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ABSTRACT 

The gap between actual and expected use of technology in education prompted an 

exploration of my suspicions that human thoughts, feelings, and experiences with 

technology are central to the problem. While many internal factors influence teachers, 

this study explores the impact Lankshear and Knobel’s mindsets have on teachers’ 

decisions to implement digital technologies in education. Specifically I ask how mindsets 

about knowledge production and technology are mediators of, and mediated by, the 

activity of literacy teaching and learning in homeschooling environments. I reached over 

a hundred homeschooling parents through network sampling and a hundred parents 

submitted a survey designed to place them in one of four quadrants on a grid, assigning 

them a Mindset 1 rating and Mindset 2 rating. I randomly selected volunteers for each 

quadrant. I coded and analyzed nineteen interviews according the elements in the 

Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) heuristic and Lankshear and Knobel’s 

mindsets. Findings indicate that mindsets do mediate technology use in literacy teaching; 

educators with high Mindset 1 (M1) ratings engage in more traditional educational 

methods, using technology for enhancing traditional literacy practices. Educators with 

high Mindset 2 (M2) ratings only implement technology for transformative practices if 

they also hold a low M1 rating. Regarding transformative use of technology (an M2 

outcome), educational institutions must decide whether they want technology to 

transform instructional processes, literacy outcomes, or products or both.  

 Keywords: CHAT, mindsets, technology, literacy, homeschooling 
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CHAPTER 1: MY QUESTION AND HOW I CAME TO IT 

Technology and Me  

As a young child, I put the milk we had delivered to our back door into our icebox. 

Actually, it was an electric refrigerator, but my mother grew up with an icebox, and that’s 

the name we all used. The first television we watched was a big square wooden box with 

black rabbit ears sitting on top. I actually dialed our black telephone, which hung on the 

wall and had a round rotary dial.  

I was in third grade when Alan Sheppard flew into outer space. I remember in 

fourth grade, our teacher brought her television set into school, placed it in front of the 

classroom, and we all sat in our rows of desks and watched history be made in black and 

white as John Glenn was the first man to orbit the earth. In fifth grade, every morning 

when I walked into the classroom, I’d look at the beautiful chalked drawing of a Spanish 

explorer on the left side of the chalkboard and an astronaut on the right. Every boy in my 

class wanted to grow up and become a rocket scientist. When I went to school there were 

very few electronic technologies. Aside from the TV set brought into the classroom in 

fourth grade, we wrote on paper, used crayons, and sharpened pencils with a rotary 

sharpener screwed into the wall. Books were our source of knowledge, but they were not 

abundant.  I learned to read with Dick and Jane, and their little sister Sally. I learned to do 
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research in the World Books, and especially loved the transparent pages that showed the 

different systems of the human body; to me that was cutting edge technology! 

In 1974, my first job was programming computers at Wilmington Trust Company. 

The year I started work, we began transitioning away from writing programs that were 

punched into job control language cards and run through a card reader for the computer 

to process. 

When my children attended school, I would go into the classrooms and help the 

teachers and children use the computers. We played a math game with three cannons 

spread across the bottom of the screen; a math problem appeared and three answers 

dropped from the top of the screen towards the three cannons. You had to use the arrow 

keys to select the cannon you wanted and then hit the space bar to blow the correct 

answer off the screen. I loved that game, as did the students. I taught Basic programming 

in fifth grade to my son and his classmates so they could compete in the state computer 

programming competition. 

In 1997, the first year I taught school, across the hall from my 4th grade classroom 

was a small computer lab. The PCs ran on Disk Operating System (DOS), the first 

widely-installed operating system for personal computers. We used Word Perfect, the 

standard word processor for DOS, before succumbing to the commercial giant Microsoft 
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Word and OS. When I left that school in 2008, we had two large, well-equipped 

computer labs with twenty PCs in each room, interactive white boards were appearing in 

some classrooms, and laptops were available on a large portable cart, where they were 

charged. My classroom was close enough to a portal so that my students could use 

wireless access to the Internet, at least most of the time. 

According to Lankshear and Knobel, recently there have been important global 

changes on a historic scale. These changes are associated with “the development and 

mass uptake of digital electronic technologies” (2006, p. 29) and the evolution of new 

digital literacies. Learning and communicating is forever changed. I can now make phone 

calls, watch TV and movies, research the history of flight, take photographs, compose 

text, read books, practice math, and write computer programs on a small hand-held 

device 4½ by 2½ inches in size. The only thing I can’t do 

with it is refrigerate milk, but I’m sure someone is 

working on an app for that LOL!! 

In the previous paragraph, I had estimated the 4½ 

by 2½ measurement, and decided for accuracy’s 

sake I should get a precise measurement. My first 

Figure 1. Image of Android phone with 

measurements. Early result from a Google search 

of - Proportions of an android phone in inches. 
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thought was to find a ruler. While trying to remember where in my house I might find a 

ruler, I suddenly realized I could just google it. I typed “proportions of an android phone” 

into the search window and one of the first search result included “I found that every 

Android device had one of the following aspect ratios…:4:3, 3:2, 16:10, 5:3, 16:9” and 

decided that wasn’t quite what I wanted. So I expanded my search to “Proportions of an 

android phone in inches”. In that search result Figure 1 appeared. I used a screen capture 

to select it so my readers could actually see the devices and their exact measurements, 

and I inserted it into this document. 

In short, for my entire life I’ve viewed technology as indispensable to learning, 

both in and out of school.  And I’ve been baffled by why other educators don’t share my 

enthusiasm.  Why is it that 73% of schools still prohibit students from using their smart 

phones as learning tools? (Higgins, 2013). When I came to graduate school I explored the 

question of why so many seem so reluctant to integrate technological tools into their 

teaching.  What I found was that the reluctance to use technology was informed by 

beliefs that are nested in and informed by cultural contexts and that Cultural Historical 

Activity Theory (CHAT) provides a powerful lens for examining those contexts.  The 

purpose of this dissertation is to use CHAT to identify the beliefs or mindsets that 

mediate educators’ use of technology and to examine how that technology mediates 
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educators’ understanding of literacy. I use Lankshear and Knobel’s (2006) mindsets 

because I believe they comprise relevant variables that mediate educators’ uses of 

technology to create literacy. Mindset 1 incorporates more traditional ways of thinking 

about literacy and Mindset 2 incorporates newer more transformative ways of viewing 

literacy that ultimately result in the new literacies Lankshear and Knobel discuss in their 

book New Literacies: Everyday Practices and Classroom Learning.  

 I will situate my inquiry in an educational context that receives, in my opinion, 

far too little attention: homeschooling. Situating this study in a homeschooling context 

may provide evidence that would be more difficult to procure in traditional school 

settings. 

How Cultural Historical Analysis became Important to Me and my Research 

While I have always been drawn to technology, I was slow to understand culture. 

In graduate school, my introduction to cultural historical theory caused me to reflect on 

the culture I grew up in. I had been baptized into the Swedenborgian church as an infant. 

The linen gown I wore had been hand embroidered and gifted to me from the wealthiest 

family in town. As a little girl I attended school with children from very rich and very 

poor families; the school was small and private and heavily endowed. When I was old 

enough, I regularly attended the Christmas Sing at Glencairn, the home of Raymond and 
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Mildred Pitcairn. Their granddaughters, all dressed in velvet, carried long wax tapers and 

walked slowly throughout the great hall, lighting candles. Members from the Philadelphia 

orchestra were featured at the Glencairn Sing along with other musicians brought in from 

around the country.  Glencairn was a great stone castle, situated next door to the Bryn 

Athyn Cathedral. The Cathedral was funded primarily by the Pitcairn family, designed by 

Raymond and built by masons brought over from Europe to Bryn Athyn in the early 

nineteen hundreds. My grandfather was the first curator of the church.  

This describes a bit of the social and cultural life I experienced growing up. This 

environment nurtured my faith. It was here that I learned about the Lord, about good and 

truth and love and wisdom. The foundational core of my upbringing was the theological 

writings of Emanuel Swedenborg, an 18th Century mystic, genius, and prolific author. My 

faith was taught to me at home, school, church, and in my community. I learned that the 

Lord was the source of everything. His truth was absolute, and it was my job to read his 

Word, find the truth, and live my life according to it. I loved my faith, I loved my life, 

and until I was about 40, I emphatically believed what I had been taught. Today I’m 

surprised that it took so long for me to critically analyze my set of beliefs, my religious 

mindset. 
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For me, the task of untangling my beliefs was difficult. They were very complex. 

In graduate school I learned about positivist and interpretivist paradigms. A positivist 

might say there’s a truth out there to find and I’m going to find it and prove that it exists. 

I was slightly alarmed to realize that I definitely thought there was a truth out there to be 

found, an absolute set of truths that originated in God, and the alarming part was that I 

was so convinced of that truth that I hadn’t thought to question it. The goal had been to 

learn what the truths were and then figure out how to live according to them. Initially, the 

interpretivist view that one constructed or co-constructed one’s own meaning struck me 

as sacrilegious.  

Cultural historical theory taught there was a dialectical relationship between 

humans and society, and that meaning is made in the interaction between the two. 

Vygotsky contributed the idea that cultural artifacts were used to mediate or manage this 

interaction and facilitate human cognitive growth or development. At a time in my life 

when I was rejecting the divine authority and the absolute truth I had once relied on, the 

study of Vygotsky offered startling new possibilities. As I traveled backwards through 

my life, discovering my personal historical and cultural roots, I was also traveling 

forward, making new meaning for myself.  



 

	  

8	  

My early grasp of Vygotskian theory was very superficial.  It took a while for the 

impact of what he was saying to sink in. Because I had recently shifted away from my 

childhood religion, I was drawn to cultural and evolutionary explanations of the world 

around me, including human development. My previous belief that God created man, that 

God’s providence was the best explanation for the difference between humans and 

animals was hard to loosen, disengage, and push away; it had infiltrated so much of my 

belief system. Cole’s (1996) explanation of Vygotsky’s ideas, that cultural artifacts 

mediate human activity in the world, they are what separate us from animals, and that 

those cultural artifacts actually are the substance of culture itself, captivated my 

imagination, and then my reasoning. 

