices.  Students must deliberately involve 

themselves in the day to day activity of the community they wish to enter by enacting 

procedural and reciprocal relationships to the setting in which their activities are carried 

out.  Perfunctory relationships, on the other hand, are less likely to foster such 

development as they do not involve activity that is relevant insofar as it leads to growing 

involvement with the community of practice. 

 By and large, students’ utterances enacted procedural and reciprocal relationships 

with the setting.  Table 4 shows that 65% of all utterances were coded as context 3, 4, or 
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5.  The activity of producing written arguments served as a mode of legitimate 

participation as students positioned themselves as relevant contributors to the ongoing 

discourse of the classroom.    Procedural relationships involve utterances that evidence 

the author’s efforts to establish the appropriate terms of membership.  As described in the 

previous section, reciprocal relationships involve (1) presenting claims that are of mutual 

consequence to author and reader, (2) enacting speech genres appropriate for 

argumentation, (3) citing or inventing relevant examples, and (4) making relevant 

generalizations from data.  At its highest degree of specialization, reciprocity also 

involves calling upon multiple forms of data that stipulate to the needs of a specific 

discourse community.  However, enacting reciprocal and procedural relationships to the 

setting does not necessarily mean that students ultimately achieve full participation—in 

this case, full participation can be defined as an overall pattern of reciprocal relationships 

drawing upon shared linguistic resources that signal insider status.  Only approximately 

half of students’ reciprocal moves signaled insider status, and fewer than half called upon 

shared linguistic resources.  The following examples will demonstrate patterns in 

students’ efforts to negotiate the terms of participation by enacting reciprocal and 

procedural relationships to the immediate setting.   

 Each of the following four example artifacts are taken from students’ March 

placement essays.  Each responds to the same prompt where an author argues that foreign 

language courses in secondary schools should be eliminated because they fail to achieve 

the implied goals of teaching students to be fluent speakers of a second language and of 

helping students develop deep understandings of other cultures.  The author of the 
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prompt’s argumentative scheme primarily involves comparing the conventional wisdom 

behind foreign language instruction with the actual outcomes of such courses.      

 After beginning her essay with a few sentences that paraphrase the author’s 

position, Angel makes a combination of procedural and reciprocal efforts to negotiate the 

terms of participation: 

I disagree with the author only to a certain extent.  The reason why I 

disagree a little bit with the author is because not every student in high 

school learns the same way.  Some students would only have to review a 

topic a few times before they already have a good understanding about 

what they are learning.  When other students it actually takes them more 

time and more assistance to learn a new subject especially a new language 

that they never spoke before.   

 

Her first sentence achieves reciprocity through cautious hedging.  She establishes a 

stance with respect to the prompt, but does so in a manner that maintains dialogic space 

through shared resources—a move common in academic discourse (Bazerman, 1988).  

The next three sentences shift into a procedural relationship.  The framework she 

establishes for her argument—that students learn in different ways—involves 

assumptions that would be shared by a conventional audience, but it is too broad for the 

terms of a specialized discourse community.  She is toeing the line between two different 

forms of participation: as a reasonable member of a general discourse community as well 

as an inside member of a more specialized discourse community.  To firmly establish 

herself as an insider to a specialized discourse, her next move would involve giving 

visibility to the general principle that guides her reasoning: that it is dangerous to assume 

an isomorphic view of student learning.  However, she does not make her warrant 

explicit.  Instead, she continues in a similar manner by attending to the other side of her 

claim: 
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On the other hand I do also agree with the writer.  It is true some students 

are taking foreign language classes and have had the classes through their 

high school years and haven’t gained any new knowledge.  Yes it is 

difficult when you’re used to english as your primary language, but not 

knowing at least the basics and getting a high grade for it is unacceptable. 

 

Angel’s argument is sufficiently complex insofar as it attends to multiple, competing 

perspectives on the topic.  She calls upon a combination of conventionally shared 

assumptions about the variety of individual learning styles as well as the importance of 

holding students accountable for their learning.  Her argument is based on an 

understanding that the author’s generalizations may not apply across all circumstances.  

She is negotiating the terms of participation by invoking the right system.  She 

establishes herself as an insider to a specialized discourse that often involves carefully 

attending to multiple sides of an issue and maintaining a degree of uncertainty when 

committing to claims.  However, her reasoning remains at a level of generality that 

signals her as someone who is not fully initiated into the specialized discourse because 

she does not make the underlying principles that guide her reasoning explicit.  She 

invokes the right system, but her performance evidences a number of ways in which her 

participation signals procedural membership in the community of practice. 

 Like Angel, Arturo makes a number of moves to achieve reciprocity.  He begins 

by carefully summarizing the author’s position while also establishing his agreement with 

the author’s implicit warrant; namely, that the problem with foreign language courses is 

largely a question of value: 

According to the writer school should focus more on courses that will 

teach student things that will aid them in the real world. I agree with the 

writer when he explains how Americans do not value foreign language 

courses as much as they should. As the writer said, teacher tells to their 

student that by learning a second language they can improve their 
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academic skills. But the amount of student that learn the language is small 

if compare to the number of student in the class.  

 

Arturo, a native speaker of Spanish, draws upon a combination of shared and unshared 

linguistic resources.  His shared resources include a number of typical discursive 

constructions, such as the opening phrase of the first sentence, and the phrase at the 

beginning of sentence 3 that signals back to the text.  The last sentence, however, 

expresses a relationship in an unusual manner that could appear to be imprecise usage or 

a series of minor errors.  He continues his argument: 

Another point where I agree with the author is in how stupid is the idea 

that a student can learn about different cultures in language. I know from 

experience the best way to really learn about a culture is by interacting 

with it. I have been living in the U.S.  for almost five years, as a result I 

learn the English language. I learn more about the American culture by 

living in this country than I would ever do in a classroom.  I remember 

taking English in my country, I remember learning about verb conjugation 

and doing a lot of grammar exercises but I never learn how to properly 

speak the language and my teacher did not worry much about it.   

 

Arturo achieves reciprocity by citing a relevant example from his experience.  Again, he 

combines shared and unshared linguistic resources in a manner that slightly undermines 

the quality of his reasoning.  It is unclear whether the account of his experience learning 

English in another country is meant to illustrate the lack of value attributed to foreign 

language courses, or the inability of foreign language courses to immerse students in 

different cultures.  He doesn’t provide an explicit warrant to make clear the deductive 

principles that his example is designed to test.  Even though he is reasoning inductively 

from data, he does not quite signal insider status.  As he continues his argument, his 

efforts to negotiate the terms of participation reach a climax: 

I can understand the author point of view but I do not believe the solution 

is eliminating foreign language courses.  I believe schools should find 

ways improve their language courses in order to teach students the 
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language along with the folklore that identify the culture they are learning 

from. For example, in a Spanish class student usually just learn about 

grammar and the meaning of words from Spanish to English which is 

good. I believe that beside the language, teachers should make sure to 

teach to their students about the Latino folklore because although they 

might not learn the language at least they would have some exposure to a 

culture other than theirs. 

 

At its heart, Arturo’s response to the prompt is appropriate for a general audience.  He 

argues that foreign language courses should blend grammar and vocabulary with the 

reading of authentic works of literature from the respective cultures.  He achieves 

reciprocity by introducing a defensible claim that is mutually consequential to author and 

audience, and by making a relevant generalization about the impact of his claim.  

However, his status is again made ambiguous by the combination of shared and unshared 

resources he calls upon.  For one thing, he presents his reasoning as a series of belief 

statements.  Chafe (1986) argues that belief is a mode of induction in which the 

importance of evidence is highly downgraded.  Even though he invents data in the form 

of an example, the evidential relationship he expresses to the data is mismatched and, 

consequently, the evidentiary weight of the example is diminished.  Secondly, his use of 

the term “folklore” is notably idiosyncratic.  His argument suggests that folklore is meant 

to refer to a body of literature through which broader cultural understandings can be 

inferred, but a conventional audience would be unlikely to share his assumptions about 

the family memberships he attributes to the term.  Once again, Arturo signals a status that 

is just on the threshold of being an insider, but he has not fully negotiated the procedural 

expectations of a specialized community of practice. 

 Both Angel’s and Arturo’s essays were relatively successful as evidenced by their 

scores (3.5 and 4, respectively).  Angel calls upon conventional and shared linguistic 
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resources to present a balanced assessment of the author’s position, but her status remains 

largely procedural because she fails to explicitly warrant her reasoning.  Arturo, on the 

other hand, presents a more nuanced argument that remains largely procedural due to the 

unshared linguistic resources he calls upon.  Both of these cases reflect student’s efforts 

to negotiate the terms of participation as they enact reciprocal relationships with the 

immediate setting while signaling membership status on the threshold between 

procedural and insider.   

 In some cases, negotiating the terms of participation involved signaling status on 

the threshold between procedural and outsider.  Here is the opening paragraph of Luis’ 

essay: 

I agree with most of this claim and the things that are said but I don’t think 

that foreign language courses should be eliminated in American schools.  

It can still be useful to us students if we put our minds to it and try to learn 

it better.  There are many students that learn things from these courses but 

as soon as they leave that class everything is gone, however there are a 

few that keep some of that information with them.  If those students that 

keep a little information tries to work on it and learn more, they could at 

least understand some things a person from a foreign country is saying.  

So keeping foreign language could still be useful to the students that are 

willing to learn. 

 

Luis’ opening sentence does not signal back to the text to which he is responding.  

Although his hedged claim establishes reciprocity with the immediate setting—an 

audience who would be familiar with the prompt—he signals outsider status because he 

doesn’t situate his argument with respect to the demands of a broader community.  As his 

argument proceeds, he employs a series of deductive principles to establish his position: 

(1) that some students are actually learning in foreign language courses, and (2) that it is 

the responsibility of the students to work harder to make their learning authentic.  His 

deductive principles seem reasonable enough, but they do not stem from inductive 
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reasoning from data.  The author’s argument in the prompt is concerned with the social 

and political milieu surrounding foreign language courses, not the performance of 

students within the classes.  Luis’ deductive principles call upon unshared assumptions.  

They are essentially a series of hypotheses that would need to be tested against some kind 

of data.  Luis has established himself as a participant in a slightly different conversation 

than the one invoked by the prompt.  His status lingers on the threshold between outsider 

and procedural. 

 In the paragraph that follows, Luis’ efforts to negotiate the terms of participation 

become even more visible as he wrestles with the sign system itself in his attempts to 

draw relevant inferences from both the prompt and his personal experiences: 

The position that I chose was because I was once one of those students 

who was in a class learning a different language and I didn’t pick up 

much.  I only learnt how to say a few sentences but I think if I had put in a 

little more effort, it would have been better.  I agree with the statement 

that we defend the conventional wisdom that offering foreign language 

courses in high schools is advantageous because if we Americans did not 

think that, we would not be taking these courses up until now.  I don’t 

think that any student would be able to speak fluent English unless they 

are around a lot of people that speaks that language or go spend a long 

time in that country.  So taking these courses would be good for students if 

they put their mind to it, but learning how to speak fluently is a whole 

other thing. 

 

Luis establishes reciprocity with the immediate setting by offering a series of inferences 

and enacting speech genres appropriate for argumentation.  He cites a relevant example 

from his personal experience, he signals back to the text in order to develop a relevant 

generalization, and his final sentence evaluates a careful comparison.  Yet, his inferences 

do not provide a sufficient basis to test the deductive principles he previously established.  

There is really no way to know if a more focused effort on his part during his foreign 

language courses would have resulted in a higher degree of fluency.  In his third 
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sentence, he calls upon language directly from the prompt although he does not enclose it 

in quotations, but the inference he makes misreads the data and ultimately restates the 

author’s position instead of refining or extending it with respect to his own position.  His 

final two sentences reveal an evidential mismatch as they begin with a hedged deduction 

and then test that deduction with a strongly committed inference that is actually a 

deductive warrant.  Again, he remains on the threshold between outsider and procedural 

status as his efforts to enact the appropriate sign system dominate the evidential strength 

of his argument. 

 Unlike Luis, who relies heavily on deductive speculation to build his argument, 

Justina responds to the prompt inferentially.  After briefly summarizing the author’s 

claim that foreign language course should be eliminated, she begins her argument as 

follows: 

To a certain extent, the teaching of foreign language can be very helpful to 

some people. I do agree with the writer’s opinion about learning the 

history and culture of a foreign language, but also learning how to speak 

another language can be very useful to many people.  Being able to speak 

another language can be a great skill; it can help someone when they are 

lost or they need to assist someone who is lost.  

 

Her hedged claim in the first sentence establishes reciprocity with the immediate context 

of her argument.  It allows for her to attend to multiple competing perspectives as well as 

to establish criteria that will specify circumstances in which her claim will apply.  Yet, 

her second sentence repositions her in the context of a broader community of practice.  It 

signals toward an inference from the prompt while broadening the scope of her claim.  

The final sentence features another inference but the inference does not carry the 

evidential demands of her claim because it describes a situation that would be too 

uncommon to justify the potential value of learning a second language.  If Justina had 
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elaborated her reasoning further by, for instance, asserting that her career goals will 

include a good deal of traveling to foreign countries, the evidential weight of her 

inference would be greater as she would be establishing criteria to test the limits of her 

claim.  She does not elaborate the inference, however.  Her essay continues:   

When the writer says “Most high school language classes focus almost 

exclusively on rote memorization, verb conjugation, and grammar 

exercises”, in most languages taught in schools, teachers don’t go deep 

into the history of a language. It more focused on how well you can say 

the word and if you can understand what it means. The course itself is 

simple, but I would rather learn the culture on the language and the history 

of the language to get a better concept of the language. 

 

Justina calls upon a shared discursive construction to introduce data in the form of a 

quote that will provide a basis for her to develop her argument inductively, but the 

subsequent inference only serves to restate the data.  Her procedures outshine her 

reasoning.  The final sentence features an evidential of contrast to invite a careful 

comparison between the difficulty of the course and the value of what is taught.  She does 

not follow the inference with an explicit warrant to justify her reasoning, though.  To 

achieve insider status here, she would have had to make it clear that she is responding to 

the author’s warrant about value by asserting a similar principle of value: that the 

accessibility of foreign language courses should not undermine their potential to offer 

substantial content.  Although she works inductively from data and relies primarily on 

shared linguistic resources, her status remains on the borderline between outsider and 

procedural. 

 Like Luis, Justina’s efforts to negotiate the terms of participation become 

increasingly visible as her essay gradually shifts away from inductive reasoning and into 

a series of speculative deductions: 
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Most people feel that is learning a foreign language is so important then 

learning the history and culture should be important as well. A foreign 

language shouldn’t be taught in a school, because it more to a language 

then just how to translate words. Behind a language lies its culture which 

tells the story of why the language is important to countries and it can also 

give insight to a person about someone’s culture. 

 

She commits strongly to her claim despite the absence of a pre-established, inferential 

basis to call upon.  Her assumptions are unlikely to be shared or mutually agreed upon by 

a conventional or specialized audience, particularly in her use of the term “culture” to 

reflect a dichotomous rather than integral relationship between the formal aspects of a 

foreign language and the complex array of conditions upon which that language is 

developed and utilized in the day to day lives of its native speakers.  Her relationship to 

the immediate setting becomes more perfunctory as she supplies aphoristic claims and 

hortatory reasoning.  As she moves to conclude her argument, she renews her reciprocal 

relationship to the immediate setting by providing a mutually consequential claim, 

enacting appropriate speech genres, and explicitly warranting her reasoning:  

Based on a specific language, it should require that the student learning 

that specific language get more history on the language that they are 

studying. With just the knowledge of knowing why the language was 

created and actually being able to learn the culture and history of the 

language can help students understand the foreign language that they are 

studying.   