Not only did Vygotsky’s mediational means fuel a general philosophical mindset 

for me, but also an academic mindset which focused on technology and education. In 

technology, we have a cultural artifact that I think is discretely different from so many 

other human artifacts. I believe that its exponential growth and its unique interactive 

qualities are wreaking a kind of mediational havoc that humans haven’t had to deal with 

before, and CHAT theory will provide an excellent lens through which to view this 

mediation and these artifacts. The next section discusses these artifacts and the following 

section discusses mediation. 
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Digital Technologies and Digital Literacies  

Because I’m interested in technology use, particularly how it mediates literacy, I 

feel it is necessary to distinguish between technology and literacy. Although many 

researchers define both literacy and digital literacy, they rarely make any distinction 

between literacy and technology. This may happen because in some cases they have no 

need to distinguish between a technology and the literacy it mediates. Or it may happen 

because the distinction between them is difficult to draw, such as in blogging or using 

wikis. An actual ‘blog’ is comprised of the written entries as well as the written 

comments. A blogger’s production of entries for a specific blog is what constitutes that 

specific blog, and the blog’s technology and literacy are deeply enmeshed.  A specific 

wiki is comprised of the text contributed by many, and it is the contributed text that 

makes up the wiki. Both blogs and wikis have an online application that allows for their 

creation, but references to a blog or a wiki usually incorporate the site and text together. 

On the other hand, a word processor can produce a multitude of literacies: poems, essays, 

stories, and shopping lists. It is easier to separate the word processor technology from the 

literature it produces. A student may easily read his teacher a poem he wrote and the tool, 

whether word processor or pencil and paper, used to create it can remain invisible. But if 
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he talks about his blog, it is more difficult to separate it from its location online, its 

history of posts, and the comments written in response.   

  There are many definitions of digital literacy.  They can be as simple as Richard 

Lanham’s, that being literate “has extended its semantic reach from meaning ‘the ability 

to read and write’ to now meaning ‘the ability to understand information however 

presented’ (as cited in Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 21).” Lankshear and Knobel (2006) 

give a more detailed definition of digital literacy: “Socially recognized ways of 

generating, communicating, and negotiating meaningful content through the medium of 

encoded texts within contexts of participation in Discourses (or as members of 

Discourses)” (p. 64). This definition succeeds in encompassing a broader spectrum of 

concepts key to understanding current digital literacy; however, it doesn’t provide a 

distinction between technologies and digital literacy.   

Vygotsky doesn’t provide a clear distinction either, but I would like to approach 

my research from his perspective of literacy. His intense interest in thinking and speech 

and how children turn thought into speech, presents a plausible foundation for 

distinguishing between literacy and technology (Vygotsky L. S., 1987). He argues that 

thought is actualized when put into speech: “Speech does not merely serve as the 
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expression of developed thought. Thought is restructured as it is transformed into speech. 

It is not expressed but completed in the word” (Vygotsky L. S., 1987, p. 251).  

Thought becomes meaningful when the thinker expresses it through the social and 

cultural artifact of language: “Thinking depends on speech, on the means of thinking, and 

on the child’s socio-cultural experience…The development of the child’s thinking 

depends on his mastery of the social means of thinking, that is, on his mastery of speech” 

(Vygotsky L. S., 1987, p. 120). Vygotsky defines literacy as a way of thinking that uses 

social speech of language as a way to develop the thoughts. Wells and Chang-Wells’ 

definition of literacy fits with Vygotsky’s focus on language as a cultural artifact: “A 

conception of literacy as a mode of thinking that deliberately makes use of language, 

whether spoken or written, as an instrument for its own development” (as cited in 

Smagorinsky, 2011, p. 242). 

So language, either written or spoken, when being used to develop thought is a 

way to define literacy.  The tools used to mediate the writing and speaking of language 

compliment this process of developing literacy, or developing thinking through language. 

Parents and teachers make available to their children and students those tools that they 

believe will most efficiently facilitate the development of literacy. I will define literacy as 

the artifacts which represent or demonstrate a child’s thinking or knowledge. I will define 
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digital technology primarily as a physical artifact or a tool. Digital technologies include 

both hardware and software: hardware that uses screens for viewing information and 

requires a power source in order to work, and software that is bought or downloaded free 

for use on digital devices as computers, tablets, and smart phones.  

Another technique to help clarify the distinction between technology and digital 

literacy is to focus on the term “generating” in Lankshear and Knobel’s definition. 

“Generating” highlights an emerging theme seen generally in technology research and 

explicitly in Lankshear and Knobel’s mindsets, which deals with producing knowledge. 

Early users of the world-wide-web were seen primarily as consumers; they went to the 

web to acquire products that experts produced and made available on the Internet. 

However, now the question is being asked: “Are new media really enabling young people 

to become producers of media, rather than mere consumers?” (Burn, Buckingham, Parry, 

& Powell, 2010, p. 183), and answered, “It is only since the availability of new media 

technologies that young people’s everyday media participation has so specifically 

involved media production, rather than primarily consumption” (Dezuanni, 2010, p. 127). 

In the rapidly expanding world of technology, users have advanced from being 

primarily consumers of digital products to producers as well. This dialectic relationship 

of consumption and production might be seen as replicating Vygotsky’s dialectical 
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interaction between thought and speech. I like the following definitions to provide 

guidelines in my analysis.  

1. When digital artifacts are used as tools to produce products or consume products 

they are digital technologies.  

2. The digital artifacts or signs being produced or consumed can be viewed as digital 

literacies.  

Mediation 

Mediation is a term Vygotsky used in his theory of human development. In 

chapter two I provide a historical account of his usage of the term and how it came to 

play such a pivotal role in CHAT. Vygotsky was part of the Russian cultural-historical 

school whose essential doctrine was that higher cognitive processes in human beings 

emerged alongside activity, behavioral activity that Cole (1996) describes as culturally 

mediated, historically developing, and practical (p. 108). It is essential to understand the 

terms mediation and cultural structures used for mediation in order to understand what he 

means by culturally mediated.  

Cultural structures go by many names and sorting them out can be challenging. 

Vygotsky refers to three cultural structures: physical tools, psychological tools, and other 

people. People definitely act as mediators, but physical and psychological tools would be 
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cultural structures used in mediation and referred to as cultural artifacts. At a fundamental 

level, a cultural artifact is referred to as a tool, a material object that humans modify to 

achieve their ends or satisfy their needs, such as a shovel for digging holes or laws for 

maintaining order. When people use mental processes to do what they think they need to 

in order to satisfy their needs, the tools they use are often called psychological tools such 

as negotiation or persuasion. Vygotsky added the idea that signs or semiotics were 

cultural artifacts, language being a prime example of a semiotic cultural artifact. Because 

cultural artifacts are employed in the mediation process, they are often referred to as 

mediational means. I will refer to these structures as cultural artifacts and mediational 

means. 

Mediation is the action of using a cultural artifact to alter one’s behavior. 

Hutchins (1997) defines mediation as “a particular mode of organizing behavior with 

respect to some task by achieving coordination with a mediating structure that is not itself 

inherent in the domain of the task” (p. 338). Engeström suggests that ideally, the use of 

technology to mediate educational instruction should result in a transformative 

experience (Engeström Y. , 2009; Engeström Y. , 1987). The educational mediation in 

this research will focus on the physical tools of technology. 
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Below are some examples of educational mediation. Students mediate their 

presentations with a physical tool of technology, Microsoft Word’s presentation software 

PowerPoint (PPT). In my mind, all three examples demonstrate a positive outcome, a 

transformative experience. 

Mediation with technology by students to transform their presentations. 

Once a projector was mounted in my 4th grade classroom, PowerPoint (PPT) became a 

popular tool for me and my students. Both PPT and the projector allowed me to mediate 

my teaching in ways I had been unable to in the past. One characteristic of Mindset 2 is 

that digital technologies should not just replace and augment past educational practices, 

but should transform them. However, PPT epitomizes replacement-only technology, a 

Mindset 1 technique. Text and speech delivered orally, in textbooks, or by overhead 

projectors are transferred to PPT slides. Very often educators overlook the potential for 

transformative mediation with PPT and resort to using it solely as a visual display of 

content, frequently reading the slides aloud (Young, 2009). However, my 4th graders’ 

presentations demonstrate PPT’s transformative potential. I prepared a technology-based 

project, where students, who had completed the curriculum-required typing program, 

could choose a topic, organize a presentation, and use PPT technology to present it to 

classmates and a few parents. My instruction included a deeper philosophy about 



 

	  

16	  

presentation along with the skills needed to use the technology. Below are three examples 

of children transforming their production of knowledge and the modes they used to 

present it. 

My first example is Brendon, who was fearful of public speaking. I watched him 

stand nervously by, handling the small electrical device to advance his slides, while I 

closed the blinds and turned out the lights. However, when he clicked the device and his 

title page appeared, you could actually see him relax. He stopped fiddling with the device, 

looked at his audience, and smiled. I think what was so pleasing was that nobody was 

looking at him; they were all looking at his slide. From that moment, he became an 

enthusiastic proponent for his report and an amazing communicator. He didn’t want to 

stop when he reached the last slide and kept asking if there were more questions. I had to 

turn on the light, take the device, and nudge him to his seat! LOL! Brendon was 

transformed when he gave his presentation. Mediation with other presentation modes and 

strategies such as holding index cards or pointing to posters and maps taped to the 

blackboard did little to direct attention away from the speaker. PPT provided Brendon 

with a way of stepping out of the limelight, and becoming a more effective presenter. 

Next was a very capable student, Aubrey, who was very excited about this project 

and she immediately began to take advantage of the possibilities of this mediation tool. 
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While she was very creative I’ll only give one example of how she used PPT to mediate 

the space, environment, and atmosphere to transform her report. She came to me early on 

and asked if the room would be completely dark when she gave her report. I told her it 

would be as dark as we could make it in the middle of the day, which was actually pretty 

dark - I had installed blinds on all windows because it did allow for a more effective use 

of the overhead projector. At one point, while giving her presentation on Aurora Borealis, 

she smiled, clicked the device, and night descended! An audience member asked if the 

power had gone out. She had inserted a slide that was entirely black. It had just the effect 

she wanted, and she proceeded to show slides of aurora borealis in a black night sky. 

Using PPT to mediate her report, Aubrey had found a way to transform not only the 

content of her presentation but the actual setting and environment of the classroom. 