 

Her conclusion calls upon a set of unshared linguistic resources as reflected through her 

ambiguous syntax and her use of the unusual construction “knowledge of knowing.”  

Moreover, her procedures become highly visible.  Even though she has previously 

established an inferential basis to claim that foreign language classes should include 

immersion into the culture of a language, the claim should have come much earlier in her 

argument rather than at the end.  By negotiating the terms of participation throughout her 
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essay, she ultimately arrives at a defensible claim drawn from inductive reasoning, but 

her status remains on the threshold between outsider and procedural.  

 The four example essays by Angel, Arturo, Luis, and Justina illustrate a consistent 

developmental pattern across the corpus of artifact data.  More often than not, students’ 

utterances established procedural and reciprocal relationships to the immediate contexts 

in which they were produced.  Yet, establishing such relationships often instigated 

circumstances in which students struggled to negotiate the terms of participation.  These 

struggles played out in a variety of ways: (1) relying too heavily on deductive 

speculation, (2) calling upon unshared assumptions and linguistic resources, (3) failing to 

explicitly warrant inductive reasoning, and (4) expressing evidentially mismatched 

reasoning.  These aspects of development are evidenced consistently in all of the written 

artifacts included in this analysis.  Even those artifacts which featured the highest 

proportion of utterances enacting reciprocal relationships, signaling insider status, and 

calling upon shared linguistic resources evidenced similar efforts to negotiate the terms of 

participation.  In a sense, enacting procedural and reciprocal relationships established a 

foundation upon which development toward full participation could be initiated, but the 

actual path of development was considerably non-linear.  Even the most determined actor 

must rehearse his part many times before he is ready to perform for an audience.  Such 

rehearsals surely involve similar forms of negotiation: at times, specific lines and 

movements are emphasized while others are glossed over.  Scenes may be practiced out 

of order.  Key dramatic moments may be improvised several times before they are 

rendered into a finished form. 
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 Interviews with key informants support the previous analysis in a number of 

ways.  Students frequently articulated concerns that reflect the intention to enact 

reciprocal relationships with their immediate audience.  However, their strategies for 

achieving reciprocity with an audience beyond the immediate setting are not always clear 

or appropriate.  In the following interview from 1/23/15, Corey talks about the opening 

paragraph of his essay on civic responsibility.  His essay begins with a strong claim about 

the danger of corporate entities who donate large sums of money to election campaigns: 

JI:  Why did you start off this way? 

Corey:  I’m like, it’s kind of like a technique I see writers use, like, 

through observation and I just did it. 

JI:  Can you describe the technique? 

Corey:  Like, kind of like getting emotional, I tried to like get emotional so 

the reader kind of gets emotional. 

JI:  Any other way you could have done it? 

Corey:  Yeah I could of added an exclamation point.  Oh you mean like… 

JI:  Other than go for an emotional appeal. 

Corey:  Yes. I don’t know off the top of my head. 

JI:  What do you think going forward this way gets you? 

Corey:  For people to be like, okay, got them thinking, that’s what I like to 

do get people thinking. 

 

Reciprocity can involve establishing claims that are of mutual consequence to both author 

and audience.  Here, Corey is clearly concerned with the nature of his claim and the way 

it will be received by his reader.  He feels strongly about it and he wants his reader to 

share in the magnitude of his concern.  Yet, his strategy for establishing concern in his 

reader is rather vague.  It is based on a deductive principle that he would need to test 

across a range of actual or hypothetical readers.  Furthermore, when asked to consider 

alternative strategies to appeal to his reader, his response is rooted in the cosmetic 

features of his writing rather than the type of reasoning he intends to employ. 
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 In an interview on 4/7/15, Juana discusses her strategy for an essay in which she 

argues that a popular rap artist was irresponsible toward the African-American women he 

portrays in his music.  She explains her reasoning behind her claim that the rap artist was 

irresponsible: 

Juana:  I think they should of, to me I ‘m more of a like in the middle 

person.  I thought they should of both stopped and think about the people 

with leukemia but he’s thinking the video and they’re thinking about the 

video but who are you really trying to help?  I’m like just forget about the 

whole video and about Nelly and what you want to talk about and just 

think about the people of leukemia because they’re the one dying.  But I 

wanted to take one side so Nelly was wrong.   

JI:  Why did you do that?  Why did you write the paper different than the 

one you just told me you basically wanted to write?  You said you were in 

the middle but you chose to take a side.  Why did you do that? 

Juana:  Because I felt so far I’ve always been writing in the middle and I 

wanted to do something different.  I know I can actually take the 

opportunity to like actually do it and write it on like I had enough evidence 

to go against him so that’s what I did. 

 

Juana admits that her investment in her claim isn’t necessarily sincere, but she is mindful 

of the need to adopt a clear stance in her writing that is mutually consequential to her 

reader.  She chooses her position based on her assessment of the evidence she has 

available.  The evidence she chooses involves a second text read during the unit, the short 

story, “Barn Burning” by William Faulkner.  However, Juana is not quite able to 

articulate an explicit warrant that connects the short story to the contemporary 

circumstances surrounding the rap artist: 

JI:  How did you relate one person’s situation to another person’s 

situation? What’s the glue that connects them? 

Juana:  I don’t know what you trying to say. 

JI:  There’s two things you talk about in this paper.  One is Nelly and the 

other is Barn Burning.  What do you think they have in common?  Why 

are they part of the same paper? 

Juana:  They may their own choices instead of thinking of others.  They 

both made choices that affected other people, their family members to be 

specific. 
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Juana aims for reciprocity but because she is unable to provide an explicit warrant to link 

together two disparate sources of data, her argument remains on the threshold between 

outsider and procedural status. 

 Enacting reciprocal relationships with the immediate setting can also involve 

citing or inventing relevant examples.  In the following interview with Devan on 

12/19/14 he discusses the beginning of his extended definition of intelligence.  He starts 

his essay by describing two hypothetical characters, Marc and Rob: 

JI:  When you were thinking about how, I’m assuming Mark is someone 

you made up, when you were thinking about how to tell Mark’s story what 

aspects of his life did you feel were important to describe? 

Devan:  His struggles. Because in the beginning I had said that 

intelligence to me is education from life experiences. 

JI:  You gave a second example of Rob.  Why did you do that? 

Devan:  It’s a counter example to show how another person have the same 

qualities or struggles as a person but if they don’t put it to use as the same 

way other person they can be defined as intelligent but not as intelligent as 

the other person. 

JI:  What did you see was the important difference between Mark and 

Rob? 

Devan:  That he was gullible.  He was easy to get over on.   

 

Despite the meticulous manner in which Devan crafted his examples, he is less aware of 

the importance of using them as a basis to inductively establish criteria for intelligence.  

Instead, he sees them as illustrations of a deductive principle that may or may not be 

shared by a conventional or specialized audience: 

JI:  In the end here you write, all in all intelligence to me is using what 

you’ve encountered in life and using it to adapt to the hardships you might 

go through.  Is this what you would say is your definition of intelligence? 

Devan:  Uh huh.  Yeah I believe so. 

JI:  Why did you decide to put that at the end? 

Devan:  So like to include all of the stuff I said in the beginning.  Because 

you had to read like okay it’s like, I put it at the end to show you why I 

said what I said. 

JI:  Is there any other way you could have said that? 



152 

 

Devan:  Well I could have put it at the beginning too and just made the 

examples afterwards to show why I said what I said as well. 

 

Devan has a clear sense of purpose when he invents relevant examples to form the basis 

of his argument.  However, his reasoning from the examples is evidentially mismatched.  

He treats them as data from which he can infer an understanding of intelligence, but they 

actually function as hypothetical illustrations of a deductive principle he has already 

decided to establish.  His lack of concern for the position of the examples within the 

overall organization of his essay suggests that his strategic sense of their purpose is rather 

pedantic.  Participation, as he sees it, is largely a matter of proving a predetermined point 

rather than engaging in a dialogue. 

 Students’ struggles to negotiate the terms of participation, as demonstrated in the 

previous analysis of their writing coupled with excerpts from their discussions about their 

writing, contribute to an understanding of the overall trends in the artifact data 

represented in Table 4.  With respect to the research questions that guide this study, it is 

important to frame these trends in the context of the instructional approach.  Key aspects 

of the instructional approach brought to bear include: (1) the impact of the environmental 

mode and inquiry focus (Hillocks, 1986) as a basis for classroom activity, and (2) the role 

of specific instructional tools and tasks in supporting or limiting students’ capacity to 

achieve full participation, 

 Students’ evident concerns with enacting reciprocal relationships with the 

immediate setting attest to the effectiveness of the environmental mode and inquiry focus 

as the basis for classroom activity.  By presenting students with units framed around 

enduring questions that invite many sustainable responses, a fertile context for 

argumentation was achieved and students engaged with that context substantively.  



153 

 

Although at times their participation was perfunctory, the majority of their written work 

evidenced procedural and reciprocal relationships with the setting.  Students 

demonstrated an investment in meeting the procedural expectations that undergird full 

participation, and in moving beyond a focus on procedures and into reciprocal 

relationships when they were able to do so.  By departing from the more passive and 

didactic instructional approaches described by the cooperating teacher as commonplace 

in the school, students found opportunities to identify as meaningful participants in 

ongoing conversations of existential importance and to enact roles in their written 

accordingly.  Simulated scenarios, the instructional tool designed to introduce unit topics 

and invite discussions through which students could activate their prior understandings 

and assumptions, likely contributed to students’ engagement with the setting by drawing 

on everyday situations in order to problematize complex issues and instill a sense of 

agency to students’ own ideas and assumptions.  Given that enacting procedural and 

reciprocal relationships to the immediate setting is a prerequisite for development toward 

full participation, it can be said that this aspect of the instructional approach was highly 

successful. 

 While the environmental mode and inquiry focus describe the overall design of 

the instructional approach, the tools students employed in the day to day activity of the 

classroom are equally important.  Given that the inquiry focus involves classroom 

activities which invite students to develop understandings of unit themes by working 

inductively with a variety of types of data, the tools students employed to work with 

given data both support and limit their capacities to achieve full participation.  Primarily, 

students were given data in the form of non-literary texts and asked to respond to 
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semantic differential scales and complete sentence frames with respect to those texts.  

Occasionally, the day to day activities featured some exceptions: a few literary texts were 

introduced throughout each unit, and a few activities did not involve scales or sentence 

frames, but scales and sentence frames were undoubtedly the primary tools employed 

throughout the intervention.     

 In terms of instructional design, semantic differential scales are intended to 

function as a heuristic to guide students in the reading of argumentative texts (or, in a 

broader sense, to see how many texts take up argumentative positions even if they aren’t 

explicitly argumentative), and to help them to develop strategic awareness of the 

elements of argument with respect to Toulmin’s model and how they contribute to 

written arguments.  The analysis shows that students did become mindful of the elements 

of argument and made deliberate efforts include the elements in their own arguments.  

They aimed for reciprocity by asserting clear positions of mutual consequence, citing or 

inventing relevant examples, and supplying explicit principles to warrant their claims.  

However, scales were less effective in helping students to attend to the nuanced 

relationships among those elements of argument.  Scales did not, for example, attend to 

the formal characteristics of specific text types (the following section examines this issue 

in greater detail) and how those features may invite key differences in the elements 

themselves or their relationships.  Furthermore, scales often focused on specific passages 

or sections of a text rather than the holistic organizational and logical structures of 

completed written works.  As a result, students developed an awareness of the need for 

certain elements when generating arguments, but they developed less awareness of 

meaningful differences within those elements, such as supplying appropriate forms of 
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data based on audience needs, or developing warrants inferentially as opposed to 

asserting deductive principles and then marshalling evidence to support them.  What they 

lacked, it seems, is a clear understanding of how to evaluate their arguments with respect 

to the different ways that the elements of argument are employed in different contexts.  

The sheer existence of the elements themselves was good enough. 

 Sentence frames, from a design standpoint, were intended to acculturate students 

into both the linguistic features that stand as hallmarks to academic writing as well as the 

epistemological values encoded in those linguistic constructions.  For example, 

evidentials of contrast frequently appear in academic discourse as a way to express a 

balanced assessment of competing sides to an issue (Barton, 1993).  The sentence frames 

the students were asked to complete were explicitly designed to highlight such discourse 

conventions and afford students opportunities to practice integrating their own reasoning 

into socially-constructed linguistic formations.  Over the course of the year, students’ 

written utterances tended to call upon these discursive constructions more frequently, 

aiding them in their efforts to enact procedural relationships by calling attention to the 

elements of argument through signal phrases, introductory clauses,  and evidentials of 

citation and contrast; and to achieve reciprocal relationships by enacting speech genres 

appropriate for argumentation, attending to multiple perspectives in the development of 

their claims, and supplying relevant generalizations at appropriate times.  However, once 

again, students’ written utterances were less likely to evidence an awareness of the 

effectiveness of their own authorial choices with respect to the demands of a specific 

audience.  Sentence frames contributed to their development as substantive participants in 

the immediate setting, but were less successful in contributing to their development as 
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participants within a broader community of practice.  The frames students completed 

were checked and occasionally responded to orally by myself, the cooperating teacher, or 

the student teacher, but no formal feedback was provided and they only shared them 

aloud with classmates on a few occasions.  More opportunities for students to solicit 

immediate feedback from both their instructors and their peers on their completed frames 

might help them to develop a clearer awareness of the effectiveness of their written 

arguments with respect to the expectations of an authentic audience. 

 In a more general sense, students’ struggles to negotiate the terms of participation 

also stemmed from the tacit ways in which the classroom activities and discussions 

emphasized certain elements of argument over others.  I took as a basic assumption that 

the most difficult aspect of Toulmin’s model of argument would be warrants.  Since 

explicitly warranting reasoning is a unique feature of academic discourse, I assumed that 

students would have had very little exposure to the nature of warrants and very little 

practice in articulating them as a basis for their reasoning.  As a result, the instruction 

tended to emphasize warrants over the importance of data.  As the corpus of writing 

shows, students gradually became much more comfortable producing warrants but they 

often did so at the expense of data.  They established a priori principles to guide their 

reasoning and only then turned to data to support the principles.  This method of 

deductive reasoning is common to everyday conversation but academic reasoning is 

distinct insofar as it reverses the relationship: academic discourse expects that reasoning 

begins from data and arrives at warrants only through carefully matched evidential 

relationships (Chafe, 1986).  Producing warrants fostered a conversation-rich 
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environment inside the classroom, but the importance of data was not prominent enough 

within those discussions.   

 There is something to be said about the value of disconfirming data as it has come 

to the surface through this analysis.  Given the nature of utterances and the dimensions 

upon which they are answerable (Bakhtin, 1986), as a teacher in the classroom working 

hands-on with the student, I was largely answering to their work on the contextual level 

as it reflected my immediate experiences and encounters with their utterances.  The 

trained scorers of the placement exams, however, were likely reading students’ writing 

more on the indexical level.  It was only through analysis based on the codes that I was 

able to see the disparity between these two levels of answerability: on one hand, I was 

quite pleased with what I was seeing in the classroom because it involved more than just 

the work the students were producing—it involved my observations of their engagement 

and my interpersonal relationships with them as they completed their assignments.  

However, on the other hand, the outside scorers had only their essays to go on; moreover, 

their readings of those essays were mediated by a standardized rubric that has been 

shaped by broader cultural and institutional forces.  The interplay of the contextual and 

indexical dimensions of the students’ writing as it manifested through the coding revealed 

deep insights into students’ development that I would have doubtfully noticed had I not 

conducted the analysis with respect to all dimensions of their utterances. 

 In sum, the instructional approach and the tools utilized on a daily basis in the 

classroom contributed positively and substantially to students’ struggles to negotiate the 

terms of participation, but limitations in the design and implementation of the tools also 

contributed to some of the obstacles students faced in their efforts to develop toward full 
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participation.  In the following chapter, I will discuss these implications with respect to 

the theoretical framework that guided the instructional design. 

Evidencing a conceptual orientation toward written texts 

 In the previous section, I presented an analysis of a series of extended arguments 

in which the overall patterns in the artifact data were consistently evident.  In this section, 

I will illuminate a developmental theme that emerged from a subset of individual 

utterances that reflect combinations of co-occurring codes consistent with the overall 

patterns.  The theme explores students’ conceptual orientation toward written texts and 

the role of that orientation in their argumentative reasoning. 

 Acculturation into a community of practice involves forming an identity 

consistent with the values, conventions, and epistemological beliefs of the community.  

Central to such value systems are the tools that mediate activity within the community 

(Wertsch, 1991).  Becoming a full participant involves developing toward mastery of 

specific tools common to the community and the social problems that they allow 

participants to overcome.  Given that external activity promotes changes to internal 

activity, developing a conceptual orientation toward such tools is a necessary prerequisite 

to full participation because it underscores an understanding of the kinds of social 

functions the tools can carry out.  For example, a child who recklessly swings a play 

hammer is doubtfully developing toward mastery of his carpentry skill, but once a parent 

introduces the board and the nail the child begins to understand how the tool can promote 

changes to the external environment.  Thereafter, each swing of the hammer takes on a 

new meaning to the child.  The child’s understanding of the social problems that the 

hammer is able to address—building and repairing things—promotes qualitative changes 
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to his mental function.  He has now begun to appropriate the tool to new, socially and 

culturally valued purposes.     

 Written texts are prominent among the tools that mediate activity in academic 

communities of practice.  Participants in such communities have developed dynamic 

understandings of the social functions that written texts carry out—namely, the 

generation and dissemination of knowledge, and the rendering of thought into a material 

form that can serve as an object of analysis in itself.  Furthermore, these dynamic 

understandings are bolstered by participants’ awareness of the nature and variety of types 

of written texts, or genres, and the discrete social functions each genre is intended to 

carry out.  They understand, for instance, the difference between an empirical research 

report and a newspaper editorial; consequently, they embrace the different ways in which 

such different text types mediate both their own thinking as well as the social activity 

within their communities. 

 Throughout the corpus of artifact data, students’ written utterances evidence their 

conceptual orientations toward written texts.  These orientations often played 

instrumental roles in determining the extent to which an utterance called upon shared 

resources or signaled insider status within the community of practice.  Establishing 

reciprocity by asserting claims of mutual consequence, enacting speech genres 

appropriate for argumentation, and supplying relevant data and warrants situates an 

author with respect to the immediate setting—in this case, the classroom itself—in which 

the utterance is composed, but achieving insider status involves a broader understanding 

of the social functions such texts can carry out beyond the immediate setting.  It involves 

understanding that the texts created for purposes linked to the immediate setting can also 
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have agency in the world outside the classroom if such texts successfully realize the 

shared expectations of socially-constructed genres.  How students classify text types and 

position them within their own argumentative reasoning contributes to the assumptions 

they call upon and the extent to which those assumptions are shared or unshared. 

 Vygotsky (1987a) explicates the relationship between word meanings and concept 

development.  Words, as the raw material of thought, mediate concept development 

insofar as they reflect two criteria: (1) the family memberships attributed to particular 

words, and (2) the qualities that differentiate members of the same family.  At the earlier 

stages of development, what Vygotsky refers to as heaps or complexes, family 

memberships are associated syncretically—they are grouped together based on surface 

characteristics that may not have internal consistency.  At higher stages of development, 

pseudoconcepts and concepts, family memberships are associated diacretically—they are 

grouped together based on meaningful differences among constituents who share 

internally consistent qualities.  A child who was raised with a cat may, upon his first 

encounter with a dog, assume that it is also a cat.  After repeated encounters the child will 

likely be able to distinguish between the cat and the dog, but is less likely to distinguish 

between a leopard and a tiger, or a Rottweiler and a German Shepherd.   

 Students’ written utterances evidence their conceptual orientations toward written 

texts when they reveal how students have classified specific text types, how they 

differentiate among members of the same family, and how those distinctions play out in 

their argumentative reasoning.  A prevailing pattern across the corpus of artifact data is 

the demarcation of texts into two broad types: (1) enumerated facts, and (2) elaborated 
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opinions.  The following examples illustrate how students’ utterances evidenced this 

distinction and how it came to bear on their argumentative reasoning.  

In the following example, Luis responds to an article reporting a study in which 

participants’ responses to a survey were grouped into those which reflected a growth 

mindset and those which reflected a fixed mindset.  He is asked to mark a scale 

addressing whether the article is discussing a topic that is MADE UP 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

FACTUAL.  He marks the scale at position 6 and writes: 

I think its more of a factual thing because talking about mindsets and 

setbacks is mostly things that are proven already so they are facts. 

 

After reading the entire article and discussing the scales in class, Luis is asked to 

compose a brief argument in response to a prompt where a hypothetical student named 

Tina describes her struggle in transitioning from high school to college.  His conceptual 

orientation toward the article carries forward into his argument: 

I don’t think Tina will make it out of college and it is a very slim chance.  

It seems Tina has a fixed mindset as what is mentioned in the article and 

she thinks that she will not be able to improve because college is harder 

than high school. 

 

Deena, who marked the scale in the same position as Luis, offers a similar argument: 

Based on what I have read about Tina I don’t believe that she will make it 

through college.  I think Tina has a fixed mindset because all throughout 

high school she had good grades, but when she got to college the work 

was harder and her grades started to slip.  “She has the ability to go to 

tutoring, get help to bring her grades up, but because she believes that she 

is now dumb.”  This statement shows how Tina thinks she is dumb.  She 

won’t even go to tutoring to help her grades.  Based on what I have read I 

don’t think she will make it through college. 

 

Prior to reading the article, students examined a number of other positions regarding the 

potential for people to overcome setbacks.  Yet, once Luis and Deena established that the 

article they had read contained “factual” knowledge, they did not call upon other 
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perspectives in order to develop a balanced or nuanced position on Tina’s situation.  They 

stipulated to the irrefutability of facts, and, in doing so, signaled themselves as outsiders 

calling upon unshared assumptions. 

 Arturo, responding to an editorial in which the author argues that the life of Pat 

Tillman should be commemorated by comparing aspects of Tillman’s life to the 

dictionary definition of the word “hero”, supplies the following evaluation of the 

effectiveness of the author’s argument: 

The author expect his readers to agree with his point of view. The author 

use examples and facts of what hero really mean. The author think Pat 

Tillman was a courageous hero. 

 

Subsequently, Arturo comments on the effectiveness of a different editorial in which the 

author argues that Tillman was not a hero because his actions were foolish and inspired 

by naïve beliefs about the nature of the conflict in Afghanistan: 

I find the author’s argument to be not very convincing. He use some 

examples a have a good points, but all he said is subjective, he don’t give 

good facts of why Tillman was foolish. 

 

Attributing higher, and often unequivocal, evidentiary strength to texts that fall into the 

category of enumerated facts is highly evident in Corey’s impassioned response to the 

placement test prompt regarding the importance of foreign language courses in America: 

Sometimes I feel like writers should keep their opinion to themselves. Not 

only do I disagree with Carlos’s opinion, I also think his article is weak. A 

better word to describe that article would be faible. That is French by the 

way. I happen to know a little. His article is weak because he has all these 

points, but they are from his point of view. In addition, he says “If we 

need speakers of exotic tongues, we import them” That statement made 

me angry. That was just disrespectful. He basically said America cannot 

produce bilingual students. To make this article strong I would include 

some facts! That is why I find this article weak. No facts equal 

unconvincing. 
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Like Arturo, Corey’s assessment of the author’s argument is rooted not in an evaluation 

of the author’s reasoning, but in his assessment of the very nature of the text type that he 

has been asked to respond to.  As a result their argumentative responses call upon 

unshared assumptions and signal outsider status not because the students have failed to 

carefully attend to specific features of the texts they’re responding to, but because they 

have situated those features within a broader framework toward the nature of the texts 

themselves that limits their capacity to reason inductively. 

Josh compares two short articles discussing the responsibility of the government 

to provide educational funding for college students.  The first article employs humanistic 

logic while the second reports statistics about government spending.  Josh’s response 

clearly favors the second article: 

I agree with these claims because there are facts and numbers to support 

the claims. The facts and numbers are showing the regression in our 

country. The government should have left the money in the private sector. 

 

Chris, in his response to an author’s argument about a recent Disney movie, attends to a 

lack of what he calls “evidence” in the author’s argument and then illustrates what would 

count as evidence.  His understanding of evidence is notably empirical: 

I think the writer argument is weak because it doesn’t have a lot of 

evidence from the moive.  I don’t think I could of wrote a better argument, 

but I may have did something like a pole or a survey with younger people. 

 

In some cases, texts were categorized as enumerated facts even when the data they report 

are not necessarily empirical.  In the following example, Devan attributes factuality to an 

author’s warrant about Pat Tillman because Devan finds the warrant to be convincing: 

I feel as though the author expects the reader to agree with the statements 

he made because he uses really intense and factual points by basically 

stating that I’m not knocking what a athlete does, but it’s not the same as 

going to war for your beliefs. 
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The conceptual orientation toward written texts that Devan evidences in the preceding 

example comes to bear in his response to a scenario where a hypothetical character 

named Nina must choose between her responsibility to her family and her responsibility 

to her community.  Once again, a general principle that Devan agrees with is asserted as a 

fact: 

Nina should find a positive alternative like starting a fundraiser.  Based on 

the fact that it is unacceptable selling drugs, she needs the money to help 

her family and herself as well.  Selling drugs is not her only option. 

 

Similarly, Chris, in responding to an author’s argument against President Obama’s 

campaign to raise the high school dropout age to 18, attributes factuality to one of the 

author’s highly speculative claims in order to express his agreement with the author’s 

argument: 

In the argument it’s a known fact that “kids who aren’t interested in school 

at 16 won’t be more interested at 17 or 18.”  

 

Within the broad category of texts as enumerated facts, students differentiated based on 

whether the texts included empirical data or provided claims and warrants which were 

agreeable and therefore factual.  Both forms of factuality were treated more or less 

equally in terms of their evidentiary power. 

 The putative division between facts and opinions coupled with a tacit belief that 

facts had greater evidentiary power was not only evidenced by the presence of facts, but 

also by the presumed absence of facts.  Texts that were classified as elaborated opinions 

were easy targets for criticism, as demonstrated here in Candice’s brusque refutation of 

the author’s argument about foreign language classes which begins with a quote from the 

prompt: 
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“Few students- if any- obtain fluency in a foreign language from their high 

school language classes.  Moreover, the idea that students actually learn 

about other cultures in high school language classes is absurd. ” This 

sentence is nothing more than a foolish opinion because I took a French 

class for two years not only did I learn the language , I also learned the 

culture and I plan on visiting Paris soon. 

 

Candice’s incredulity toward the nature of texts that she classified as elaborated opinions 

is further evidenced in her response to an author’s concern over the thematic significance 

of a recent Disney movie: 

In every Disney movie the villian is usually the person trying to harm the 

princess and in Frozen the bad guy was the Prince.  But, in every Disney 

movie the Prince is usually the hero except in Frozen the Prince was not 

the hero this time.  That was just to teach young girls that fairytales aren’t 

always true. You cant just fall in love with someone you just met.  I totally 

disagree with the writer’s opinion. His data about the Disney concept, and 

young girls relating to it, was totally biased, and incorrect. 

 

Despite her acknowledgement that the author supplied data to support his position, 

Candice’s evaluation is based on her assessment of the type of text she is responding to, 

and her classification disallows the possibility that facts and opinions can coexist within 

the same written argument.  Consequently, she calls upon unshared assumptions and 

signals outsider status.  Arturo’s response to the author who criticizes Pat Tillman’s 

decision to join the army evidences a similar attitude toward the evidentiary value of texts 

that are elaborated opinions: 

The author do not try to convince his audience instead he is giving his 

opinions and experience expecting readers to agree with him. 

 

Arturo’s response implies that only texts which can be classified as enumerated facts can 

be convincing.  Elaborated opinions, on the other hand, are intended only for those who 

already agree with a certain position.  Even when faced with multiple perspectives toward 

a topic, many of which are grounded in empirical data, issues for which there are 
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competing views are often classified as opinions, such as in the following example from 

Corey’s extended definition of intelligence: 

There are many different opinions about what people think intelligence is. 

Some may say intelligence is knowing how to get by or some may say 

doing well in school makes you intelligent. 

 

Furthermore, texts classified as elaborated opinions are often viewed as relatively 

innocuous because they have little agency to act upon the external environment, as 

demonstrated here in Justina’s argument that a well-known media personality should not 

have been chastised for a comment she made on social media: 

Some people should be responsible for their own entitled opinions without 

having to taking others feelings into consideration because it doesn’t have 

an effect or impact on their lives. 

 

The comment made on social media as described in the prompt to which Justina is 

responding was not ambiguously inappropriate.  A general audience or a specialized 

audience would equally agree that it was offensive and insensitive.  Yet, Luis’ response 

to the same prompt, while not as strongly sympathetic to the comment’s author, reflects a 

similar orientation toward the relative innocuousness of opinions: 

When writing something on the internet espessially social media, could be 

very dangerous if you don’t know what you are doing.  It is going to be 

viewed by so many people and all those people will have their own 

opinion.  If those opinions, are mostly negative or people take it the wrong 

way, it is going to go down hill for you. 

 

As Luis sees it, the author of the comment’s mistake was not that she expressed a very 

offensive view toward a cultural group, but rather that she expressed her opinion on 

social media where it would be met with opposing opinions, all of which are equally 

valid and insulated against competing opinions, regardless of their content. 
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 Taken together, the array of instances throughout the artifact data that evidence 

students’ conceptual orientation toward written texts can be summed as follows: 

1. Written texts come in two varieties: enumerated facts and elaborated opinions. 

2. Facts are facts.  They belong to no one in particular and they are more or less 

irrefutable. 

3. Factuality can be attributed to empirical statements; it can also be attributed to 

claims or warrants that the reader finds to be agreeable. 

4. Opinions, on the other hand, are completely subjective and belong only to their 

author. 

5. Everyone is entitled to an opinion.  Regardless of the underlying reasoning behind 

an opinion, no opinion is more important or valid than another. 

6. In order to be convincing, a written text must enumerate relevant facts.  Written 

texts that elaborate opinions, on the other hand, can be dismissed if the reader 

disagrees with them. 

This conceptual orientation toward written texts describes a foundational understanding 

that drives many of the students’ written utterances in a variety of ways: it establishes a 

standard by which written texts can be categorized; it supplies an evaluative criteria upon 

which the effectiveness of an argument can be judged; it renders the content of a written 

text into a series of isolated statements that may or may not cohere into an overall form; it 

limits the possible social purposes that written texts can carry out.   

As a result of their conceptual orientation toward written texts, utterances which 

call upon unshared resources and signal outsider status often illustrate barriers to their 

reasoning that stem from this orientation.  Students’ understanding of the tools that 
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mediate activity within a community of practice functions as a threshold toward full 

participation.  Despite the majority of utterances that enacted procedural and reciprocal 

relationships with the immediate setting, an underdeveloped understanding of the nature 

of the tool itself and the dynamic relationships it mediates becomes a barrier that limits 

student writers’ capacity to reach full participation.  For example, in order to reason 

inductively from a text, one must understand how a text functions as a distinct form of 

data; furthermore, one must understand how different types of texts supply different types 

of data for different argumentative purposes.  An underdeveloped conceptual basis limits 

the extent to which a text can be used as a source of inferential reasoning.  Instances in 

which student utterances signaled outsider status because they misread or misinterpreted 

data are reflected in this conceptual orientation because understandings of genre-specific 

features of texts are closely involved in comprehension and evaluation.  Classifying texts 

into categories that insufficiently describe their key features and the social purposes they 

carry out invites misreading and misinterpretation, much as someone with a pile of wood 

would have difficulty building a chair if he didn’t know enough about the formal features 

of chairs, or didn’t have the necessary instructions to guide him.   