My final user of PPT was Dustin, a student who struggled with writing. All 

students were required to organize their presentation on storyboards before moving onto 

the computer, and a certain amount of writing was required in the storyboards. Dustin had 

serious difficulty writing anything. He was very excited about his topic, helicopters, as 

his dad flew helicopters. However, he was very frustrated by having to put his knowledge 

on paper. At one point he whined, “Why do I have to write this all down when my dad 

could just come in and tell us everything?” So I suggested, “Dustin, if you’d like to take 
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our voice recorder home and interview your dad, we could insert the audio recordings 

into your slides. But you will have to write down your interview questions.” That fired 

him up. He wrote five interview questions in five minutes. Dustin was so proud of his 

presentation. Like Brendon, I had trouble getting him to end it. He was the only student 

to have voice recordings in his presentation and his dad was able to be in the audience. 

PPT allowed Dustin to use multiple modes of literacy to mediate the construction of his 

presentation: pictures, text, and audio; a feat difficult to pull off without the technologies 

of PPT and voice recorders. This story portrays a transformed presenter, as well as a 

transformed product.    

My experiences teaching students to use PPT also included frustration and some 

level of failure: frustration at times with aspects of the technology and failure to motivate 

some children or even get them to complete a presentation. And while I feature these 

stories as examples of progressive and expansive educational practices mediated by 

technology, others might not agree. Some might worry that Brendon needed to remain in 

the limelight and learn to overcome his fears, and some may be concerned that Dustin’s 

failure to write the required text into his storyboards was more detrimental than his 

success with interviews and audio recordings. Educators hold different mindsets about 

PPT; some may view these examples as successful and other as failures.  
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Another critical aspect of this discussion is that students are mediating their out-

of-school production of knowledge with a myriad of technologies, many of which are 

unknown to their teachers at school. With the recent focus on out-of-school literacy 

studies, it seems crucial that we explore students’ immersion in digital technologies and 

digital literacies outside of the classroom. 

Mediation with technology in an out-of-school setting. Ellie is a 5th grader who 

uses technology to mediate her understanding of numerous literacies outside of school. 

When at home, she spends much of her time online, and has become quite a master of 

many online tools and literacies. She learned about Minecraft from her friends and 

quickly became a master. Minecraft is a sandbox game online where one punches trees 

for wood and mines below the surface for ores. These materials are used to build tools, 

equipment, shelters, farms, and create imaginative worlds. Not only is she now an expert 

at the actual game, in both the creative and the survival mode, but she is adept at using 

the affinity spaces to mediate her understanding further, to share her work, and to visit 

other players’ worlds. She learns new vocabulary, builds skins, and downloads 

modifications to the program. She watched a video a 2nd grade teacher made about 

teaching Minecraft and used it to craft a lesson to teach her mother how to play Minecraft. 

Ellie also uses Scratch, a kid-friendly programming application. Its prime purpose is to 



 

	  

20	  

design characters, animate them and possibly create games for others to play. She has 

found a site to upload her projects, shares them worldwide, and currently has a 10-year-

old friend in UK with whom she chats about their work. She also has become deeply 

involved in puzzle games on the computer, Portal 2 being the latest. Portal 2 involves 

understanding some laws of physics and using advanced strategies, but I don’t know the 

game well enough to comment too deeply. 

Ellie’s story illustrates the digital lives of many young people outside of school. 

She is immersed in digital literacies at home that are different from those at school. 

Through numerous affinity spaces she consumes online literacies in the form of videos, 

wikis, interactive video games that include chats with friends, and computer coding. 

Using images and screens along with text she produces structures and entire worlds in 

Minecraft, lesson plans for her mom, and animated characters in gaming scenarios she 

shares with friends around the world. These digital literacies Ellie has used and created 

are significantly different from the traditional literacies of reading and writing that I 

experienced in school. Students’ desires to engage in such practices often create 

dilemmas for teachers. 

Mediation with technology by a teacher. Here’s an example of a teacher 

allowing the use of digital technologies (computer, word processor, printer) to mediate 
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her students’ writing (literacies), and the resulting dilemma. Consider how these 

technologies impact what she has taught historically, what she has found to be valuable 

instruction, and how it may impact her mindset towards using technologies in the future.  

A teacher gave a homework assignment to write a story. One student wrote a 

story using paper and pencil. Another composed a story on a word processor and printed 

it out. The printed story was very tidy; the student chose a lovely Edwardian Script font. 

The spelling was perfect, and the problem the student had in the past with punctuation 

and grammar vanished. The handwritten story was slightly messy, having a few 

misspellings, and some incomplete sentences along with a few verbs that didn’t agree 

with the nouns. The teacher wonders how well the output represents her students. Should 

the one student, who used a word processor, be rewarded with a better grade because she 

took advantage of the collaborative intelligence distributed across the word processor, or 

should the teacher insist on written work so she can more truly assess her student’s 

abilities?  

In this example, the digital technologies are the computer and the word processor, 

the digital literacy is the word-processed and printed story, and the traditional literacy is 

the hand-written story. Both the digital technologies and literacies are cultural artifacts. I 

would classify the spell checker, grammar checker, and the font selection as digital 
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technology because they are all built into the actual word processor. But both the process 

of composing the story on the computer and the printed product are different artifacts 

than the handwritten story because of them. The final literate artifacts tell different stories 

about their authors, differences the teacher must be aware of. The student handwriting her 

story is using older technologies: paper, pencil, possibly a dictionary, an eraser, and a 

pencil sharpener. But her formation of the written letter and her knowledge of spelling 

and grammar are drawn from within, from her own personal resources, from her 

developed skill of forming cursive letters and her memory for spelling and understanding 

of grammar. The student processing the story on the computer has an advantage. The 

many fonts and the spelling and grammar checker are collective cognitions of others that 

are built into the computer/word processor.  

In the story above, educators who are paying attention may realize that the use of 

digital technologies and their resulting literacies raise serious educational issues. Is 

teaching spelling important anymore? Is learning how to spell important to students’ 

development, and to the future of their writing experiences? The same question can be 

asked of cursive writing and teaching grammar. The fact that new technologies contain 

knowledge and skills that students used to need to learn, now presents the possiblity that 

maybe they don’t need to learn them.  Educators have to assess the value of that past 
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activity. Many of the skills and cognitions taught and learned were seen as 

developmentally important. Will students become dumber if technology takes over some 

of the lower mental work they used to do, or will it just provide students with more brain 

power to devote to new, even higher mental functioning?  

Technology use in education depends on a number of variables. The example 

above highlights many of these variables and their interactions. The historical variable is 

critical; what the teacher has taught in the past and will teach in the future weigh heavily 

in the equation. The complexity of the activity emerges as well as the multifacetied 

nature of the artifacts used to mediate the activity. Teachers hold such differing values, 

beliefs, and opinions about technology. They need to take all these things into 

consideration when making collaborative decisions about curriculum and pedagogy. 

These human features of history, behavior, thought and feeling can be difficult to 

quantify, so this study uses a qualitative lens. CHAT provides a rich framework able to 

incorporate many of these variables and allow for an analysis of how they function and 

interact. Not only does CHAT examine the subjects, the mediational means and the 

collective motive of the activity, but also the community involved, the rules guiding the 

activity and the distribution of labor (Murphy & Rodriques-Manzanares, 2008).   
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Mindsets  

In order to understand decisions teachers make about using technology for 

learning, knowing what they think about technology would be useful. Past research has 

asked teachers direct questions about why they use or do not use technology. I believe 

teachers’ self-reported answers only uncover part of the truth. Some teachers may be 

reluctant to tell certain truths (Li, 2007) or unaware of what might actually be driving 

their decisions. Lankshear and Knobel (2006) have identified some very specific 

variables they believe contribute to two divergent mindsets teachers hold about 

knowledge production in a digital age.     

In quantitative research, the statistical results often suggest what part or what 

percentage of the problem is explained by your data. In qualitative research, there is no 

R2 to give the magnitude of what your data proves or to imply what part of the problem 

your data hasn’t explained. Activities using technology for educational instruction are 

very complex; no one factor is going to completely explain the gap between actual use of 

technology in classrooms and that expected by administrators, experts, politicians and 

researchers. In fact, over time, certain problems with technology that may have 

contributed to the gap have been reduced.  For example computers have become cheaper, 
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downloading applications easier, and wireless service more ubiquitous and often free. So, 

although some challenges with technology have diminished, a large gap still exists. 

How mindsets explain part of the gap. Flowers (2003) lists elements that shape 

the activity of knowledge production in the system of education: “The process of 

knowledge building is situated in a cognitive, social, historical and material activity, 

where multiple, heterogeneous, contradictory elements, viewpoints, and "voices" are in 

play, each giving meaning and shape to the activity” (Flowers, 2003). Lankshear & 

Knobel (2006) have pinpointed some of these elements, viewpoints, or voices; ones that 

they think make a difference in our digitalized world. They’ve organized these elements 

into two groups, which they believe form divergent mindsets. Of course everyone won’t 

fall neatly into one or the other mindset. But they’ve chosen elements that crop up again 

and again in research and may have bearing on the issue at hand.  

My experience with other teachers has led me to believe that they hold certain 

mindsets that prevent them from using technology. These mindsets evolve partly from the 

teachers’ identity formation. Teachers acquire ways of being in the classroom. Over their 

years of teaching, they develop certain mindsets built upon their experience and 

reflecting the identity they’ve formed as a teacher. The history of their teaching is a 

record of what has worked for them, influenced by the culture and society in which they 
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live and work. They build into their pedagogy meaningful practices. Their mindsets result 

from their view of successful instruction and guide future decisions about what and how 

to teach.  