 Although infrequent, there are a few instances in which students’ written 

utterances complicate or compete with the conceptual orientation toward written texts 

described above.  Firstly, despite the lack of evidentiary weight attributed to written texts 

that were classified as elaborated opinions, it was not uncommon for students to refer to 

their own claims and warrants as opinions.  Here, Candice asserts her extended definition 

of intelligence: 
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In my opinion intelligence is being more open to learning and not just 

focused on what your good at, it's also on knowing what you lack and 

what you can succeed in.  

 

Justina hedges her warrant to clearly distinguish it from the perspective offered in the text 

to which she is responding, implying that her reasoning is subordinate to the greater 

authority of the text: 

In my own opinion, people tend to judge a person based on mistakes that 

they have made.   

 

Arturo expresses his agreement with an author’s claim as an opinion: 

My opinion about the matter is that besides what the writer from A2 said 

about Obama idea of that “every state require students to stay in school 

until they turn 18,” to me it is actually a good idea. 

 

And in the following example, Arturo’s classifies his own reasoning as an opinion and 

hedges it against the implied superior authority of an author whose quote he is responding 

to: 

When we think about what it to be smart, Arthur C. Clarke's view is the 

better one because, although in my personal opinion both formal education 

and life experience are important, at the end formal education is what help 

people to solve a problem. 

 

Instances such as these and a handful of others appear to contradict the students’ 

orientation toward the value of opinions, or they may seem to imply that the students do 

not value their own reasoning as being convincing or consequential.  However, it is more 

likely that, by referring to their own claims and warrants as opinions, students suggest 

another layer to their conceptual orientation toward written texts: namely, that the texts 

they produce in school are of an essentially different nature than those written by others 

and read for school.  Given that students’ utterances tended to enact procedural and 

reciprocal relationships with the immediate context, it is likely that they viewed their own 
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reasoning as both convincing and consequential.  Since the two types of texts—those 

written by students for school and those written by others and read for school—are of an 

essentially different nature, different evidential criteria apply.    

 There are two instances in the artifact data in which students’ written utterances 

complicate the binary opposition between enumerated facts and elaborated opinions.  In 

the following example, Justina responds to the author’s argument regarding foreign 

language courses.  Her view of the text as a series of elaborated opinions affords her an 

opportunity to express both agreement and disagreement: 

In this passage the writer Carlos S. Moreno is expressing his opinion 

towards the teaching of foreign language in many school districts. The 

writer doesn’t agree with the fact that it’s a requirement that students 

should need to take foreign language courses.  

 To a certain extent, the teaching of foreign language can be very 

helpful to some people. I do agree with the writer’s opinion about learning 

the history and culture of a foreign language, but also learning how to 

speak another language can be very useful to many people.  

 

Justina’s argument, although balanced, is also limited by her conceptual orientation of the 

text as a form of data.  She attends to the author’s argument as a series of claims but fails 

to address the underlying principle that guides the argument: namely, that the problem 

with foreign language courses is a matter of cultural value, not practical usefulness.  Her 

reasoning suggests that elaborated opinions are essentially superficial and can be 

accepted or rejected on the basis of their surface value rather than the deeper assumptions 

that guide them.   

 Lastly, Devan offers one instance in which the relationship between facts and 

opinions is conflated in his reasoning.  He expresses his agreement with an author’s 

argument about a recent Disney movie.  Although the text itself is classified as an 

elaborated opinion, because it finds it agreeable he indicates that it contains facts: 
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This article is a very important article and states plenty of overlooked 

facts.  I feel as though this writer is explaining their opinion on the 

comments said about the move “Frozen.”  I feel this way because of the 

comparisons stated in the article and the questions asked. 

 

Devan’s reasoning evidences procedural engagement.  He points out formal aspects of 

the argument rather than concurring with the reasoning such formal aspects help to 

develop.  In this respect, he suggests that factuality is a function of the rhetorical 

elements at play—comparisons, rhetorical questions, etc.—and not necessarily the 

content of those elements.  Here, factuality is something can be achieved through prudent 

argumentation.  It is not just a static quality of the text type itself. 

 In discussing their extended arguments, students’ conceptual orientation toward 

written texts manifested in their awareness of argumentative strategies.  In the following 

interview from 12/16/14, Justina talks about her extended definition of intelligence.  Her 

essay featured an effusive discussion of the different ways intelligence could be defined, 

but she had not asserted a clear definition of her own.  I asked her about her choice to 

include a reference to a short story we’d read during the unit as a basis from which she 

could form her own position: 

JI:  What do you think that’s gonna get you?  By incorporating that right 

now at this point in your essay, what do you think you earn or gain 

towards your intelligence from that move? 

Justina:  Can we talk like we in third grade? 

JI:  You ever play chess? 

Justina:  No. 

JI:  What sports you play? 

Justina:  Tennis. 

JI:  So when you serve, if you serve a certain way because you judge your 

opponent might react in what way does the move you just described to me 

get you a point here? 

Justina:  It can clarify some more definition and that the definition for 

intelligence or what does it mean to be smart? I don’t know. 

JI:  What’s your definition of intelligence? 
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Justina:  Nothing, it’s blank because you define it.  There’s no definition 

for it or to be smart in different ways that you can be intelligent or smart.  

It’s no true definition for it. 

JI:  Well you clearly see that this example of Gene from the story says 

something about how you define intelligence.  Can we figure out how to 

say what that something is? 

Justina: Yes, but that’s just my opinion somebody else could disagree. 

 

Despite Justina’s investment in citing a relevant example, she is less aware of the 

importance of her argumentative strategy because she does not see her definition, which 

she refers to as an opinion, of being of any consequence to a reader who might not agree 

with it.  In a sense, her strategic approach is limited by what she perceives to be a quality 

of the text itself: since it’s an opinion, how she argues for it is not consequential to how a 

reader will respond.  In an interview on 4/10/15, Arturo discusses his responsibility 

essay: 

JI: Tell me what you were doing in the first paragraph in terms of moves 

or strategies. 

Arturo:  I tried to put my own opinion on the subject before I do that I 

needed to explain what the situation is right now.  I mean what the 

situation that was going on in the paper I read so I was trying to introduce 

a problem and put my own thoughts on that at the same time. 

JI:  And is there any other way you could have done that? 

Arturo:  I think I explained the situation from the problem and my opinion 

in there in that part pretty well. 

JI:  Okay, you say you think you did it pretty well so what do you think it 

get you in terms of your reader? 

Arturo:  Okay, I hadn’t thought about that.  What would I want my readers 

to understand?  I think I want the reader to agree with my opinion. 

JI:  Do you think that by the end of your first paragraph you given the 

reader enough to agree with? 

Arturo:  I don’t think I provide a lot of information so that the reader can 

make some opinion or decide which side was right but I think the reader 

knows my point of view is from this research. 

JI:  Any particular argument in general that you feel that you put into play 

here? 

Arturo:  I don’t know what to say to that question.  I use how people can 

change their mind if they started doing something I say, time goes by, they 

change their opinion, they do something differently.  What am I supposed 

to do in the beginning? 
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Similarly to Justina, Arturo does not view his position, which he refers to as an opinion, 

as something that has immediate agency to act upon his reader’s thinking.  Instead, he 

views it as at best an indirect influence on the reader’s thinking that may or may not 

make a difference.  Once again, his belief that opinions can be easily dismissed proves an 

obstacle to his capacity to argue strategically.   

Candice’s extended definition of intelligence featured a collage of loosely beaded-

together quotations from various sources including Howard Gardner and Robert 

Sternberg.  During our discussion on 12/18/14, I asked her about her process in selecting 

so many quotes and incorporating them into her argument: 

JI: Of everything we’ve read up so far what would you say is the most 

reflective of Candice? 

Candice:  My position on intelligence. 

JI:  And what part of the essay do you think is that most clearly stated? 

Candice:  The quote that I used. 

JI:  So the quote is sort of a representation of your ideas?  Did you try to 

put the quote in your words? 

Candice:  No I just quoted it. 

JI:  Where’s that from? 

Candice:  A page, it’s really a smart page. 

JI:  A page?  A web page? 

Candice:  Yeah. 

JI:  You found it from a web page.  So you felt drawn to do a lot of 

research for this and you sort of… 

Candice:  Yeah because I feel like if you just use examples from like the 

story we read or like the one I just gave you about like school like 

everybody was doing that and it was all just their opinions. 

 

Clearly, Candice attributes greater evidential weight to the quotations than she does to her 

own inferential reasoning from data supplied throughout the unit.  In this sense, the 

quotes function as a form of factual support—they are essentially authorless and can be 

cataloged by anyone who wants to make a convincing argument.  Her responsibility as 
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the author of an argument was to assemble quotes rather than develop a position of her 

own based on the materials she read throughout the unit.   

 All in all, students’ conceptual orientation toward written texts featured 

prominently throughout the artifact data.  Although the majority of their written 

utterances enacted reciprocal and procedural relationships to the immediate setting, their 

orientation toward written texts often stood as a conceptual barrier that limited the 

potential of students’ written utterances to call upon shared resources and signal insider 

status.  Full participation involves enacting a role within the setting that is not merely 

perfunctory, but it also involves developing deep understandings of the tools that mediate 

activity within a community of practice.  Students’ conceptual orientation toward written 

texts suggests that their mastery of the tool of written speech has not yet developed to 

meet the threshold needed for full participation. 

 Once again, it is important to frame this developmental theme with respect to the 

design of the instructional program.  Consistent with the tenets of an inquiry focus, 

students were exposed to a variety of different texts types throughout each unit.  The 

types of texts they read included articles reporting scientific research, editorials, 

commentaries, newspaper reports, blog posts, excerpts from trade books, and expository 

pieces describing relevant topics or concepts.  As such, they drew upon a robust corpus of 

data in developing their argumentative positions around the questions that guided each 

unit.  However, the instructional activities that guided students as they worked with these 

texts were not specifically designed to attend to, highlight, or put into opposition 

differences resulting from genre-specific features of the texts.  The texts were selected for 

inclusion in the units due, at least in part, to genre-based differences, but the tools that 
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students utilized in working with the texts did not, for example, explicitly call out the 

relationships between genre-specific features and elements of argument.  In a sense, the 

texts were all treated more or less equally once they were introduced into the inquiry 

around each unit question.  The tools focused on facilitating students’ engagement with 

each text individually.  Occasionally, sentence frames prompted students to draw 

inferences across multiple texts, but the design of such frames focused on thematic 

similarities between the texts rather than on differences that resulted from genre-specific 

features such as the kinds of data particular types of texts were most likely to call upon, 

the epistemological roots of different kinds of warrants, or the intended audience implied 

by particular types of claims.  In fact, even though the texts used throughout each unit 

were drawn from a wide range of sources, most of them were presented to the students in 

the form of word-processed, photocopied handouts that were largely similar in length and 

appearance.  

 Developing a conceptual orientation toward the tools that mediate activity within 

a community of practice involves daily opportunities to engage legitimately in the social 

life of that community.  Although the instructional design anticipated the importance of 

day to day classroom activity as the foundation for development, a number of 

unanticipated factors influenced the continuity of the instruction and the extent to which 

students were able to embrace the conventions, customs, and values central to the activity 

of the community.  Firstly, attendance in both classrooms was erratic throughout the 

school year.  It was not uncommon for students to be absent from class two or three times 

per week.  The cooperating teacher indicated that this was a common trend in the school, 

especially given that our classes met during the last two periods of the day.  Students’ 
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daily attendance was based on whether they swiped in during the first period; 

consequently, it was a common practice for students to come to school in the morning but 

leave before the end of the day.  Sporadic changes to the school calendar confounded the 

inconsistencies among individual students’ attendance.  It was not uncommon for 

instructional time to be preempted by half-day schedule changes, last-minute assemblies, 

in-service professional development days, or days set aside for parent-teacher 

conferences.  A handful of weather-related closures also provoked unexpected changes to 

the calendar.  Lastly, due to the school district’s policies regarding athletics, student 

athletes miss the last periods of the school day on days that they have away-games 

scheduled.  For some students, this meant missing two or three classes per week during 

the season of their respective sports.  For students who played multiple sports across the 

entire school year, the away-game policies resulted in over 30 missed classes.   

 Given that the instructional approach is rooted in an understanding that learning is 

best understood as apprenticeship into a community of practice, student absences and 

other interruptions to instructional time were detrimental for a number of reasons.  

Primarily, the day to day activities of the classroom were designed to be completed in 

class where students could benefit from the facilitation of both instructors and peers.  

Consistent or sporadic absences or interruptions diminished the effectiveness of day to 

day instruction because students would often find themselves making up activities 

outside of the classroom that were designed to be completed in the classroom.  While 

there is surely still some developmental value to completing the informal activities that 

comprise much of the day to day activity of the classroom outside of the classroom, the 

potential for such activity to mediate conceptual understandings of the tools of the 
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community is considerably lower when the activities occur outside of the classroom.  

Simply put, the instructional program was intended to be carried out in the context of an 

active classroom setting; however, for many students their engagements with a good 

portion of the material took place in a different setting—one that was not integral to the 

nature of the activities themselves and the social purposes they stood to mediate. 

 Issues stemming from interruptions to the continuity of the instructional program 

also limited the quality of students’ engagement with the material during classroom 

meetings in a number of indirect ways.  Sporadic attendance often meant that on any 

given day some students were working on different things than others.  Students who did 

not attend the previous classes could not easily jump into class discussions or benefit 

from opportunities to share and critique their written work.  At the same time, it made it 

difficult for me to provide students with consistent and immediate feedback on their 

work.  Because I was not at the school five days per week, it was logistically complicated 

for me to collect and respond to their notebooks regularly.  Although I scheduled in 

advance the days that I would collect their notebooks, sporadic attendance and 

interruptions to instruction often meant that only a small portion of students had 

completed notebooks ready to be collected on the scheduled days.  As a result, my 

capacity to supply them with useful feedback on their informal work was limited.  

Limited feedback on their written work, coupled with limited opportunities to engage 

with their classmates during class time, contributed to the development of a limited 

conceptual orientation toward written texts. 

 To briefly summarize, students’ conceptual orientation toward written texts 

proved to be a barrier in their development toward full participation.  In part, the 
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instructional design did not explicitly anticipate this developmental pattern, and 

consequently did not explicitly address it.  Furthermore, concerns resulting from student 

attendance and interruptions to the continuity of the classroom exacerbated what was 

absent in the instructional design, affording students fewer opportunities to participate 

legitimately as relevant contributors to the written and spoken discourse of the classroom.  

In the following chapter, I will suggest pedagogical ways to address this finding.       

 Lastly, it is worth noting that the conceptual orientation toward written texts 

described above is based almost exclusively on students’ interactions with non-literary 

texts.  Although a handful of literary texts were introduced throughout the instructional 

units, none of the extended writing assignments were based on literary texts and there is 

not enough data to make a substantive comparison.  It is possible that students’ 

conceptual orientation might reflect differences in how they view non-literary and literary 

texts. 