However, teachers are situated within cultural contexts, and these contexts inform 

teachers’ particular beliefs as well. Lankshear and Knobel (2006) argue that the current 

cultural conditions of the early 21st century have wrought a significant change in how 

knowledge is produced. This change results from the “development of new digital 

electronic internetworked technologies and new ways of doing things and new ways of 

being are enabled by these technologies” (p. 34). Along with the theme of consumption 

and production of digital literacies, another prevalent theme in technological research is 

the idea of meaning-making in new and different spaces: primarily cyberspace alongside 

physical space. Lankshear and Knobel refer to this phenomenon as the contemporary 

fracturing of space into cyberspace and physical space, and they identify two divergent 

mindsets that accompany it. These mindsets focus on the production of knowledge, 

making them appropriate tools for analyzing teachers’ beliefs.  
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The first mindset, Mindset 1, remains fixated on physical space and the ways of 

being that teachers experienced in the physical world. Mindset 1 views the world of 

knowledge production as essentially unchanged by technology, just equipped with more 

tools to enhance products. In this world new technologies rely more or less on:  

The same economic, cultural, social world that has evolved throughout the 
modern era, where things got done by means of routines that were predicated on 
long-standing assumptions about bodies, materials, property and forms of 
ownership, industrial techniques and principles, physical texts, face-to-face 
dealings. (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 34) 

Mindset 2 views the world as essentially changed by technology, suggesting that 

it has or can transform the production of knowledge. Mindset 2 includes aspects of 

knowledge produced with digital artifacts that are distinctly different from those of the 

Figure 2. Lankshear and Knobel's mindsets. Some dimensions of variation between the mindsets. (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 

38) 
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past. Figure 2 summarizes the major points in each mindset. While the first four items 

focus on an economic view of production, all eight items play crucial roles in educational 

settings. Mindset 1 describes a more conventional industrial approach and Mindset 2 

describes a more transformative approach, one the authors refer to as post-industrial. I’ll 

use the variables described in these mindsets to frame a survey for educators, a survey to 

inform our understanding of what educators think about digital technologies and digital 

literacies and why they use them or not. 

Distributed cognitions. One Mindset 2 element of particular interest to me is that 

expertise is distributed and collective, no longer seen as located within individuals. This 

aspect of mindsets might best be examined by a theoretical construct called distributed 

cognitions that some believe align neatly with CHAT. Cole and Engeström (1993) argue 

that acceptance of Vygotsky’s premise of humans using cultural artifacts to mediate their 

understanding inevitably leads to acceptance of the idea of distributed cognitions. 

 Distributed cognitions is the belief that human cognitions or understandings don’t 

exist solely within the minds of human beings, but are found outside of their heads. It is 

distributed across people and artifacts. And while human knowledge has been found 

embedded in books, music, tools etc. for centuries, I believe the idea of distributed 

cognitions is another concept that sets 21st-century digital technologies apart from 
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technologies of the past. Distributed cognitions may help explain the disruption digital 

technologies cause in educational contexts, which may then help explain why some 

educators avoid their use. As human beings evolve, and embed the knowledge they 

acquire into the artifacts they create, knowledge becomes a commodity leveraged across 

people and artifacts (Clark, 2003; Cole, 1996; Cole & Engeström, 1993; Wertsch, 1985).  

The concept of distributed cognitions is not a widely known idea; until I was in 

graduate school I had never heard of such an idea. The more knowledge that is distributed 

across digital artifacts, the greater impact it will have on people, whether they have a 

conscious awareness of embedded knowledge or not, and as Lankshear and Knobel 

suggest, it may play a role in determining ones’ mindsets. 

Some believe it is their embedding of knowledge into artifacts, whether 

consciously or not, that has allowed humans to evolve beyond animals. And now with 

digital technologies, it seems the ability to embed cognitions or knowledge within 

artifacts has exponentially increased, and since educators are in the business of managing 

knowledge, they must find themselves facing a whole new dilemma of what knowledge 

needs to be taught, where to find it, and how to assess it. A calculator is a simple example 

of a digital artifact with knowledge embedded in it that has been used to mediate one’s 

understanding of math and one’s use of math. The calculator can now perform 
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mathematical calculations that humans had to learn to do, practice repeatedly, and 

perform with paper and pencil. Educators have personal history and experience with 

mathematics and their interaction with it. Over time they have developed a mindset 

towards the question of how much math calculation do you let calculators handle. How 

much should calculators be used to mediate students’ consumption and production of 

math; what is important to leave for children to learn and do on their own?  

Distributed cognitions is a concept that may shed some light on why digital 

artifacts seem to be creating such disturbances in education activity; the more knowledge 

or expertise that is distributed onto an artifact, the more it impacts the question of what 

needs to be learned. It gets at the heart of the goal or motive of education. It should make 

us ask the question again, why are we teaching, what kinds of literacy do we expect the 

children to get out of this activity?  

Homeschooling 

Why homeschooling is a good population for this study. I homeschooled my 

children, before I became a classroom teacher.  Therefore I have experience with 

homeschooling as well as connections with homeschoolers, so accessing homeschooling 

populations for research would be relatively easy. Homeschooling is a burgeoning 

educational phenomenon and under-researched, so launching an investigation of 
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technology use in the midst of such a population would provide valuable information 

about education conducted in homes. Homeschooling also provides an interesting fit with 

the landslide of research that has focused on literacy learning taking place outside of 

schooling.  

As mentioned earlier, one reason I’m drawn to studying homeschooling is that 

very few people have researched it. An online search of homeschooling brings up 

dissertations and published books, but very little, if any, research published in peer-

reviewed journals.  Hull and Schultz (2001) reviewed the theory and research of literacy 

and learning done outside of school: “In literacy research, too, there has been much 

interest in recent years in documenting and analyzing the writing and reading activities 

that take place outside school, activities diverse in function, form, and purpose” (p. 575). 

Yet, even when the research focuses directly on out-of-school learning, it is astonishing 

to me that it doesn’t address homeschooling.  Hull and Schultz make no mention of it in 

their overview.  

If research were to be conducted in home schools, it is hard to know how well its 

results would transfer to conventional school settings. However, one goal of this study is 

to examine the educators’ true feelings and thoughts about using technology to mediate 

their understanding of digital literacy. Being shed of all the accouterments that often 
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accompany conventional schooling, such as state standards, curriculum guidelines, 

funding, high-stake testing, etc., may allow for better access to what is actually going on 

within the individuals involved in decision-making about technology use.  

 So far, the gap between actual and expected technology use in education has been 

measured primarily in traditional school settings. Political research is aimed at schooling 

funded by local, state, and federal governments. But that doesn’t diminish the value of 

education taking place in many homes across the country and how that activity may 

inform the debate. 

Theoretical Approach 

Cultural historical activity theory. At the beginning of this chapter, I try to 

capture the historical, cultural, and social growth of my personal understanding of 

epistemology, of truth, of knowledge production, meaning making, or learning. I detail 

the history of my relationship with the cultural and social context in which I was 

embedded and how I moved forward. A crucial observation for me was how long it took 

for me to realize the powerful effect that context had on my beliefs, how it helped set my 

mind. I see evidence of how difficult it is for teachers to see the powerful effect that 

context has on their actions and mindsets. 
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An underlying assumption of historical cultural social theory is the dialectical 

relationship between the individual and society. What most impacts an individual’s 

process of knowledge construction, the individual or the social context in which the 

process occurs? Historical cultural social theory argues that it is the interaction between 

the individual and their setting that results in meaning making.  

CHAT has very deep roots. It is the endpoint of a developing thread of activity 

theory that begins in Russia, even before Lev Vygotsky arrived on the scene with his idea 

of cultural artifacts and how they mediate this interaction. Vygotsky’s ideas are carried 

forward and extended through the work of Luria, Leont’ev, Wertsch, Cole, Engeström 

and many others. I examine in chapter two, the expanded triangle of CHAT, Yrjo 

Engeström’s culminating heuristic that identifies and includes Vygotsky’s subject, object, 

and mediating cultural artifacts, expands the object to Leont’ev’s shared goal, and adds 

cultural and social elements of community, rules, and division of labor. As we examine 

the activity of integrating technologies to mediate the understanding of literacy in an 

educational activity system, CHAT allows us to identify problems, to analyze where in 

this system the activity is disrupted. Where in this system are disconnects between 

striving for technology integration and failure? As those within the activity struggle 

towards their objective what unexpected outcomes occur and where?   
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CHAT lets us explore the big picture, the complex system that is education and 

the activity of knowledge production that occurs there. The concept of distributed 

cognitions reveals a shifting of where knowledge is located. Uncovering knowledge 

embedded in evolving technologies and digital literacies can inform our pedagogy, it can 

clarify what literacy needs to be taught, what literacy is acquired independently by 

students, and what no longer needs to be taught. CHAT also pinpoints where conflicts 

occur. Including the theory of mindsets to explore how meaning is made for the subjects 

of our activity can deepen our insight into their goals and how and why they use or don’t 

use technologies to mediate literacy. “We are presently at a point in the historical-cultural 

development of literacy where we don’t really know how to deal educationally with these 

new literacies” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 30). CHAT also supports that concept that 

Engeström promotes in his CHAT heuristic, that education activity should be expansive 

and transformative. 

Research Question 

 My interest in technology and education along with my homeschooling 

experience and developing appreciation for CHAT’s unique capabilities provide a way 

for me to explore of the gap in technology use. Using Lankshear and Knobel’s mindsets 

as a heuristic I will attempt to answer the following question: 
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How are mindsets about knowledge production and technology mediators of the activity 

of literacy teaching and learning in homeschooling environments? 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 The inspiration driving this study is my wondering about why educators are 

reluctant to use technology; therefore it is important to ground my research in past work 

studying the importance of technology in education and the realities of its integration. 

One hypothesis I argue is that educators develop mindsets that mediate their subsequent 

use of technology, and I ground this concept in Lankshear and Knobel’s (2006) mindsets 

towards knowledge production. The study will be situated in home schools, and although 

there is a paucity of peer-reviewed, homeschooling research, I will build a case for its use 

grounded in homeschooling statistics and certain related research. To clarify terminology 

I examine literature pertinent to relative concepts: digital technology, traditional literacy, 

digital literacy, cultural artifacts, mediation, and distributed cognitions.  CHAT is 

important because it incorporates the variables above into a framework that integrates the 

complex activity of education as a unit of analysis with the mindsets of its participants, 

their use of technology, and their understanding of literacy. It provides a method of 

comparing activities mediated by participants’ mindsets and examining both expected 

and unexpected outcomes. I review the historical foundations and development of CHAT, 

including a few examples of its use to explore technology use in education, and I suggest 
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a way to group or network homeschooling activity systems that provide the greatest 

affordances for analyzing my data.  

Technology and Education 

Importance of technology in education. There is a tremendous push for schools 

to be using more technology. Educational research is thick with studies about it. In 1997, 

Fabry and Higgs rated the link between technology and school as one of the dominant 

issues in education (p. 385). In 2000, the Web-Based Education Commission submitted a 

report to the President and Congress of the United States, making strong claims not only 

that the web should be used in education, but that it should transform the way we teach. 