A Developmental Exception 

 Development is non-linear and participants within a specific setting are never 

homogenous.  Despite the broad developmental patterns evidenced in the artifact data and 

described in the preceding section, Table 4 shows that Deena’s portfolio did not 

correspond with the overall trends in the data.  57% of Deena’s written utterances enacted 

reciprocal relationships with the setting.  50% signaled insider status.  74% called upon 

shared linguistic resources.  However, it is also notable that among the eleven key 

informants, Deena’s artifact portfolio was the shortest in terms of number of utterances 

and included only 4 long arguments, as opposed to the 5 or 6 completed by all of the 

other students.  It is possible that a more robust portfolio of artifacts would result in 
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different trends.  Nevertheless, there are a few aspects of Deena’s portfolio that warrant 

further explanation. 

 Deena was included as a key informant for the study because her current and 

previous English teachers identified her as a high performing student.  Based on the 

recommendations of her freshman year teachers, she was also recruited into a program 

for gifted students run by a local non-profit organization.  The program provides 

additional courses, tutoring, test preparation, and college counseling.  I first met Deena 

during the summer after her freshman year.  I was her instructor for a 6-week summer 

course in research-based writing sponsored by the organization.  During the first semester 

of the intervention study, she was still involved with the program and taking a similar 

course.  The course met during the evening and the general theme of the course was 

reading and writing non-literary texts.  Her instructor for the evening course was a 

graduate student colleague of mine.  Because Deena was the only student in the 

intervention program who was also enrolled in the evening course through the outside 

organization, I allowed my colleague to borrow some of the materials for the first unit to 

use in the evening class.  Consequently, throughout the first unit Deena received 

additional feedback and support on many of the assignments, including her extended 

definition of intelligence.  With respect to the analytic scales and the developmental goals 

of the intervention program, Deena’s extended definition of intelligence was a highly 

successful argument.  During our interview on 12/12/14, she alludes to the additional 

support she received on the assignment: 

JI:  Behaving accordingly to your own beliefs and principals—is this your 

own definition? 

Deena:  I had a first definition but then me and Ms. K we talked about it 

and basically mines was just too broad so… 
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It is possible that the additional support Deena received through the after-school program 

contributed to the trends in her artifact portfolio.  Aside from the three placement tests, 

the extended definition of intelligence was the only longer argument Deena completed 

throughout the year.  She wrote a rough draft of her extended essay on responsibility and 

discussed it with me during an interview on 3/20/15.  However, she did not complete the 

required revisions and voluntarily removed the rough draft from her notebook so it was 

not included in the analysis.  Her extended definition of intelligence contributed 

substantially to the overall trends in her artifact portfolio. 

 In addition to her extended definition of intelligence, a few instances in her 

artifact portfolio evidence her effectiveness in producing written arguments.  The two 

examples below demonstrate her skill in composing accurate and succinct summaries of 

an assigned prompt: 

In the article by Akash Nikolas, the writer is saying, exposing young girls 

to different idealized images of romance or romantic partners, is just 

another way to introduce them into adulthood. 

 

Although the reality TV show Teen Mom which is aired on MTV is 

supposed to show young adults how hard it is to raise a child, the show is 

glorifying these young parents and making them celebrities. 

 

Deena’s written utterances occasionally evidence a more highly developed conceptual 

orientation toward written texts.  Here, she suggests that facts and opinions can coexist in 

ambiguous relationships: 

I think this article is going to be somewhat made up and somewhat factual.  

I say this because in the article he is using words such as “students 

believe.” 
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And in the following example, her response to an argument about the validity of altruism 

demonstrates an understanding that scientific reports often interpret empirical data in 

ways that are not necessarily irrefutable: 

It’s unconvincing because they don’t explain why they use woman instead 

of men.  We cannot assume that men and woman are the same. 

 

Here, she demonstrates her skill at drawing inferences based on her evaluation of 

deliberate authorial choices: 

The author expects his reader to be in disagreement because he says “Isn’t 

it about time for a painful and objective public consideration of the real 

McCandless.”  The author says that before McCandless left he did give 

money to a hunger relief organization, but doesn’t know if it was an act of 

benevolence or a challenge to his family.  To make a good act “actually 

good” you have to be doing it for the right reason. 

 

Instances such as these evidence an understanding that written texts are authorial 

creations that reflect deliberate choices to enact specific social purposes.  Having such a 

conceptual basis toward the nature and variety of written texts and the purposes they 

carry out in mediating activity within a community of practice contributed to the trends in 

Deena’s portfolio.  However, such a conceptual awareness does not always manifest 

when Deena talks about her strategies in producing written arguments.  In the following 

interview excerpt from 12/12/14, she is asked to consider alternative ways to begin her 

extended definition of intelligence: 

JI:  Is there any other way you could have started? 

Deena:  I need to start another way? 

JI:  No. 

Deena:  I mean I guess, I don’t know, I liked it best. 

JI:  What do you think it gets you to begin this way? 

Deena:  What do you mean?  Like what does it tell me about my essay?  

It’s telling me that I’m going to be talking about how controversy 

surrounds it. Talk about intelligence and different meanings. 
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Despite her mindfulness toward the importance of authorial choice in responding to 

assigned texts, Deena is less mindful of the reasons behind her own strategic decisions.  

In her response, she echoes the assignment prompt rather than articulating an awareness 

of the consequences of her choices in beginning her essay a particular way.  On 3/20/15, 

in response to a similar question while discussing her rough draft of her responsibility 

essay, she again describes the underlying strategy of her introductory paragraph: 

JI:  So I asked you why you started this way and you said you wanted to 

let the reader know right up front what it’s going to be about.  What do 

you think that gets you? 

Deena:  That gets me like somewhere that I can start like I can base my 

essay off like I know what I’m going to be looking for when I’m writing 

it.  I can look for examples and arguments, some things like that. 

 

While Deena’s response reflects a general understanding of the rhetorical purpose of an 

introduction, she does not articulate a strategy specific to the task itself or the nature of 

her chosen argumentative scheme. 

 Lastly, although Deena’s artifact portfolio differed from the overall trends of the 

corpus, her placement scores were consistent with the mean scores within her class and 

the mean scores across all subjects.  Her work sheds insight into the role of students’ 

conceptual orientations toward written texts as a basis for argumentative reasoning.  It 

also illuminates the value of focusing on specific argumentative skills such as 

summarizing, as effective summaries can contribute substantially to the extent to which 

written utterances call upon shared resources and signal insider status.  At the same time, 

Deena’s placement scores and her spoken explanations of her argumentative strategies 

reflect developmental trends consistent with the other students.  
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CHAPTER 5 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

 In this chapter I will discuss the theoretical implications of this study, as well as 

its implications for teacher education.  I will also reflect on my experience as an 

emerging researcher.  In doing so, I will attend to aspects of the study that I found to be 

successful and aspects of the study that I would modify in future research. 

Implications for developmental theory 

 Vygotsky’s (1987a) view of development maintains that development occurs 

gradually over time as learners engage in meaningful activities.  Engaging in such 

activities promotes the development of what Vygotsky calls scientific concepts, or 

conceptual understandings that can be abstracted from the contexts in which they are 

developed and carried into new problems and circumstances.  As far as what constitutes 

meaningful activity, Vygotsky emphasizes the nature of the kinds of problems learners 

are confronted with as well as the role of a more knowledgeable-other in guiding learners 

through the process of confronting those problems.  The transition from underdeveloped, 

or complexive, thinking and higher developed thinking is marked by a shift in the nature 

of the kinds of problems learners must confront—the more closely the problems reflect 

the circumstances of the adult world, the more likely they are to lead toward mastery of 

specific tool uses toward specific, culturally-defined roles. 

 Given that only a small portion of students’ written utterances enacted a 

perfunctory relationship to the immediate setting, the developmental terms established by 

the overall design of the course and the day to day activities were effective insofar as they 
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emulated realistic conditions through which students could confront problems of the adult 

world in a controlled and facilitated setting.  Classrooms are always, to some extent, 

artificial settings.  At best, they can become simulations of authentic communities of 

practice.  The more closely a classroom can simulate the conditions for full participation 

in a community of practice, the more likely it is that the day to day activity within the 

classroom can promote development that leads to acculturation into the community of 

practice.  Vygotsky’s (1978) interest in children’s play provides a useful analog because 

although children are not culturally expected to confront and respond to authentic 

problems of the adult world, it is through their imaginative play that they project 

themselves into the adult roles they will eventually have to assume.  Such play is the 

child’s version of reciprocal engagement—it promotes reflection and invites 

answerability from both their adults and their peers.  This kind of imaginative play is not 

perfunctory in part because the child sets the terms of participation and then responds to 

those terms by enacting a role and calling upon the available tools to facilitate how that 

role will respond to the problems the child now confronts.  For example, a child who is 

simply given a directive to stack blocks in order to occupy himself is engaging in a very 

different kind of play than one who, upon his own volition, decides to use blocks to build 

himself a castle so that he may take on the reigns of his own imagined kingdom.  

Adolescents, of course, are unlikely to engage in such forms of play and so the goal of 

the classroom must be to set up similar conditions in which students’ activities are driven 

by their own volition in response to different kinds of problems—problems that are no 

longer imagined but drawn authentically from the exigencies of adulthood.  Given this 

understanding of development and the conditions necessary to facilitate acculturation into 
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a community of practice, the findings of this study suggest that the instructional design 

contributed to a classroom context that was fertile for student development because 

students tended to aim for reciprocity in their written utterances and the overall patterns 

in their writing evidenced a consistent struggle to negotiate the terms of participation. 

 Within the context of these developmental conditions, students’ changing 

relationships with the tools and signs that mediate their participation become visible.  

Toulmin’s model of argument as it was employed throughout the instruction was one 

such tool.  Students gradually internalized the elements of argument and reproduced them 

throughout their writing in a wide variety of ways.  Claims largely began as statements of 

agreement or disagreement and developed into more varied utterances as the daily 

activities of the classroom prompted them to establish more nuanced positions and to 

attend to competing perspectives.  The extended essay at the end of the responsibility unit 

exemplified this development, as nine out of the eleven essays included in the artifact 

analysis established claims that represented completely unique positions in response to 

the prompt.  Students’ use of data, however, did not parallel the development of claims in 

its role as both tool and sign to mediate students’ reasoning.  Students’ data began as 

primarily personal anecdotes and verbatim quotations from texts, and although students 

gradually came to rely less on direct quotation, as evidenced by the decreasing number of 

utterances marked as 5 on the intertext scale, they supplanted direct quotation with an 

increasing reliance on personal anecdote.  In a sense, this trend complements the overall 

pattern of reciprocity among their written utterances as it suggests that they felt a sense of 

agency that allowed them to call upon personal experiences, but it also reflects the extent 

to which students’ writing signaled outsider status.   
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 Perhaps even more so than claims or data, warrants, as a tool, took on a pervasive 

presence in the students’ writing.  Given that, as I discussed in the previous chapter, the 

instruction tended to emphasize warrants at the expense of data, students’ writing 

suggests that they internalized the role of warrants to facilitate their reasoning.  They 

provided warrants generously, but the warrants they provided were drawn from tacit, 

deductive principles rather than careful examinations of varied types of data.  In a very 

explicit way, the tool became the sign, but it also reflected development that stood 

somewhat to the detriment of students’ argumentative reasoning.  Their warrants were 

often overgeneralized, drawn from unshared assumptions, and only loosely connected to 

the types of data they were working with.   

As they negotiated the terms of participation, they internalized the tools of 

argument the instruction provided.  But their internalization was not evidenced in their 

writing quite as smoothly as I would have liked.  The tools reappeared as discrete 

elements rather than as constituents of a more holistic form of reasoning appropriate to an 

academic community of practice.  In this sense, the employment of Toulmin’s elements 

of argument may have been a bit too didactic despite many efforts in the overall design of 

the units and activities to integrate the elements of argument into classroom activity 

organically.  Vygotsky (1987a) cautions against direct instruction in concepts, but 

avoiding direct instruction in concepts proved to be more difficult than it may seem.  In 

many ways, the students expected it and offered very direct objections to activities when 

they did not have a clear sense of the greater purpose of doing them.  In fact, in a rather 

telling moment in February one student yelled out in the middle of a class discussion how 

much she wished she could just be writing down definitions of terms instead of having to 
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do all this complex thinking.  Undoubtedly, there were many times throughout the year 

when I and the other teachers in the room capitulated to these kinds of demands just to 

keep the momentum moving forward.   

Establishing a classroom environment that authentically simulates the activity of 

an academic community of practice is indeed a difficult endeavor.  The open-ended 

curricular approach and the inquiry-based design of classroom activities proved 

successful insofar as they placed students in active roles and afforded them opportunities 

to engage in meaningful and developmentally-appropriate activities on a regular basis.  

But the terms of full participation in an authentic academic community of practice are, in 

many ways, stricter and more carefully-patterned than what the classroom could 

accurately emulate.  This raises some compelling theoretical questions, not least of which 

is the question of whether it is possible to fully acculturate students into a community of 

practice if they have no real experience with the community of practice as it exists in the 

world.  A simulation is always going to be just that—a somewhat artificial recreation of 

something whose real-life counterpart is more carefully shaped and governed by the 

shared values, conventions, and customs adopted by its participants than the simulated 

environment can fully account for.  The consequences for calling upon unshared 

resources and signaling outsider status are much more pronounced and immediate in the 

context of the real thing, just as a pilot who crashes while landing a plane in a simulator 

is far less burdened by the cost of his mistakes than the pilot who crash-lands a real 

airplane.  What remains to be examined, then, is just how much is enough?  That is, how 

much acculturation is enough to give students a strong enough foundation to make the 

transition into more and more authentic contexts?  For the students in this intervention, 
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the only way to begin to investigate that question would be to do so longitudinally, and 

such an investigation is outside the scope of the present study. 

A final theoretical implication involves the development of concepts as they 

manifested in students’ conceptual orientation toward written texts.  Their tacit 

classification of written texts as either enumerated facts or elaborated opinions illustrates 

a form of what Vygotsky (1987a) describes as complexive thinking.  In its higher stage, 

the pseudoconcept, complexive thinking can be difficult to detect.  Vygotsky 

demonstrates how word meanings can take on a communicative function long before they 

achieve the status of true concepts, and because pseudoconcepts link closely enough with 

true concepts, their presence in students’ reasoning does not disrupt the communicative 

potential of their written utterances.  It is only through systematic examination that the 

role of pseudoconceptual thinking can be fully surfaced, examined, and scrutinized.  Yet, 

it surely works upon how teachers, scorers of standardized essays, and others read student 

writing.  The index scale is largely designed to reflect the ways that student writing, once 

anonymized and decontextualized, becomes a wholly new kind of written artifact.  This 

shift in the perspective upon which student writing is viewed accentuates the role that 

pseudoconceptual thinking takes on in the course of written arguments, especially 

extended arguments composed for high-stakes assessments.  The pseudoconcept becomes 

a threshold that students’ reasoning cannot easily surpass.  A pitcher with a natural 

curveball is still not worth much to a baseball team until he can name the pitch, aim it for 

the strike zone, and supplement it with a repertoire of other pitches, all of which can be 

similarly named and aimed.    
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In my review of prior research, I was unable to locate any studies that directly 

address the role of students’ conceptual orientation toward written texts as it manifests in 

their writing.  Working from the field of composition studies, Downs and Wardle (2007), 

argue that the best approach to composition instruction is one in which inquiry into 

writing itself is the curricular focus.  In other words, the field of writing studies should be 

the central topic of a writing course.  Taking as their framework the notion of threshold 

concepts—discipline-specific concepts that must be mastered before one can engage in 

the actual work of a particular field—Downs and Wardle (2007) assert that because there 

is no universal academic discourse, the general knowledge of writing most relevant and 

useful to students involves key understandings of writing itself: that it is highly 

contextual, that written texts mediate activity, that reflection is a part of the writing 

process, etc.  While their argument appears to be closely-related to the findings of this 

study, there have been no efforts to empirically investigate the outcomes of their 

approach to composition with secondary students.  Such an investigation could reveal 

deeper insights into the role of concept development as it coincides with acculturation 

into a community of practice.   

The theoretical implications discussed above serve to both test as well as extend 

the developmental theory that guides this study.  The findings of the study support the 

theory in a number of ways: the importance of establishing a meaningful context for 

development, the gradual changes that occur in the relationships between tools and signs, 

and the role of concept development as it supports or complicates acculturation into a 

community of practice.  At the same time, the findings also raise important questions that 
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can contribute to refining and extending applications of developmental theory as a basis 

for college preparatory interventions on the secondary level. 

Implications for teacher education 

 In many ways, the theoretical implications speak directly to the ways in which 

this study offers valuable insights into coursework designed to prepare or extend the 

pedagogical knowledge of pre-service and in-service teachers.  Aspects of the 

instructional design of the intervention have potential to provide the basis for the design 

of methods courses and literacy across the content areas courses.  Findings from the study 

have direct implications for preparing teachers to aid students in reading and writing, as 

well as how to structure units and design day to day activities that foster the habits of 

mind and practices most consistent with the expectations of college level reading and 

writing. 

 Designing courses around inquiry into enduring questions could be a strong basis 

for the teaching of methods courses and literacy across the content areas courses.  Pre-

service teachers in particular are similar to the students in this study in that they are 

transitioning into a new community of practice.  The central tenets of apprenticeship and 

acculturation into a social language are viable even in the context of teacher preparation.  

In fact, in many ways the community of practice of secondary education is perhaps even 

more clearly-defined and culturally patterned than the somewhat more generalized notion 

of an academic community of practice that guides this study.  By organizing content in 

teacher preparation courses around enduring questions such as “What does it mean to be 

a good reader/writer?,” “What does it mean to be literate?,” and “How do texts act on the 

world?”, teacher education students would be given opportunities to enact reciprocal 
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roles in the classroom as they work with varied sources of data to adopt, refine, and 

revise clear positions in response to these questions.  Through such participation, they 

could find opportunities to develop in both their changing relationships with the tools that 

mediate their practice—classroom texts and materials, instructional activities, curricular 

guides, learning standards, etc.—as well as in their conceptual orientations toward 

activities such as reading, writing, and speaking.  Through an inquiry-driven approach, 

they find opportunities to apprentice into the community of practice through both making 

visible their own assumptions about teaching and learning, and working inferentially 

from data in order to establish clear, generative principles to guide their own instructional 

design choices.  Such an approach helps to bridge the putative division between theory 

and practice as it plays out in the courses through which we try to prepare teachers. 

 Secondly, establishing argumentative reasoning as a basis for participation in the 

classroom is also a viable way to approach methods and literacy across the content areas 

courses.  Given that socio-cultural scholars have problematized the notion of “best 

practices” as it is often employed in teacher education courses because of the isomorphic 

view of student learning it assumes (Smagorinsky, 2011), argumentative reasoning 

invites a shift in the classroom discourse away from a teacher-led, “This is what you 

should do” kind of discourse and into a student-led, “What should you do, when should 

you do it, and why should you do it?” kind of discourse.  The materials, or data, by which 

students can investigate and develop responses to the questions can include student-

created instructional materials, lending a design-based dimension to the goals and 

outcomes of the course.  Undoubtedly, having to design the instructional materials for 

this intervention forced me to think carefully about every aspect of their design and to 
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situate my design choices within the framework that guided the study.  Such experience 

would surely be valuable to a teacher education student, especially one who has had little 

experience in designing custom materials for the classroom.  Student teachers and in-

service teachers can benefit greatly from the immediate feedback they will receive when 

they test out their materials in their classrooms.  In my experience as a department 

chairperson and an observer of student teachers, evaluations tend to focus on classroom 

procedures, management, and overall lesson structure.  A closer focus on the design of 

activities and their role in facilitating a clear, developmental trajectory for students could 

be a useful addition to field-based learning experiences.  

 Thirdly, findings from this study evoke important implications for the preparation 

of teachers of reading and writing, whether they be language arts teachers or teachers of 

other subjects in the context of a literacy across the content areas course.  Designing 

instructional tools to aid students in developing a strong conceptual orientation toward 

written texts should be a subtext to any instruction that involves reading and writing.  It is 

simply not enough to give students things to read and write; they must have opportunities 

to engage written texts authentically, with a clear mindfulness toward the different ways 

that different types of texts act upon the world.  This belief reflects a principle in the 

design of this intervention: teaching reading does not mean teaching texts, but putting 

texts into meaningful, ongoing conversations with both students own lives as well as the 

broader issues in the world.  Without such authentic engagement and attention to genre-

based demands of particular texts, students are less likely to benefit from their encounters 

with texts in the classroom insofar as they will lead to the development of valid 

conceptual orientations toward the nature of written texts. 
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 In recent years, preparing teachers to teach reading and writing has become a 

prerequisite toward professional certification in all secondary content areas.  Semantic 

differential scales are a useful instructional tool to present to students in a literacy in the 

content areas course because they are both flexible and heuristically-valid.  By 

strategically defining the ends of a scale with respect to particular types of texts and data 

for the classroom, responding to the scale can aid students in their readings of many 

different types of texts, including non-traditional and multimodal texts that appear 

commonly in science and math courses.  Furthermore, they will invite a shift away from 

transmission-based, content-centered approaches to instruction that sometimes dominate 

in science, math, and social studies courses.  Having students respond to scales invokes 

discourse rather than surface-level comprehension.  Scales give students an easy way into 

reading even the more complex and challenging texts they may encounter in the 

classroom.  Findings from this study show that responding to scales both invited 

reciprocity in students’ writing and facilitated their understandings of the texts they were 

reading, as evidenced in the changing nature of the claims they established over the 

course of the year.  Because a carefully-designed scale allows for a range of possible 

responses, reading for class becomes less a matter of getting the correct answer and more 

a collaborative effort to work out understandings and make them publicly accountable to 

the discourse of the classroom.   

 In sum, this study has implications for teacher education both in terms of how 

teacher education courses can be designed as well as in terms of useful tools for the 

classroom that can be utilized in such courses.  Teacher education students, like many 

students, are also engaging in a process of acculturation into a community of practice.  
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Even those who have been in the field and have returned to pursue graduate level 

coursework are, to some extent, involved in an effort to change the nature of their 

participation within the community of practice.  This study suggests a few ways to 

approach instruction in a matter that is mindful of the role of classroom activity as a 

mediational means that fosters development toward full participation. 

Reflections of an emerging researcher 

 In this final section, I will discuss my experiences as an emerging researcher and 

reflect on aspects of the design and implementation of this study that I felt were 

successful while also indicating areas for improvement.  Designing an analysis of the 

findings of an intervention program involves five primary concerns: (1) What do I 

collect?, (2) From whom do I collect it?, (3) What do I code?, (4) How do I code it?, and 

(5) What does it all tell me?  I will address each of these concerns. 

 The corpus of data for this study involved an integrated data set that included a 

standardized measurement administered at three different time points, a large corpus of 

student writing, and a series of interviews with key informants.  Overall, this combination 

of data proved to be comprehensive, allowing for a more robust portrait of student 

development than any single data alone would have provided.   

The writing placement exam was a useful index of students’ long-term 

development because it is an authentic instrument that indexes students in a clear and 

explicit way.  Performance on the writing placement exam has very immediate and 

potentially significant consequences.  It aligns with the literature on college readiness 

which points toward the role of writing placement in predicting college persistence and 

degree completion.  Moreover, the instrument itself is designed to evaluate students’ 
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argumentative reasoning as well as their habits as academic writers, so it is closely 

aligned with the curricular basis of the instructional program.  However, one important 

way in which it sets itself apart from the regular classroom activity is in the 

decontextualized nature of the writing prompt.  Throughout each unit, students had many 

opportunities to develop conceptual knowledge around the topics that guided each unit.  

As a result, they came into the final, extended essays for each unit armed with things to 

write about.  For the placement tests, this was not the case.  Students had only a day or 

two to read and prepare for the prompts and they had to rely on their prior schematic 

understandings and their strategies for generating data in the context of a 

decontextualized prompt.  While the writing placement prompt reflects the actuality of 

standardized writing measures in this regard, it is also somewhat in opposition with the 

inquiry-based structure of the intervention program.  While I would not necessarily 

change the role of the placement exam as an index of long-term development, I would 

supplement it with a second instrument that is similarly designed but with prompts that 

are consistent with the content of each unit.  Finally, with respect to the writing 

placement exam, I think that two administrations in September and March would have 

been sufficient.  Given the difficulties that surrounded the May administration, as well as 

the extent to which the results from the May administration were not as useful as the 

results from the March administration, the third test seems unnecessary for the purposes 

of indexing long-term development. 

Students’ writing featured prominently in this analysis and there is no doubt that 

without a complete archive of all of the written tasks students completed throughout the 

year, the analysis would have been less robust.  By limiting the analysis to certain written 
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artifacts at the expense of others, it would have been much more difficult to develop a 

rich account of how the day to day activity of the classroom mediated students’ 

acculturation into the social language of college.  Although there were some difficulties 

with data collection due to the erratic attendance and inconsistencies across students’ 

portfolios, negotiating these obstacles was well worth the cost.  The developmental terms 

that guide the instructional approach demand that analysis attends to as much of the 

written work as possible, and collecting all of the work is a design decision that I would 

undoubtedly carry forward into future intervention studies. 

Interviews with key informants proved useful as a way to supplement findings 

from the analysis of student writing.  By employing a consistent interview protocol I was 

able to assure that students’ accounts of their writing strategies aligned closely with the 

developmental terms of the writing analysis.  The stimulated-recall protocols also boasted 

a careful balance between structure and open-endedness so as to allow conversations to 

diverge into unanticipated directions at time, while also having a set of milestone 

questions to return to.  Analysis of the interview transcripts proved difficult because, 

given the way that the different forms of data were positioned as layers of a broader 

developmental portrait, I had to code the interviews in response to emergent patterns 

illuminated through the writing analysis.  This process added a considerable amount of 

rigor to the coding process, and it significantly impacted the amount of time I needed to 

complete the analysis.  In the end, interviews did not feature as prominently in the report 

of findings as I originally assumed they would, and they did not provide as stable an 

account of students’ development over time as I would have liked, but the clear 

connections that arose between what was seen in students’ writing and how they talked 
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about the writing were useful in both categorizing aspects of students’ development and 

reporting those categories in a way that was multidimensional.   

Selection of key informants was also a critical design choice.  Two principles of 

selection guided the decision: gender and academic performance.  Ultimately, gender 

proved to be an insignificant factor.  Given that a wealth of research convinced me to 

suspect that gender would be a factor, this insignificance is interesting in itself.  The same 

is true for academic performance.  Only one of the key informants, Deena, who was 

selected as a high-performing participation, produced a portfolio of writing that differed 

substantially from the overall trends in the artifact data.  Even then, Deena was still 

consistent with the other students in her performances on the placement exams and in her 

verbal articulations of her writing strategies.  All in all, academic performance also 

proved to be an insignificant difference.  Other factors that were not taken into 

consideration in the selection of key informants may have had a more substantial impact.  

Attendance patterns, for example, may have been a useful criteria for selection of key 

informants.  It is also possible that a series of short, preliminary interviews with all 

students at the beginning of the year may have yielded other useful criteria for selection 

of key informants, such as differentiating among those students with very explicit 

academic goals, or differentiating among students based on their confidence and self-

assessment of reading and writing ability.  Nevertheless, the sample of key informants 

proved successful insofar as it yielded a consistent portrait of development that could 

reasonably be applied to the work of the students who were not included in the artifact 

analysis and interviews.  The goal of purposeful sampling is to generate a miniature 
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composite that reasonably represents the larger whole, and in this respect selection of key 

informants was successful. 

Utterances proved to be an appropriate and evocative unit of analysis for a 

number of reasons.  Firstly, an utterance is a unit of language that focuses on the 

communicative potential of words rather than there internal linguistic features.  An 

utterance includes the echoes of previous utterances to which it answers as well as its 

potential to be answered by subsequent utterances.  The multidimensional nature of 

utterances was key to the analysis of student writing, and it allowed for a more 

comprehensive portrait of development than stable linguistic features alone would have 

allowed.  Secondly, an utterance is generally a small unit.  Because it is a small unit, it 

equalized written artifacts of varying lengths that reflected responses to many different 

kinds of tasks.  Segmenting utterances demanded that I did so with respect to the tasks 

that preceded the generation of the utterance, and in this way the utterance reflected the 

interplay of the immediate context and the ways students responded to that environment.  

Unlike grammatically-bound units, utterances do not carry with them an inherent 

evaluative quality.  There is no such thing as good or bad, successful or unsuccessful 

utterance expect with respect to the living activity in which the utterance was carried out.  

Thirdly, by generating a large number of codes, utterances allowed me to avoid the risks 

of unintentional confirmation bias in my coding while also contributing to my 

opportunities to benefit from disconfirming data.  The relationship between the context 

and index scales exemplifies this benefit.  As a teacher in the classroom, I was seeing 

students’ work primarily on the context level, whereas the outside readers of their 

placement essays were seeing it primarily on the index level.  As the previous chapter 
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demonstrates, this relationship was to key understanding the aspects of development 

illuminated through student writing. 

Using the utterance as my unit of analysis, however, did have a couple of 

downsides.  Since they are not grammatically bound, determining where to finalize each 

utterance added an additional layer of activity to the analysis.  This was both 

intellectually demanding and time-consuming.  Segmenting written work grammatically 

would have been more efficient but far less useful in the long run.  Selecting utterances as 

a unit of analysis also added a layer of complexity to the demands of establishing 

interrater reliability and generating clear decision rules for each code.  In order to train 

the colleague who co-coded data with me, I had to give a clear account of the context 

surrounding each written artifact.  This led to increased disagreement between us in the 

early stages of the coding, and it also made the process of co-coding 10% of the writing 

data much more time-consuming.   

The semantic differential scales I designed to code the students’ writing were 

highly effective as a lens into student development.  By defining each scale with respect 

to both the theoretical nature of utterances, as well as the ways in which previous 

research has explored the context, index, and intertext dimension, the scales contributed 

to a rich, multifaceted account of student development as illuminated through textual 

analysis.  Scales lend a careful blend of symmetry and interanimating dialogue among the 

different dimensions upon which student writing mediates development toward mastery 

of specific tasks and forms of participation.  Taken individually, each scale illuminates 

clearly defined aspects of development.  When combined into patterned relationships, not 

only do new aspects of development emerge, but greater depth and detail is added to 



200 

 

further explicate the patterns of development in student writing.  I have had success with 

scales as a methodological tool in previous research (Imbrenda, 2016) and this study 

further reinforces their efficacy as a lens into student writing that has implications for 

both research and practice.  There is a dearth of scholarship focused on providing 

teachers and researchers with powerful ways to read student writing that look beyond 

formal qualities of their finished products, or the extent to which their written products 

evidence decontextualized criteria for success.  Scales as a methodological tool show 

great potential to enrich the discourse around the question of how to read student writing 

as evidence of development. 

A final consideration involves the relationships among different kinds of findings 

and the coherent dialogue that emerges among them.  Mixed methods research is 

especially demanding in this regard, as researchers have to make a clear effort to 

reconcile paradigmatic differences in the uptake and generalizability of quantitative, 

mixed, and qualitative findings.  This study demonstrates a clear and consistent dialogue 

in that regard.  Quantitative findings index long-term development but they provide only 

a snapshot of that development: a single artifact produced at a single point in time.  