The report concluded:  

The question is no longer if the Internet can be used to transform learning in new 
and powerful ways. The Commission has found that it can. Nor is the question 
should we invest the time, the energy, and the money necessary to fulfill its 
promise in defining and shaping new learning opportunity. The Commission 
believes that we should. (Commission, 2000, p. 134) 

Others suggest reasons why using the Internet is important. Sternberg, Kaplan and Borck 

(2007) reason that it already plays an increasingly central role in society and therefore 

should be included in literacy programs (p. 416). Labbo (2006) insists it is “critical that 

educators and policymakers persist in exploring ways to assist students in developing the 

technological skills that will be required of literate, globally active citizens of the future” 
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(p. 206). This privileging of technological skills required of literate citizens of the future 

falls in line with Mindset 2, which both identifies characteristics of these new skills and 

promotes their acquisition. Mindset 2 would argue that technology has changed the world 

of knowledge production and should be reflected in education and they will be concerned 

about this gap. However, there is little research providing evidence that technology is 

improving education, and a great deal of research explaining why integration isn’t 

happening. 

Little evidence that technology improves education. Groff and Mouza (2008) 

claim that while researchers tend to agree that technology imparts a positive ingredient to 

education, little evidence exists to support these claims. Because Mindset 2 privileges 

more use of technology, this scarcity of evidence could endorse Mindset 1 values, which 

allows for less use of technologies. Trifonas (2012) warns against jumping on the 

technology band wagon, claiming that we should really analyze actual practices instead 

of just assuming that what is predicted of technologies is actually happening: “Accounts 

of educational cultural consequences of digital technologies as forms of learning and 

literacy are based on what are believed to be new media’s inherent possibilities and future 

promise rather than on analysis of actual practices” (p. 200). Trifonas’s reality check 

suggests that Mindset 2 may just be wishful thinking, and until evidence is gathered, 
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educators should beware of false promises. However, the Web-Based Education 

Commission strongly backs proponents of technology use (Mindset 2) arguing that 

sufficient evidence exists to move forward with technology integration:  

There are some that have called on us to hold back. In essence, they seek a 
moratorium on the educational use of digital technologies, including the Internet, 
until clear evidence of their effectiveness and shortcomings are better 
understood…This Commission believes that we have sufficient evidence to know 
that the Internet—if used wisely —enhances education. (Commission, 2000, p. 4) 

Research about why integration of technology isn’t happening. However, 

even after many concede there’s a link between education and technology, and the 

Commission strongly suggests schools embrace technology, researchers demonstrate that 

a problem exists. Fabry and Higgs (1997) frame the problem as underutilized 

technologies resulting in a gap between expected and actual use of technology. Rogers 

(2000) argues that entire faculties at some schools and individuals at others avoid the use 

of computer-based technologies and Lam (2000) observes that teachers are often slow to 

take up technologies and even slower to use them productively. Why? 

Numerous studies have attempted to explain why the gap exists and has offered a 

wide variety of answers. Groff and Mouza (2008) conducted a comprehensive review of 

research into the challenges of effective integration of technology. They organized their 

results into six parts: legislative factors, district/school-level factors, factors associated 
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with the teacher, factors associated with the technology-enhanced project, factors 

associated with the students, and factors inherent to the technology itself.  My interest lies 

primarily with teacher related factors listed below, as well as technology itself and 

technology-enhanced projects factors.    

Teachers’ fear of technology failing has long been a concern (Feldman & Weiss, 

2010; Steel & Hudson, 2001). Insufficient teacher training, (Labbo, 2006; Robin, 2008; 

Strudler & Wetzel, 1999), inadequate support (Li, 2007; Robin, 2008; Strudler & Wetzel, 

1999; Wu, Hsu, & Hwang, 2007) and insufficient resources (Strudler & Wetzel, 1999; 

Wu, Hsu, & Hwang, 2007) are all barriers to integration. Lack of time is a perennial 

problem for teachers and yet more time is certainly necessary to make positive use of 

technology (Feldman & Weiss, 2010; Robin, 2008; Steel & Hudson, 2001; Strudler & 

Wetzel, 1999). Teachers need to be able and willing to use technology, and they need to 

feel both confident and comfortable (Feldman & Weiss, 2010; Labbo, 2006; Groff & 

Mouza, 2008; Li, 2007; Robin, 2008). Teachers’ beliefs and attitudes play powerful roles 

in successful integration as well as technology’s fit with pedagogical traditions, 

expectations, and values (Feldman & Weiss, 2010; Groff & Mouza, 2008; Labbo, 2006; 

Li, 2007; Robin, 2008; Strudler & Wetzel, 1999; Wu, Hsu, & Hwang, 2007). 
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Li (2007) studied students’ and teachers’ views of technology, as well as teachers’ 

views on the oversold, underused phenomenon of technology. Past research in the same 

vein has found that students are positive and enthusiastic about technology whereas 

teachers are not. This study showed that a group of 15 teachers and their 575 students had 

opposing views on technology integration into school. Teachers recognized that all 

students liked technology, but believed that technology should only be used when 

necessary, saying “Teach a concept with technology only if it is necessary. We should us 

it sparingly” (Li, 2007, p. 388). The reasons given for the oversold, underused 

phenomenon comprise the following: limited resources, fear technology would take away 

real learning, and fear of teachers losing their job. Some explained that often teachers 

would cite different reasons such as time or curriculum pressures rather than what really 

motivated them. Li believed the most important reason behind this anti-techno incentive 

for the majority of teachers was they were afraid of being replaced by technology: 

I don’t think they have a problem with technology at all. The problem that they 
have is a philosophical thing, a pedagogical thing. They are looking at this and 
going, “Is this the first step of replacing teachers in the classroom, where students 
can sit at a computer?” Sometime in the future, everything can be learned from a 
computer. So, there are a lot of teachers shaking their heads, and saying, 
“Nope.”…There are many people that [are] still afraid of [being replaced by 
computers], but they would use different excuses such as limited computers 
available. (Li, 2007, p. 390) 

While teachers’ fear of being replaced by a computer may be very real (Steel & 
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Hudson, 2001, p. 106), addressing the realities of that issue are beyond the scope of this 

study. But the fear that technology would take away real learning is of great interest. 

Turbill and Murray note, “It is our belief that currently most teachers of early literacy, 

view technology as something that their students can ‘play’ with during ‘free time’ or as 

a ‘reward’ after the real ‘work’ has been completed (p. 93)” (as cited in Labbo, 2006, p. 

205). Holders of Mindset 1 exhibit confidence in physical-industrial values underlying 

traditional education, and would more typically fear that technology may damage 

traditional ways of learning; whereas holders of Mindset 2 argue that technology would 

not only enhance but expand and transform real learning.  

In 2008, according to Groff and Mouza, “Creating effective learning 

environments with technology remains a challenge for teachers. Despite the tremendous 

push for educators to integrate technology into their classrooms, many have yet to do so 

and struggle to find consistent success with technology-based instruction” (2008, p. 21).   

What it takes to innovate with technology. I love using technology in my 

teaching. I find it very compelling but wonder why other teachers appear to find it so 

threatening. I suspect that Gee’s (2004) idea concerning how people learn new ways with 

words applies to the literacy of technology as well: “People learn new ways with words, 

in or out of school, only when they find the worlds to which these words apply 
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compelling” (p. 3). I suspect that teachers dip their toes in the water of technology and 

don’t find it compelling. It’s not teacher training or professional development that is 

going to get teachers on board with technology. Immersion in a cultural process that 

integrates technology, and that teachers find compelling, will effect a change. Gee (2004) 

argues that new ways with words aren’t acquired through direct instruction or instinct, 

but through cultural processes. Cultural processes encompass complex educational 

history and traditions and this is one reason CHAT makes an appropriate framework for 

this study. I want to find a way to examine what educators find compelling; once they use 

new technology what are they thinking, how is it fitting into their pedagogy, with their 

past practices, and their ideas of how knowledge should be produced? How are they 

viewing the complex activity and environment in which new technology is being used?  

Russell and Schneiderhenize (2005) suggest that integrating new technology will 

be a very complex challenge: “When teachers attempt to implement a technology 

innovation in the classroom, they naturally face the complex challenge of fitting together 

new ideas with deep-rooted pedagogical beliefs and practices” (p. 39). To overcome this 

challenge, teachers must fit new ideas with their old ideas. Those of Mindset 2 will have 

an easier time blending the new with the old; those of Mindset 1 will experience more 

difficulty. Many new ideas are spawned by technologies. The old ideas, deep-seated 
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pedagogical beliefs and practices come from a lifetime of experiences. The divergent 

mindsets created by Lankshear and Knobel provide a very specific framework in which 

to compare and contrast teachers’ new and old ideas. 

Mindsets 

A model of two mindsets. Lankshear and Knobel (2006) developed a model of 

two mindsets teachers hold towards knowledge production (Figure 2). A mindset is a 

viewpoint, perspective, or frame of reference through which people view an activity. It is 

through this mindset that they interpret their experiences, calculate their responses, and 

determine their actions. Mindsets are composed of assumptions, values, beliefs, attitudes, 

or ways of being that shape journeys, that propel people towards certain actions and away 

from others. The set aspect also implies a set in stone kind of approach; the suggestion 

that even though one might feel they really have listened to and tried other approaches or 

ideas, they tend to remain grounded in this particular way of being. While I like to 

believe everyone is open to positive change and a willingness to integrate change, 

Lankshear and Knobel (2006) suggest that the technology revolution has catapulted 

educators into a “striking divergence of mindsets” regarding knowledge production or 

learning (p. 31). 
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Their Mindset 1 views the world of knowledge production as essentially 

unchanged by technology. Technology just supplies more tools to enhance traditional 

learning. However, their Mindset 2 views the world as essentially changed by technology, 

suggesting that it has or can transform the production of knowledge. 

 Lankshear and Knobel (2006) have made a credible stab at identifying critical 

elements that have diverged into two mindsets. Mindset 1 reflects the past, a more 

conventional, industrial view of production. Mindset 2 views aspects of knowledge 

produced with digital artifacts that are distinctly different from those of the past; it 

describes a more transformative approach, one the authors refer to as post-industrial. 

Figure 2 summarizes the major points in each mindset. While the first four items focus on 

an economic view of production, all eight items play crucial roles in educational settings. 

An examination of the elements in each mindset, reveal new characteristics of literacy. If 

one accepts these attributes as valid descriptors of a new literacy, the attributes begin to 

shape a new definition of literacy. 

Why some remain grounded in Mindset 1 and do not change to Mindset 2. As 

some suggested above (Commission, 2000; Groff & Mouza, 2008; Li, 2007; Trifonas, 

2012), maybe waiting to jump on board with technology till it’s proved its worth is 

guiding some teachers’ behavior. However, Smagorinsky (2011) presents an elegant 
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explanation of why teachers continue to employ traditional, teacher-centered, lecture-

driven instruction when research recommends more progressive, constructivist, student-

centered, experiential pedagogies. This argument may explain teachers’ behavior with 

technology use as well. He argues, “that the issue of the persistence of authoritarian 

patterns of teaching and learning is a function of the culture of schooling, a culture 

embedded in 4000 years of stone and seemingly impervious to real, systemic change” 

(Smagorinsky, 2011, p. 78). This culture of schooling would hold its own specifically 

with technology. He uses a Vygotskian framework to theorize why this happens because 

the answers lie in the history of schooling, the social environment, and the cultural 

artifacts that have contextualized education. Smagorinsky (2011) describes how this 

happens:   

The process through which people, particularly teachers, become acculturated to 
authoritarian schooling and questioning the degree to which even the most 
passionately progressive teacher education program can produce fundamental 
changes in teacher candidates’ thinking as they transition from their generally 
authoritarian school and university experiences as students to their brief exposure 
to alternatives in teacher education course. From this course work they 
immediately cycle back, often concurrent with their university preparation in 
progressive teaching, into the very settings that for so long socialized them to 
authoritarian conceptions of teaching and learning. (p. 80)  
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Smagorinsky’s culture of schooling describes a process whereby minds become set, 

teachers have been so long socialized into their mindset that it can be very hard to 

recognize and change.  

Teachers experiment with new technologies and gain enough experience to 

formulate some ideas, values, and opinions of how the technology and their resulting 

digital literacies fit into their idea of what education should be. In order to explore this 

issue, we should review research exploring digital technologies and digital literacies and 

how they differ from technology and literacy of the past.  

Digital Technologies and Digital Literacies 

History of literacy. Since technology and literacy figure prominently in my 

research, it is important to understand how I interpret the terminology. As stated in 

chapter 1, digital technologies are the artifacts used to create or consume digital literacy. 

Literacy is a more complex term. A massive amount of research has addressed issues 

with traditional literacy. How much of that research transfers to digital literacy? Is digital 

literacy different from traditional literacy? If so, what are those differences? In the 

following section I review research addressing first traditional literacy and then more 

specifically digital literacy. 
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New Literacy Studies. New Literacy Studies (NLS) is a tradition that surfaced in 

the 1990s. Lankshear and Knobel (2006), Street (1984), Gee (2001), and others are strong 

advocates and authors of this new approach. NLS describes a major shift in the nature of 

literacy, focusing not so much on autonomous skills and a set of knowledge to be 

acquired, but on literacy being viewed as a social practice.   

Lankshear and Knobel (2006) argue that new literacies can only be researched 

effectively from the socio-cultural perspective of NLS. Prior to 1970, the term literacy 

was not used as a formal educational designation. Lankshear and Knobel (2006) argue 

that literacy switched from being seen as an autonomous, decontextualized skill, and 

became promoted through a socio-cultural lens; literacy became seen as a matter of social 

practices (p. 9). Graff (1995) supports this conjecture, claiming that we overvalue literacy 

by itself, and in so doing we remove it from its socio-cultural context. Literacy in the 

abstract is at most viewed as a technique or set of techniques, a foundation in skills that 

can be developed, lost, or stagnated. He claims if we have learned anything from modern 

European sociology, it is that historical and social interests, not systems of logic, 

determine what shall count as knowledge. 

Street (1984) cites Harvey Graff, who believes that in nineteenth century Canada, 

the ideological interests and constructions of the middle class formulated the growth of 
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literacy. He argues that educators were primarily concerned with literacy as a means of 

social control rather than as offering any real prospect of improvement. Street also argues 

against the myth that literacy would result in cognitive improvement, increased logical 

and critical faculties: 

Far from being taught to develop logical and critical skills, which Goody and 
others see as the prime outcome of literacy, pupils in schools in nineteenth 
century Canada were being offered a narrowing experience aimed at inculcating 
the moral norms and disciplines of the ruling class. (Street, 1984, p. 108) 

Gee (2001) makes a compelling argument supporting a socio-cultural view of 

literacy. He debunks the myth that literacy can liberate people and lead to a long list of 

good things. He argues that the traditional view of literacy, being the ability to read and 

write, is a deficit model. He says that read is a transitive verb and must have a subject – 

text. Texts are social and historical inventions of various different groups of people. Said 

people have attitudes, values, and beliefs about the text. They have learned to create and 

read these texts in certain social settings. The power exists within these cultural and 

historical social practices, and reading and writing is only a small part of that practice. 

The real question of what effect or power literacy, or reading and writing, can have in a 

given literacy practice depends on whether the social setting in which the practice occurs 

can change.  
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The historical notions of literacy provide a jumping off point for thinking of new 

literacies. Understanding how literacy has been researched and why, and analyzing the 

evidence gathered regarding the power literacy has to impact learning informs our study 

of digital literacy.  

 The main conclusion from literacy research mentioned above and framed in a 

variety of ways is that literacy is a social practice. This conclusion transfers readily to 

digital literacy, which in some ways may be an even more intensely social practice than 

traditional literacy. If the teaching of literacy in the classroom was to mold behavior and 

create model citizens, does the learning of digital literacy accomplish the same purpose?  

When users of the Internet were primarily consumers of materials produced by experts, 

those experts and authorities had opportunities to try and mold or shape consumers. But 

now that all users, young people and adults, have become producers, “Expertise and 

authority has become distributed and collective” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 38). 

Who does the molding and shaping? Gee’s final comment suggests that the power 

literacy can wield to effect change or to produce knowledge depends on the social 

contexts in which it exists – only if the social settings are capable of change will literacy 

be able to effect change. 
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Digital literacies. Four prominent themes emerge from research I studied which 

examined digital literacy and from my experience as well. These themes are the spaces, 

both physical and virtual, where use of tools and engagement with literacy happens; the 

issues of power (authority, expertise); whether meaningful content is involved; and the 

shift from being consumers of literacies to also being producers. These themes highlight 

differences between traditional and digital literacies. They also match up with variables 

in Mindsets and mediate teachers’ and students’ engagement with digital literacies. 

Spaces. Students today engage in literate activity in multiple spaces. Some seem 

to live in their own worlds outside of school, and then shift to dealing with what they are 

presented with in school, which to many of them seem trivial. This is not to suggest that 

traditional literacies, taught in school, don’t enter into their use of digital literacy; 

research demonstrates that they do.  

 According to Mindset 1, spaces are bounded and contained or bordered. School 

buildings have walls, classrooms, hallways and blackboards. The day is structured around 

curriculum, time schedules, and discourses separated into classrooms. The teacher is the 

center of attention and expects all students to focus on the same activity. According to 

Mindset 2, space is fluid, dynamic and unlimited. Ellie (from chapter 1) settles down with 

her laptop wherever she is. She often opens a Skype window to visit with her 
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homeschooling cousin in California, while she plays Minecraft. She envisions herself as 

the avatar in the different spaces or worlds of Minecraft, and she also visits other players’ 

avatars in those worlds as well. The spaces where she learns shift constantly, both the 

physical and the virtual spaces. 

 Cowan (2010) conducts research in the library, after school with 11 and 12 years 

olds who are interested in playing Webkinz. This is a virtual world sponsored by 

producers of a stuffed animal the children buy; the animal also exists as an avatar in the 

virtual world. She launched this experiment to experience this world that her students 

play in at home and on their own time. The game blends the actual stuffed animal of the 

real world with the virtual world. These children choose to spend their time there and 

they teach Cowan how to navigate through that world. 

 Other spaces where adolescents spend more and more time are social networking 

sites (SNS). Merchant (2010) argues that although this is a highly controversial area, and 

schools have trouble with firewalls making it difficult to even let students access SNS, it 

is vital for educators to integrate this into school. He argues that the texts and 

communication that goes on in these sites are vital for children’s identity building and 

that educators need to be aware and involved. 
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 Affinity spaces are the last spaces I want to consider. Young people don’t use 

instruction manuals like those holding Mindset 1 are used to using and wish existed for 

many online applications. Instead they learn by communicating with their peers who are 

interested in the same things, they go to YouTube videos to see how others have acquired 

skills or for ideas of creative possibilities. They use blogs and wikis to share skills and 

tools they’ve acquired. I was amazed when I played Braid and there were only three 

rules: how to move the character with four arrow keys, space bar jumps the characters, 

and it’s a good idea to jump on monsters’ heads (LOL). However, the game was 

amazingly complex, using time alterations as well as other strategies in order to move 

ahead. These challenges weren’t explained; you had to figure them out, or go to wikis or 

websites or talk to others or generally engage in affinity spaces, as Gee (2004) calls them, 

in order to learn.  

 Virtual or cyberspace and affinity spaces, where adolescents consume and 

produce digital literacies, represent a profound change from the real spaces many 

teachers are used to. Mindset 2 holders would argue for new curriculum and instructional 

approaches to take advantage of these new spaces.   

Meaningful content. Content in new literacies often looks very different from 

that of conventional literacy. Cole (1996) launched a research project in 1986 called the 
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5th Dimension (5thD). This was a landmark study using technology and CHAT. It was a 

very large project, aimed at figuring out how to find a sustainable technologically savvy 

innovation that would engage students. There were many cultural artifacts employed 

made of paper and cardboard, but computer games were also used, and Cole expressed 

the opinion that he had chosen games of which parents and teachers would approve. The 

content of the games were considered academically meaningful. This question of what is 

meaningful literate activity remains a controversial issue.  