Mixed method findings—namely, the numerical distribution of codes across the entire 

corpus of writing—further illuminate the underlying patterns that help to explain the 

quantitative findings and indicate areas for further investigation.  Qualitative analysis 

adds depth and detail to those patterns to make them concrete and applicable to classroom 

practice.  Without all three layers of findings and the harmony among them, the results of 

this analysis would have been considerably less evocative.   
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While I have discussed in detail the methodological decisions I made in order to 

analyze the impacts of the intervention, it is also worth mentioning a few obstacles I 

encountered that speak to the difficulty of implementing classroom interventions in 

general.  In order to acclimate the cooperating teachers to the instructional approach, I 

provided them with 25 hours of training during the summer prior to the commencement 

of the program.  However, given that, as I described in Chapter 3, the nature of the 

instruction differed considerably from the typical approach to language arts in the school, 

the teachers had difficulty understanding and delivering the curriculum.  They expressed 

concerns about the absence of literature and direct instruction in grammar.  As a result, 

fidelity of the instruction was, at times, inconsistent on the days when I was not present in 

the classroom.  Similarly, responding to and providing feedback on the students’ written 

work was a unique challenge for the teachers, and this may have contributed to some of 

the struggles evidenced in the students’ writing.  All in all, this study has implications for 

student learning but it also carries implications for teacher education, as the steps 

necessary to adequately train and prepare teachers to independently initiate the 

instructional program are more complex and ill-defined that I anticipated.   

Where do I go from here? 

 My immediate next step in pursing this line of research involves preparing articles 

for publication based on the findings of this study.  In order to achieve both depth and 

breadth in the reporting of significant findings as well as the range of audiences who may 

be interested in the work, I plan to organize articles along three dimensions: empirical, 

practitioner-based, and theoretical.   
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 An empirical report will offer a concise account of the entire study, highlighting 

the significance and effect sizes of the changes to students’ performances on the writing 

placement exams, as well as the extent to which qualitative analysis elaborates and adds 

detail to the aspects of development that undergird the scores on the exams.  Such a 

report could be of interest to both researchers who are interested in designing college 

preparatory intervention programs for secondary classrooms, as well as those invested in 

policy and curricular reform.  A practitioner-based article will highlight the role of the 

overall instructional design and the extent to which it afforded students opportunities to 

engage reciprocally with the classroom setting and enact terms appropriate for 

development toward full participation.  Such a discussion could be of interest to teachers 

who are considering inquiry-based approaches to literacy instruction in their classrooms, 

as well as those who favor active, student-centered classroom environments.  

Illuminating the role of enduring questions and daily encounters with varied forms of 

data in providing students with a robust context to engage in academic practices can 

potentially offer teachers concrete principles to guide the design and sequence of 

instruction in their own classrooms.  Finally, a third article will foreground the theoretical 

implications of the study, particularly the nature of concept development as it manifested 

in students’ conceptual orientation toward written texts.  Such an account serves to refine 

and extend Vygotsky’s (1987a) theory while also demonstrating how the theory plays out 

in a specific setting.  Furthermore, the implications of concept development, in a broader 

sense, have practical and immediate importance to both research and instruction that is 

concerned with students’ academic reasoning, argumentative writing, and the ways that 

texts are positioned as mediational means in classrooms.   
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 My second immediate goal is to complete data collection for the second year of 

the program currently in progress.  Once complete, I can begin to compare the results of 

the first and second years with respect to students’ scores on the placement exams as well 

as the aspects of their development illuminated through qualitative analysis of their 

writing.  In doing so, I hope to be able to more closely link development to specific 

aspects of the instruction, particularly with respect to the changes in the design of 

instructional materials that stemmed from insights gained from the first year.  I also want 

to pursue a close examination of the full corpus of writing and interview data I will have 

collected from those key informants with whom I have worked with for two consecutive 

years.  Not only can such an examination give further depth to the instructional impact of 

the program, it can also glean important practical insights about the efficacy of the 

intervention as a one-year or two-year program.   

 In the scope of my longer term goals, I want to continue to develop a robust, 

theoretically-valid apparatus through which teachers and researchers can examine student 

writing as a developmental artifact.  I have found a dearth of research regarding response 

to student writing.  Examinations of student-writing tend to be product-centered and 

driven by a concern for stable linguistic and rhetorical features.  While such research is 

valuable, it is not as useful for teachers and researchers who are concerned with 

development over time.  By inciting a shift away from the treatment of student writing as 

a largely technical matter involving editorial evaluations of the texts themselves, teachers 

can establish principles to guide the design of developmentally-useful writing tasks.  

Similarly, researchers can approach student writing with a set of flexible tools that allow 

for students’ written work to be understood with respect to both the immediate 
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circumstances surrounding its creation, as well as the broader social patterns that shape 

the expectations for what counts as an effective piece of writing. 

 Lastly, I want to continue to pursue my fascination with the developmental 

changes people undergo as they transition into new communities of practice.  This topic 

is of such great interest to me that I conducted a self-study of my own transition into the 

role of an educational researcher (Imbrenda, 2016).  Coming to understand learning as 

apprenticeship into a community of practice was transformational to me on many levels: 

it helped me to make sense of my own educational experiences, and it helped me to 

develop a principled orientation toward the experiences my students were going through 

as they struggled to acculturate into the distinct social language of academic life.  

Through my own research and my work with preservice teachers, graduate students, and 

practicing professionals, I hope to glean deeper insights into how learners develop in their 

orientations toward the tools and signs that mediate participation in such communities.  I 

believe this work can contribute to foundational changes in both research and 

pedagogical approaches to classroom life.  

 On a final note, I want to end with a note of appreciation for the undeniable power 

this experience has had one me as an educator, an emerging researcher, a professional 

colleague, and a conscientious participant in the communities that shape and are shaped 

by research such as the present study.  Returning again to “East Coker,” the poem that 

marks the starting place for this investigation, Eliot ends with the words, “In my end is 

my beginning.”  In doing so, he acknowledges that the completion of the written work 

does not stabilize and fortify the ideas contained therein.  Rather, it simply molds them 

into a new form, one that is reflective of the same struggle that inspired them in the first 
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place, only now they are more closely shaped and patterned into a form that defies the 

idiosyncratic needs of the individual and renders them accessible to the social 

communities that may wish to receive and further refine and reflect on them.  The end of 

this work is still but the beginning for me, and I look forward to the opportunities the 

future will provide me to continue my quest to tame what is ultimately untamable in the 

ongoing struggle to use words. 
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE INSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS 

Simulated Scenarios #1: What does it really mean to be smart? 

 

Please read each of the following little stories and assess how smart you think the main 

(underlined) character is.  Put a 1 next to the story that features the character who, in your 

opinion, is the smartest, a 2 next to the story that features the character who, in your 

opinion, is the second smartest, and so on.  Be prepared to defend you answers both to a 

small group and to the whole class. 

  

____1.  Jasmine was one of those students for whom school was easy.  Not that she 

didn’t work hard; she did.  It’s just that her hard work was always rewarded.  She got 

straight A’s and even won a scholarship to Temple.  But it wasn’t just that.  She also got 

along with everybody.  Students liked and looked up to her.  Teachers loved her, not just 

because of her success in their classes but also because she managed to show respect for 

them and still treat them as human beings.  She knew their kids’ names and their out-of-

school interests and would often stop by after school to visit with them.  But outside 

school it was a different story.  She was always losing things, even her house key on 

more than one occasion.  But what was worse she just had no sense on the streets.  

Anybody who had any kind of scam could get over on her. She was always giving away 

her money to people with any kind of sob story.  She could get lost in her own 

neighborhood.  There are some places a young women shouldn’t be going by herself, but 

she didn’t seem to understand that no matter how often her mother and grandmother 

talked to her about it.  Jasmine worried them sick.  If she had a nickel for every time 

someone began a sentence “For someone who’s supposed to be so smart…” she’d be a 

rich woman. 

 

_____2.  Khalil wanted to be known as the smartest rapper ever.  He wanted his rhymes 

to be about ideas, social movements, and politics.  Whenever he wasn’t writing, he was 

reading.  He read the New York Times every day and could often be seen carrying around 

a biography of one of his heroes like Nelson Mandela or Malcolm X or an article about 

his musical idols like Grandmaster Flash, one of rap’s first big icons.  He spent so much 

time reading, writing lyrics, and working on beats, that he wasn’t doing so well in school.  

Once in a while, a topic would come up in English or history class and he’d really show 

his knowledge.  Often he knew lots more than the teacher did.  But he didn’t have time 

for most of the day-to-day stuff and so he was barely passing.  His classmates thought it 

was cool when he could dominate a teacher in conversation, but it sure got a little tiring 

to hear him go off all the time about how the popular rap they were listening to was no 

good or to hear him lecture them about how they needed to be more politically conscious.  

He thought he was all that, but some of the other kids didn’t agree.  Sure, his rhymes 

were great, but his beats were terrible. 
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_____3.  Ever since she was 10, Amina had been making good money selling bootleg 

CDs.  Mostly she just downloaded stuff illegally and copied it to disks.  A friend of her 

dad’s was an artist who could make good copies of covers, so her stuff looked really 

professional.  Amina was especially good at figuring out who the next big thing would be 

and scouring the internet to find high quality tracks and getting them out there before the 

market was saturated.  You should have seen her at street fairs and flea markets.  She 

could figure out volume discounts in her head when she sold to store owners.  She could 

talk people into buying a disk they didn’t even know they wanted.  People were amazed 

that such a little kid could do so much.  But lately Amina’s business had been slowing 

down.  More and more people were using their phones to play music and fewer and fewer 

people wanted to be bogged down with disks.  Her dad said she needed to think about 

branching out.  He said that she had such a good head for business that she could be 

successful selling something else.  But Amina said no.  She figured that disks will always 

be at least somewhat in demand.  And everyone agreed that she was the best kid around 

working in that business.  Why tamper with success, Amina thought. 

 

_____4.  Terrence was the kind of kid who seemed to know everybody and for whom 

everyone seemed to have a kind word.  Athletes liked him.  The nerdy kids liked him.  So 

did the artists and musicians.  Freshman liked him and he was equally popular with the 

seniors.  He just had a way about him.  Plus, he really listened to people and understood 

them.  Because he was such a good listener, he was able to connect people in surprising 

ways.  Like the time the dance crew was looking for some original music and he hooked 

them up with a rapper whose work was just perfect.  Or the time the robotics team needed 

somebody who knew about hydraulics and he put them in touch with a kid who was a 

whiz at car repair.  One time he heard that a senior wanted to go to Temple and he 

connected him with someone from his church who was an alumnus.  In fact, some people 

called Terrence “The Connector.”  He liked the name.  You couldn’t find a kid in school 

more popular than Terrence.  But you could find lots of kids more successful, grade-wise 

anyway.  Terrence would rather be having a conversation than doing work on his own.  

He was always great on projects, but he slacked off on his individual work.  Lots of 

people said he had great things in store for himself once he graduated.  But Terrence 

wasn’t always sure that he’d make it through. 

 

 

Writing Portfolio 

Complete the following sentence frame: 

 

While conventional wisdom holds that being smart means ___________________, I have 

a different view.  I argue that being smart actually means _________________.  I say this 

because _________________________. 
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Semantic Differential Scales #1: What does it really mean to be smart? 

 

DIRECTIONS:  The following excerpt presents a specific position on intelligence.  In 

class we talked about how we understand an author’s position through four levels: (1) 

SPECIFY the position, (2) infer the RELATIONSHIP to the reader, (3) GENERALIZE 

the overall argument, and (4) RESPOND based on your own position.  As you read, 

respond by marking the scales.  Then, in your Writing Portfolio, indicate What makes 

you say so? and So what? for each scale: 

 

 

 

Excerpt 

from From The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life by Richard 

J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray 

 

Despite the forbidding air that envelops the topic, ethnic differences in cognitive 

ability are neither surprising nor in doubt. Large human populations differ in many ways, 

both cultural and biological. It is not surprising that they might differ at kart slightly in 

their cognitive characteristics. That they do is confirmed by the data on ethnic differences 

in cognitive ability from around the world. One message of this chapter is that such 

differences are real and have consequences. Another is that the facts are not as alarming 

as many people seem to fear. 

 

 

 
Completely genetic       Not at all genetic 

 

East Asians (e.g., Chinese, Japanese), whether in America or in Asia, typically 

earn higher scores on intelligence and achievement tests than white Americans. The 

precise size of their advantage is unclear; estimates range from just a few to ten points. A 

more certain difference between the races is that East Asians have higher nonverbal 

intelligence than whites while being equal, or perhaps slightly lower, in verbal 

intelligence. 

The difference in test scores between African-Americans and European-

Americans as measured in dozens of reputable studies has converged on approximately a 

one standard deviation difference for several decades. Translated into centiles, this means 

that the average white person tests higher than about 84 percent of the population of 

blacks and that the average black person tests higher than about 16 percent of the 

population of whites. The average black and white differ in IQ at every level of 

socioeconomic status (SES), but they differ more at high levels of SES than at low levels. 

Attempts to explain the difference in terms of test bins have failed. The tests have 

approximately equal predictive force for whites and blacks. 

 

What makes you say so?:  Specific details from the text itself 

So what?: A more general stance on how those details relate to the scale 

Scale A:  The authors will argue that the roots of intelligence are 
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Completely measurable      Not measurable 

 

In the past few decades, the gap between blacks and whites narrowed by perhaps 

three IQ points. The narrowing appears to have been mainly caused by a shrinking 

number of very low scores in the black population rather than an increasing number of 

high scores. Improvements in the economic circumstances of blacks, in the quality of the 

schools they attend, in better public health, and perhaps also diminishing racism may be 

narrowing the gap. 

The debate about whether and how much genes and environment have to do with 

ethnic differences remains unresolved. The universality of the contrast in nonverbal and 

verbal skills between East Asians and European whites suggests, without quite proving, 

genetic roots. Another line of evidence pointing toward a genetic factor in cognitive 

ethnic differences is that blacks and whites differ most on the tests that are the best 

measures of g, or general intelligence. 

On the other hand, the scores on even highly g-loaded tests can be influenced to 

some extent by changing environmental factors over the course of a decade or less. 

Beyond that, some social scientists have challenged the premise that intelligence tests 

have the same meaning for people who live in different cultural settings or whose 

forebears had very different histories. 

 

 
Many different factors      Only a few factors 

 

Nothing seems more fearsome to many commentators than the possibility that 

ethnic and race differences have any genetic component at all. This belief is a 

fundamental error. Even if the differences between races were entirely genetic (which 

they surely are not), it should make no practical difference in how individuals deal with 

each other. The real danger is that the elite wisdom on ethnic differences-that such 

differences cannot exist--will shift to opposite and equally unjustified extremes. Open 

and informed discussion is the one certain way to protect society from the dangers of one 

extreme view or the other. 

 

 

 
Not convincing       Very convincing 

 

Scale B:  The authors anticipate a reader who believes that intelligence is 

Scale C:  The authors believe that intelligence is the result of 

Scale D:  Overall, the argument set forth in this passage is 
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Writing Portfolio 
 

Complete the following sentence frame: 

 

If _______________, the authors of ______________, are correct, then we must believe 

that intelligence is primarily the result of ______________.  I [agree/disagree] with this 

position because _______________________. 
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APPENDIX B 

WRITING PLACEMENT EXAM PROMPTS 

Directions:  Each of the topics below quotes a writer’s position on some issue. Choose 

one of the two topics. In an organized essay of about 350 words, (1) explain in your own 

words what the writer is saying AND (2) take a position on the writer’s argument. (Issues 

you might wish to address include: Do you agree or disagree totally with the writer’s 

opinion or only to a certain extent? Is the evidence used to support the writer’s argument 

convincing or weak? If weak, can you offer a better argument? Can you cite a personal 

experience that either supports or undermines what the writer has said?) As you write 

your essay, you should periodically refer to statements in the passage you are discussing. 

However, everything you write should be in your own words except, perhaps, for a 

phrase or two from the passage that you may wish to quote. 

A1  At no point in history has it been this easy to destroy your entire life so quickly in 

such few words. As the recent saga of InterActiveCorp PR Executive Justine Sacco 

showed, if you end up on the wrong side of public opinion on the internet, your 

reputation will be thoroughly destroyed... and you may not even have a chance to respond 

until its already over. What happened is quite simple: a PR executive at a large 

technology company tweeted something racist before boarding a long flight. Her 

comment went ignored until it was posted on Valleywag. From there, it was picked up by 

all the major tech blogs, and within a few hours, there were detailed pieces on The New 

York Times and CNN websites explaining her behavior and her employer's shocked 

response. However, it didn't end there — because she was mid-air and unable to respond 

the entire time, the story drew hordes of people who marveled at the circumstances, 
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stupidity, and irony of her situation. When she finally did land and turn on her phone, she 

was informed of her new reality: she was a trending target. She received tens of 

thousands of angry tweets while being condemned by major media outlets. And of 

course, she was fired from her job. It's easy not to feel sorry for someone who went out of 

her way to create such a scandal. Sacco quickly apologized, but nobody seemed to care 

much. We were outraged, then we laughed; everyone watched joyfully as her life fell 

apart in a few hours. But in reality, she was just a passing thought to us. Most people 

won't remember her name in a few weeks even though her undoing will be cataloged on 

Google forever. It may appear that a type of justice has been served, yet we should not 

rejoice in what has happened here. The Sacco episode is a chilling example of how 

people can be treated when the public finds their predicament to be amusing. Shaming 

and criticism on the internet is nothing new; but the intensity of internet "mobs" and the 

severity of collective punishment is taking a disturbing direction. Sacco's comment was 

terrible and indefensible, but there is no shortage of offensive things said frequently in 

public across the internet. Just as we've enjoyed watching the lives of celebrities and 

politicians rise and fall, we now extend the same courtesy to internet micro-celebrities, 

whether they want the attention or not. We've "democratized" witch-hunts; paparazzi are 

nothing compared to the digitally-empowered righteous mob. The next Sacco might not 

be such a clear case and instead of pointing and laughing now, we'd be better served by 

recognizing the true motivation of most “indignant” internet mobs. The dark reality is 

that the Sacco case wasn't really about fairness — it was about entertainment. 

Adapted from an article by Tarun Wadhwa 
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A2  In an effort to boost graduation rates, President Obama proposed in his State of the 

Union Address that every state require students to stay in school until they turn 18.  

Certainly few would argue with the attractiveness of this plan.  If America is to be 

globally competitive, it must have a high performing, highly trained, highly-

technologically prepared workforce and this requires, at minimum, a high school 

diploma.  Indeed, supporters of raising the dropout age argue that the lower age limits - 

like 16 or 17 - are out of date, throwbacks to an era when someone with no high school 

degree could actually earn a living wage.  Others suggest that 18 is a more reasonable age 

for young people to make such a life-altering decision as dropping out of school, adding 

that the requirement to remain in school might motivate these teenagers to finish their 

degrees.  However, simply mandating that that young people remain in school without 

addressing the causes of their leaving will accomplish little.  A recent report issued by the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation indicated that some of the primary reasons that teens 

leave school is because they are bored or because they feel that the curriculum has no 

relevance in the real world.  The report also found that students often dropout because of 

teenage pregnancy or because they are trying to meet their family's financial obligations.  

How will holding students where they do not want to be until age 18 lessen these 

problems?  The fact of the matter is that kids who aren't interested in school at 16 won't 

be more interested at 17 or 18.  How much of a school district's precious and limited 

resources should teachers and administrators expend to compel the attendance of older 

teens?  It may sound harsh to suggest that should society should effectively give up on 

young dropouts and not expend the resources it would take to address these kids' true 

needs and keep them in school.  But during this recession, schools must not squander 
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their limited resources trying to fix social problems and focus instead on kids who want 

to be there.  An increased dropout age will raise costs, including more classrooms, 

additional teachers, and extra support personnel.  Finally, there is the uncalculated cost of 

enforcing the law.  Public schools, especially these days, have much to do and not enough 

resources with which to do it.  Adding another ill-advised mandate will only make a bad 

situation worse. 

Adapted from an essay by Franklin Shargel 

B1  Audiences are flocking to Disney’s latest animated film, Frozen, which features a 

somewhat subversive plot: the story focuses on the relationship between two sisters and 

turns Prince Charming into The Villain. Some parents have voiced concerns that the plot 

twist—finding out that the person who’s won you over is, in fact, rotten to the core—is 

too scary for younger children who need a more clearly defined hero-versus-villain trope. 

Even so, critics have praised the film’s attempt to counter the barrage of helpless 

princesses and happily-ever-after marriages that have been the staple of animated 

fairytales for decades. But there’s another argument to be made against Frozen’s villain, 

and it has to do with the implicit notion that there was something wrong with the Prince 

Charming fantasy in the first place. The assumption is that providing girls with idealized 

images of romance and romantic partners is inherently bad for them. But was Prince 

Charming himself ever really bad? There’s a counter-argument to be made that he merely 

provided a safe object of desire for young girls, many of whom have amorous desires but 

are immature and unready to deal with sexual relationships. In this light, Prince 

Charming is a harmless romantic idol who can help usher girls into adulthood, in the 

same category as boy bands and teen actors. Furthermore, it's insulting to assume that 
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girls can't separate fantasy from reality. Most people don’t assume boys will try to leap 

tall buildings in a single bound by watching Superman, so why don’t parents or other 

adults think girls can maintain the same cognitive dissonance? What the Prince Charming 

fantasy does is encourage girls to aim for good guys. It is aspirational, the way superhero 

films encourage boys to emulate honor and honesty. Unfortunately, though, it has 

become all too common in our culture to shame girls for their fantasies. Much of the 

vitriol aimed at boy bands, romantic comedies, and Twilight is precisely because girls 

enjoy them. If it is assumed to be a “girl” priority, popular wisdom seems to imply, then 

it must be silly. But why do “boy” priorities get a pass when they are equally silly? The 

world of superheroes is replete with ridiculous dialogue, magical powers, and over-the-

top plots, yet comic books and films based on comic books are annually treated with 

more seriousness and reverence by scholars and critics alike. This is despite the fact that 

the world of superheroes is often heavy on violence and scant on romance. Which is more 

likely to be a relatable experience: falling in love, or killing a supervillain to save the 

planet? “Boy” fantasies frequently have little application to the real world, while “girl” 

fantasies are at least grounded in real-world desires. Ultimately, there is nothing wrong 

with girls (or boys) dreaming of Prince Charming, as long as it’s not the only dream we 

give them. 

Adapted from an article by Akash Nikolas 

B2  Once again, the recent reports on Program for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) scores have unleashed a fresh torrent of educational angst.  According to PISA, 

American kids are mired in mediocrity and the rest of the world is catapulting ahead of 

us. Singapore, Shanghai and South Korea are regularly cited as places that are having us 
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for lunch. But in obsessing over how American students measure against kids in other 

nations, we are weighing our children instead of feeding them. News stories cite the 

importance of an educated workforce in order to maintain or regain our rightful place 

atop the global economy. Politicians suggest that poverty would be eradicated if only our 

schools were more like those in Finland. If we don't fix education — politicians and 

pundits proclaim — we are in for big trouble. News flash: We don't have an education 

problem in America. Charter schools, Common Core, voucher programs, online 

education, Teach for America... none of these initiatives will make a dent in our 

educational malaise, because the assumptions are wrong. As is often the case in our 

"blame the victim" culture, it is generally believed that improving education will cure 

poverty. This invites the inference that poor education created poverty. But it is simply 

not true. Poverty created poor education. It is also asserted that our place in the global 

economy is threatened by the poor quality of American education. But this is also 

backwards. Our place in the global economy threatens education, not the other way 

around. If politicians really want to “fix” education, they will start taking our economic 

concerns seriously. Many folks seem to romanticize the halcyon days of American 

education, often the 1950s or early '60s (before the hippies ruined things), when father 

knew best, children respected their elders and mothers joined the PTA and made yummy 

lunches.  When looking at the experiences of millions of today's American children, the 

only thing that hasn't changed is school. It's still pretty boring, but it's not any better or 

worse than decades ago. But everything else has changed. In the service of economic 

global dominance, we have sacrificed families and schools. According to a recent New 

York Times article, 54 percent of Americans have experienced or will experience at least 
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one year in poverty or near-poverty. Many urban and rural communities are suffering 

from neglect—deteriorating infrastructure, high unemployment, eroded tax base and 

underfunded schools. Despite the Affordable Care Act, tens of millions of Americans 

have no health insurance and inadequate health care. And children in and out of schools 

are highly stressed, in part because of the persistent pressure of high stakes 

accountability. America has a social disease. It is as though we are starving our children 

to death and trying to fix it by investing in more scales so we can weigh them constantly. 

Adapted from an article by Steve Nelson 

C1: Unlike Europe, where more than 90 percent of children begin learning English in 

elementary school, and several countries mandate the teaching of two foreign languages 

in upper secondary school, America has never placed a premium on teaching foreign 

languages.  Less than one-third of American elementary schools offer foreign language 

courses, and less than half of all middle and high school students are enrolled in such 

classes.  While Americans do not appear to value foreign language instruction, most of us 

nonetheless defended the conventional wisdom that offering foreign language courses in 

high schools is advantageous.  We tell high school students that learning another 

language improves cognitive development, enhances academic skills, and encourages a 

sense of the wider world.  In addition, we encourage high school students to study a 

foreign language because it looks good to colleges.  But how much do students actually 

learning in foreign language classes?  There is little evidence that students achieve much.  

Most high school language classes focus almost exclusively on rote memorization, verb 

conjugation, and grammar exercises.  Few students - if any - attain fluency in a foreign 

language from their high school language classes.  Moreover, the idea that students 
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actually learn about other cultures in high school language classes is absurd.  Culture is 

learned through experience and immersion.  Having a "culture day" where Spanish 

students bring enchiladas and tacos to class is farcical.  Whole knowledge of Greek and 

Latin (and to a lesser extent, German and French) may help on the verbal sections of 

standardized tests, a simple class on the origins and history of the English language 

would more effectively teach the same information.  We talk about the importance of 

foreign language learning to our national security, but we don't mean it.  If we need 

speakers of exotic tongues, we import them.  We tell our children that their Spanish or 

Russian or Arabic or Japanese studies are important, but in fact we give them high grades 

for little true progress.  American high schools have demonstrated for decades that they 

simply cannot teach foreign language proficiency to their students.  Cash-strapped school 

districts should eliminate foreign language courses and dedicate the resources to classes 

where students can learn something of value; based on what actually happens in high 

schools, learning a foreign language most often is a waste of time. 

Adapted from an article by Carlos S. Moreno 

C2:  There comes a point in nearly every episode of 16 and Pregnant, the MTV reality 

show, in which the main character’s sweet anticipation about her upcoming birth gives 

way to teary discontent that her teenage boyfriend is not spending as much time on baby 

preparations, work, or Lamaze classes as he is on “hanging with his boys.” It appears that 

such meltdowns have had an effect on viewers. A study from the National Bureau of 

Economic Research argues that the program has reduced the teen birthrate by 5.7 percent 

in the 18 months after it was first introduced, accounting for about a third of the overall 

decline in the birthrate during that time. Although researchers can’t prove that individual 
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teens changed their minds about unprotected sex after watching the show, the study found 

that Internet searches and tweets about birth control and abortion spiked when new 

episodes aired. Such findings have led some critics to praise MTV for offering 

programming that yields real results with important social consequences. Indeed, the 

show and its follow-ups, Teen Mom and Teen Mom 2, do an honest job of depicting the 

gritty side of teen pregnancy, zooming in on the family squabbles, derailed dreams, and 

called-off engagements. But not all of the show’s fans see the downsides of early 

parenthood quite so clearly. A different study, to be published in the journal Mass 

Communication and Society, provides a more dismal look at the programs' impact on 

teens. For the study, the researchers asked 185 high school students about their 

perceptions of reality television and teen pregnancy. Exposure to the shows impacted 

boys and girls equally. Researchers found that shows such as 16 and Pregnant and Teen 

Mom lead their audiences to believe teen parents have “an enviable quality of life, a high 

income and involved fathers.” In fact, heavy viewers of teen mom reality programs were 

more likely to think that teen moms have a lot of time to themselves and can easily find 

child care so that they can go to work or complete high school than were lighter viewers 

of such shows. They were also more likely to believe that teen parents “have affordable 

access to healthcare, finished college, and lived on their own.” In reality, nearly half of 

all teen mothers fail to attain a high school diploma and earn an average of $6,500 

annually over their first 15 years of parenthood. Researchers suggest that 16 and 

Pregnant, the initial show that documents the girls’ pregnancies and births, seemed to 

perform a better public service than the follow-up series, Teen Mom, which has had a 

tendency to glorify their stars, paying them large sums and rocketing them to celebrity-
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magazine fame. Evidently, teenagers find such celebrity status appealing, no matter the 

circumstances. Despite Teen Mom’s enormous popularity, MTV should cancel the 

program. Network executives have a moral obligation not to cash in on the very problem 

their original show was intended to address. 

Adapted from an article by Olga Khazan 
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APPENDIX C 

SEMANTIC DIFFERENTIAL SCALES FOR CODING  

Context Scale 

 

Perfunctory               Reciprocal 

 

Index Scale 

 

Outsider          Insider 

 

Intertext Scale 

 

Unshared          Shared 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 2  3  4  5  

1 2  3  4  5  

1 2  3  4  5  
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APPENDIX D 

SAMPLE PARAGRAPH WITH CODING  

 

I would have to disagree with the parents’ concerns about the movie. [1]  I disagree 

because even though there was a plot twist no one seen coming, it didn’t reveal that 

prince charming was a villain [2] it showed that not everyone is who you think they are. 

[3]  I believe that the moral of the story was that true love can come from anyone even 

family [4] because prince charming isn’t always going to be a prince or even the first 

person you “love.” [5] 

 

[1] Context 3: establishes a broad framework for argument 

Index 2: misreads the prompt by inaccurately summarizing author’s central 

argument 

 Intertext 4: calls upon shared resources by hybridizing language from the prompt 

[2] Context 3: supplies data that does not stipulate to audience needs 

 Index 3: inferences from example; low-cost error 

Intertext 3: calls upon conventional linguistic resources 

[3] Context 3: substitutes warrant for claim 

 Index 4: explicitly warrants reasoning 

 Intertext 3: calls upon conventional linguistic resources 

[4] Context 2: supplies claim that is too aphoristic to be debatable 

 Index 2: reasons deductively without sufficient inferential basis 

 Intertext 3: calls upon conventional linguistic resources 
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[5] Context 2: overgeneralizes the relevance of data 

 Index 2: data does not sufficiently test deductive reasoning 

 Intertext 2: calls upon unexpected linguistic resources. 
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APPENDIX E 

OVERALL DISTRIBUTION OF CODES BY SCALE 

Context Scale 

157 (11%)        323 (24%)       277 (21%)     468 (34%)           143 (10%) 

 

Perfunctory               Reciprocal 

 

Index Scale 

245 (18%)              487 (36%)                  365 (26%)                228 (17%)               43 (3%) 

 

Outsider          Insider 

 

Intertext Scale 

110 (8%)               494 (37%)                  332 (24%)                278 (20%)            154 (11%) 

 

Unshared          Shared 

 

1 2  3  4  5  

1 2  3  4  5  

1 2  3  4  5  