Gee (2007) interviewed parents of video gamers and one commented that maybe 

the students were developing their small motor skills on the keyboard, but most of what 

they did was a waste of time. Lankshear and Knobel’s definition includes meaningful 

content, but they don’t define it. In educational settings, there is still a mindset that 

content is important. Much curriculum includes content that must be covered. Abrams 

(2009) conducted a study of three avid gamers who were identified as struggling students 

in 11th grade. She observed them playing games at home and interviewed them. They 

played a number of different games, including war games. She discovered that they 

learned content from these games that could transfer to school and contribute valuable 

academic knowledge. She identified vocabulary about war, battles, and weapons that they 

learned, historical information about wars, as well as scaffolding information that 
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allowed them to comprehend the material in school more easily. The students themselves 

were surprised when they discovered that the games they played at home helped them out 

at school. Mindset 1 views this kind of content as academically meaningful. This 

knowledge is not new. Information, vocabulary, and reading comprehension have been 

part of education forever; it is not the expansive or transformative learning that Mindset 2 

has in mind. 

Rasmussen and Ludvigsen (2009) conducted research on educational reform. 

They interviewed graduate students asking how they used digital literacy and 

communication technology in school. They reported that they used it for writing, 

communicating and storing their work. All three uses were enhanced by technology, but 

nothing new or transformative. 

In his book on video games and what they teach us about learning and literacy, 

Gee (2007) addresses this issue of meaningful content directly. He calls it the content 

issue. After studying video gaming in depth, he arrived at 36 very successful learning 

strategies that he found embedded in good, high-quality video games, the ones that sell 

well, that adolescents love to play. He examines these games and gamers. He asks the 

question, are the players learning meaningful content, and his conclusion is yes, they are. 

The content may not be the passive, rote learning of information that happens in some 
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schools, but it is valuable content nevertheless. He argues that if players are playing in an 

active and critical way, that they are acquiring meaningful content. He claims that they 

are undergoing embodied experiences in virtual worlds where they learn to think 

creatively and problem solve in areas that transfer to the real world, and that they are 

doing it in an extremely entertaining way, which makes it an experience that is hard for 

schools to compete with. 

Students are able to google and acquire content so much more easily than in the 

past. Children come home telling their parents and grandparents to “just google it” and 

often the adults are less adept at it than the students. Learning to assess the value of 

digital literacies is important. Who decides what content is meaningful and should be 

included in curriculum, or should the focus shift to allowing more freedom to acquire 

content and provide help learning to assess and critique information?   

Power – expertise, authority. Teachers in years past were viewed as the authority 

on an issue. Often they were an expert in a certain area and responsible for teaching 

novices or students. There was power built into this scheme. However, with the advent of 

technological tools and students making their own forays into discourses online, this 

issue of who is the expert or the authority comes into question, as do the accompanying 

discourses of power. 
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Vygotsky’s (1987) zone of proximal development (ZPD) involved a teacher or 

adult or competent other who was needed to move a student along the zone in order to 

reach their potential. This structure of learning comes into question when the students 

seem to know more than their teachers. Do teachers fear this conflict? Are they reluctant 

to engage in technologies that their students know better than they do? What do students 

think of this state of affairs? 

The issues of power aren’t solely situated between teachers and students. Much of 

the research done around technology and digital literacy focuses on issues of critical 

literacy and social justice. Kirkland (2010) addresses the issue of black feminists and how 

their writing online ultimately can give them power. He argues that when black girls 

choose to tell their stories online, because of the access to huge populations, they have an 

opportunity to be heard, to reconstruct themselves, to heal themselves and others and to 

effect social change. The Internet can be used to exercise power and students are learning 

that. This can be both an affordance and a cost, and educators have to be careful how they 

enter into this controversial area. 

Hobbes (2007) claims educators felt that teaching about digital literacy didn’t 

work with the kind of predictability they experienced when teaching traditional literacy 

because students felt confident to bring their own experiences and knowledge into the 
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classroom. Teachers are used to being the experts. Teachers are comfortable with their 

lesson plans because they are the experts and they can predict how the lesson will go. 

When kids bring their own experiences, teachers can’t see the outcome, it is 

unpredictable and that is an uncomfortable feeling for many teachers. Hobbes (2007) 

argues that teachers must change, and be willing to feel uncomfortable: “The new forms 

of cultural literacy which can be enabled through media education will only become a 

reality…when teachers learn to listen as well as to talk” (p. 68).  

Technological tools and digital literacies hold power and the users of it acquire 

power as well. How much do issues of power effect whether technology is used or not? 

 Producers and consumers. Users of digital artifacts have moved from becoming 

primarily consumers to producers of technology and digital literacies. Lankshear and 

Knobel (2006) discuss the different generations of online applications. The first 

generation of applications was referred to as Web 1.0, the next generation as Web 2.0, 

and since then people have attempted to identify Web 3.0 and even 4.0. Web 1.0 

applications were primarily sites that users visited to acquire information. Netscape was 

an early way of finding information online and has been replaced by Web 2.0 Google 

Search, Google’s awesome and powerful artifact that changed the way people view 

information. Wikipedia, the online dictionary/encyclopedia that is built by users 
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themselves, presumably users who are expert in what they are contributing, but normal 

people nevertheless, has replaced hard copies of Britannica encyclopedias as well as 

those we loaded onto our computers from CDs. Blogs and wikis that people contribute to 

and comment on have replaced many websites people had built to advertise themselves or 

others. YouTube is a site where adolescents can upload and publish the videos they make.  

Another thing that has changed is the attitude people hold towards things 

produced online. In the past, Mindset 1 viewed value as coming from scarcity, in other 

words, supply and demand. You could charge more if there were few available items. 

Mindset 2 views value as coming from dispersion. Adolescents love to remix songs and 

pictures and videos and create new products and to share them with their friends. While 

copyright issues remain important, some people are shifting their views about them. 

Creative commons was an idea someone contributed to the online world that allows one 

to copyright their products to make it easy for other to use and share. It is a changed idea 

towards products. Wertsch (1998) talks about the copyright age. He argues that we view 

cultural artifacts as being drenched in distributed cognitions, or in other words, the tools a 

youth might use to remix a song are filled with cognitions from those who came before. 

If it weren’t for them and for the composers of the songs they were remixing, this 
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individual couldn’t produce this remixed song. Wertsch (1998) argues that agents take 

too much credit when more should be given to the tools employed. 

Some students use technology to mediate their understanding of digital literacies 

more easily than many adults. They do this in spaces outside of school and participate 

fully by both producing and consuming content. 

Multimodalities. NLS alerts us to literacy’s place in history, culture, and society. 

It considers the roles literacy can and can’t play as well as issues of power, spaces, 

consumption, and production. However, the New London Group contributes important 

concepts about the actual appearance of new literacies, the semiotic systems of signs and 

symbols used in digital literacies. While conventional literacy employed multiple 

semiotic systems, digital literacy comprises even more. I discuss multimodalities, not 

because of a need for an in-depth analysis of all semiotic systems, but enough to identify 

what constitutes digital literacies in my data.  

Gunther Kress (2003) begins his discussion in Literacy in the New Media Age by 

highlighting the major changes in the elements that dominate literacy: “The broad move 

from the now centuries long dominance of writing to the new dominance of the image 

and…the move from the dominance of the medium of the book to the dominance of the 

medium of the screen” (p. 1). My personal experiences with literacy have been heavily 
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impacted by the elements Kress highlights.  This major shift he describes reflects the 

changes in Mindset 2. For example it supports the shift from Mindset 1’s “social relations 

of ‘bookspace’; a stable ‘textual order’” to Mindset 2’s “social relations of emerging 

‘digital media space’; texts in change.” One could also argue that it supports the shifts of 

value from a function of scarcity to a function of dispersion as it makes dispersion an 

easier possibility (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). 

Jewitt (2008) claims that the form literacy takes is important: “How knowledge is 

represented, as well as the mode and media chosen, is a crucial aspect of knowledge 

construction, making the form of representation integral to meaning and learning more 

generally” (pp. 241, 242). Digital literacies include things like texting, emails, and 

comments in blogs as well as blog entries, contributions to wikis, building worlds and 

avatars in video games, word-processing, presentation and spreadsheets applications, 

videos, picture slideshows, synchronous and asynchronous communication, mobile 

communication…the list is almost endless. All of these literacies mesh with Mindset 2, 

and are the forms of literacy that are available to students at home and heavily used there. 

They are also literacies that policy-makers and school administrators promote and 

encourage. Holding Mindset 2 makes it easier for teachers to teach literacy in newer way: 

ways relevant to what is available and heavily used by their students and ways that 
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policy-makers and school administrators promote and encourage. There’s a strong push 

for Mindset 1 holders to keep up with the changes, to learn necessary skills, to realize the 

value and possibilities of new technologies and literacies, and to minimize their personal 

reactions to this whole, rapidly changing phenomenon. 

Gee’s (2007) inclusion of video games in the discussion of online literacies was 

compelling, surprising and in sync with Mindset 2 thinking. His approach connects 

learning taking place in good video games with multimodality, multiliteracies, and the 

out-of-school literacy worlds of students. Gee immersed himself in playing video games 

as well as observing his son. He observes that creators of good video games: long, 

complex, challenging games that young people purchase and become absorbed with. He 

understands what literacies grab and hold young people’s attention. Not only has he 

identified 36 learning principles that he believes to be strategies teachers would ideally 

employ in the classroom, but he also sees video game playing “as a new space for 

learning and what it means to be a learner in the 21st century” (as cited in Jewitt, 2008, p. 

255) again meshing with Mindset 2 assumption of space as being open, continuous, and 

fluid, rather than Mindset 1’s enclosed and purpose-specific space.   

Multimodalities challenge traditional ideas of print literacies and “Multiple 

literacies challenge the current organization of traditional schooling” (Jewitt, 2008, p. 
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248).   

Homeschooling 

Why homeschooling is a good population for my research. There are a number 

of reasons why I believe homeschooling parents would be good subjects for my research. 

To begin with, homeschooling is a burgeoning education phenomenon. Before I spent 11 

years teaching 4th grade, I homeschooled two of my children for five years: my son 4th - 

6th grade and my daughter 3rd - 6th grade. Locally, I know of many families choosing to 

home school. It appears to be gaining in popularity. However, it is difficult to find 

statistics about home schooling.  

The most substantive homeschooling document from the National Center for 

Educational Statistics, back in 2000, was entitled “Issues Related to Estimating the 

Home-Schooled Population in the United States With National Household Survey Data”. 

The bulk of the paper was a statistical analysis of the errors occurring when surveying 

homeschoolers, why the errors occurred, and how they tried to statistically account for 

them. Two surveys with large, representative samples of the U.S. population were taken. 

They included questions regarding home schooling. In October 1994 the supplement to 

the 1994 Current Population Survey (CPS) was given, and in 1996 the National 

Household Education Survey (NHES). Although they used scientific sampling methods, 
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these surveys produced quite different results. CPS estimated 345,000 6- to 17-year-olds 

homeschooled in 1994. NHES’s estimate was 636,000 in 1996. (The 95-percent 

confidence interval around the CPS point estimate ranges from 287,000 to 402,000 and 

from 515,000 to 757,000 around the NHES point estimate.) In the document’s conclusion 

Ray (1997) and Lines (1998) are cited as saying, “Although it is possible that the number 

of home-schooled children increased in the 15 to 18 months between the two data 

collections, such a large increase appears unlikely” (as cited in Henke & Kaufman, 2000, 

p. 51). 

The only recent data I found from The National Center for Education Statistics 

was answering the question How many children are homeschooled in the United States? 

The response was 1.5 million in 2007, an increase from 850,000 in 1999 and 1.1 million 

in 2003. A few descriptive statistics about race, family education levels and income were 

included, as well as reasons given for homeschooling. To provide religious or moral 

instruction was the most common reason, followed by concern about school environment, 

dissatisfaction with academic instruction, and other reasons (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2009). 

Berger (1997), in the Early Child Education Journal, wrote an editorial piece 

about homeschooling. She views homeschooling as a reasonable approach to schooling; 
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after all parents school their infants, toddlers and preschool children successfully. She 

refers to Erickson’s stages of development to explain a child’s growth and what is needed 

in the way of schooling, and provides examples of schools in California that provide 

balanced support and collaboration to homeschooling families. She expresses the 

stereotypical concern about the need school age children have for social interaction, but 

allows that parents can and do find ways to provide for that. The picture Berger paints is 

one of promise and possibility for successfully homeschooling children with cooperation 

and collaboration from schools. However, she primarily offers suggestions rather than 

any hard evidence from research. 

Out-of-school literacy. It is difficult to find serious research, especially published 

peer-reviewed research that provides evidence of what is going on in homeschooling. An 

Internet search will reveal some interesting dissertations, but mostly one finds books for 

and by homeschoolers offering support, or editorial type pieces like Berger’s (1997). 

Some suggest the idea that homeschooling can now be done more easily because of 

technological advancements, MOOCs, online courses, online access to information etc.  

However, a relevant area of research applying to homeschooling may be the intense focus 

of more current literacy research on out-of-school literacies. Jewitt (2008) along with 

many others, point out the important role technologies play in out-of-school literacies and 
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how they are remaking the boundaries between home and school. Hull and Schultz 

(2001) reviewed the theory and research of literacy and learning done outside of school: 

In literacy research, too, there has been much interest in recent years in 
documenting and analyzing the writing and reading activities that take place 
outside school, activities diverse in function, form, and purpose. (p. 575)  

Yet, even when the research focuses directly on out-of-school learning, it is astonishing 

to me that it doesn’t address homeschooling.  Researchers have studied a wide range of 

out-of-school literacy activities including after-school activities; personal literacy 

practices that flourish in peer networks, texting, chatting, diary-writing, Internet surfing; 

community-activities; immigrants learning a second language; as well as literacy’s role in 

adult work environments. However, Hull and Schultz make no mention of 

homeschooling in their review and other studies of out-of-school learning ignore it as 

well.   

While the homeschooling aspect is not essential to my research, it provides 

affordances that other educational populations may not.  To begin with it is a much more 

easily accessible population for me. Plus, examining how technology mediates 

homeschooling parents’ understanding of literacy may provide more clarity about the 

dialogical relationship between the subject (parent) and the mediational means 

(technology or literacy) than may be found in a school where that relationship between a 
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teacher and technology is blurred by state standards, curriculum guidelines, funding, 

high-stake testing, historical traditions, and political realities. It may allow for better 

access to what is actually going on within the individuals involved in decision-making 

about technology use. They may feel freer to express their opinions and beliefs. 

Scribner and Cole (1981) conducted a landmark study of adults, literacy, and 

spaces outside of school where reading and writing took place.  Their primary focus 

began as a search for a causal connection between literacy and higher cognitive thought. 

Their results showed virtually no significant causal connection between literacy and 

higher cognitive development. They did however offer evidence that the practice of 

literacy did lead to important skills and knowledge transferring from that practice or 

activity to different events in other activities; however, the practices must be similar for 

there to be transfer. An example of this might be training students in skills needed to do 

well on an IQ test. Their scoring high on an IQ test means that they are good at answering 

IQ test questions, and would probably perform well on other tasks that are similar to IQ 

tests.  

I mention the study above because they aimed to untangle literacy from schooling 

in order to see the power of literacy and not mix it up with the power of schooling. Upon 

first reading I thought they wanted to decouple literacy from the negative effects of 
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schooling. This reaction comes from reading studies such as Hull and Schultz (2001) who 

report that on many occasions, students perform better out of school than in school: 

During the last two decades, researchers from a range of disciplines have 
documented the considerable intellectual accomplishments of children, 
adolescents, and adults in out-of-school settings, accomplishments that often 
contrast with their poor school-based performances and suggest a different view 
of their potential as capable learners and doers in the world. (p. 575) 

However, Scribner and Cole were mostly referring to past research showing schooled, 

literate people as having had better performance on higher cognitive thinking than 

illiterate people. From this I conclude that schooled, literate people perform better than 

illiterate people. What about literate, schooled outside of school, or unschooled people? 

While the scope of my research doesn’t cover developmental issues such as looking for 

causes of higher cognitive thinking, it is interested in practices of digital literacy in 

educational settings outside of schools, and changes in behavior as a result of such 

practices.  

 Smagorinsky’s (2011) notion of the culture of schooling provided an explanation 

for why teachers may not choose to use new technologies. It also suggests possible 

reasons for finding more freedom to use technology outside of conventional schooling. 

Parents aren’t necessarily acculturated to authoritarian schooling in the way teachers are. 

Parents choosing home schooling over traditional schooling may or may not leave this 
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culture of education behind. They place their children in a different context, which offers 

a different community, set of rules, and division of labor. They may develop their own 

goals for schooling as well as the mediational means they use to achieve them. Parents 

may bring the historical, cultural, and social telos of traditional schooling into their 

homes or not. Homeschooling provides an avenue to search educators’ mindsets that may 

not be so easily found in conventional schooling. 

Some argue that new literacies may seem new in a school setting, but are already 

well-established literacies in home settings, being used regularly by young people (Jewitt, 

2008; Lankshear & Knobel, 2006). Lankshear and Knobel (2006) pose a number of 

problems that exist in a school culture when trying to bring in out-of-school cultural 

practices such as the “compulsory nature of schooling, the individualization of student 

identities, the lack of authentic purposeful activities, and how interests and 

technoliteracies are socially constituted and regulated through adult control in classroom 

spaces” (as cited in Jewitt, 2008, p. 250). Major changes in school contexts will be 

required for integration of new literacy practices, including new virtual and institutional 

spaces. 

Hull & Schultz suggest that the time is right to study literacy outside of the 

classroom:  
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Given the vast gulfs that separate and continue to widen between children and 
youth who flourish in school and those who do not…there is no better time for 
literacy theorists and researchers, long practiced in detailing the successful literate 
practices that occur outside school, to direct their energies toward investigating 
potential relationships, collaborations, and helpful divisions of labor between 
schools and formal classrooms and the informal learning that flourishes in a range 
of out-of-school settings. (2001, p. 604) 

Research has defined the gap between expected and actual technology use in 

conventional schools. My research will begin to provide a baseline of the technology and 

literacy used in homeschooling. Whether technology is under utilized in this population is 

unknown. However, knowledge production occurs in home schools as much as 

conventional schools, and how mindsets towards knowledge production mediates 

technology use, and the kinds of literacies produced in home schools will inform our 

understanding of technology integration in education: “Research on literacy and out-of-

school learning, we have argued, can help us think anew about literacy teaching and 

learning across a range of contexts, including school” (Hull & Schultz, 2001, p. 603). 

Theoretical Approach 

Why use cultural, historical, activity theory (CHAT). My theoretical approach 

must include a way to view digital technologies as cultural artifacts, include subjects who 

use such artifacts to mediate their activities towards a collective goal-driven object, and 

that takes history as well as cultural and social settings into consideration. Cultural 

historical activity theory (CHAT) meets those needs (Cole & Engeström, 1993; 
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Engeström Y. , 2001; Cole, 1996).  I will argue that CHAT’s focus on activity as a unit of 

analysis allows an examination of a complex educational activity, including the use of 

culture artifacts to mediate the activity (Wertsch, 1985), an exploration of educators’ 

shared goals, the impact of the historical, cultural, and social contexts surrounding the 

activity, and the opportunity to discover unintended outcomes (Murphy & Rodriques-

Manzanares, 2008; Rasmussen & Ludvigsen, 2009; Wertsch, 1985). Many researchers 

have recontextualized CHAT to facilitate interpretation of their data and I modified 3rd 

level theory to manage mine. Engeström’s 3rd generation level theory involves at least 

two interacting activity systems: and the glue holding the activities together is having 

similar goals. I created four networks of activity systems. Each network contained 

homeschool parents with similar mindsets. I explored how those mindsets mediate 

technology use and the activity of literacy learning in homeschooling activity systems. 

Foundations of CHAT. Historically, psychology has searched for the cause of 

human cognitive development in both the individual and in the environment. Cultural 

historical theory resolved this dialectical tension by valuing both the individual and the 

environment and privileging the interaction between them as the focus of analysis. 

Activity theories arose naturally in response to this development, making activity the unit 

of analysis, and CHAT specifically focuses on activity mediated by cultural artifacts.  
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Mediation and cultural artifacts.  The term mediation has its roots in Hegel and 

arises from his differentiation between animal and human development. Hegel argues that 

animals create mediational means to satisfy their individual needs; humans create 

mediational means for themselves and others: “Human beings satisfy their needs 

indirectly through work with end products, which are intended not for the producer but 

for others” (Kozulin & Presseisen, 1995, p. 68). This difference shifts the creative drive 

from a personal instinct to a labor related reason. Kojeve (1980) argues that production of 

artifacts for others suggests that humans, unlike animals, don’t act solely according to an 

biological drive – instinct – but act “in relation to an idea, a nonbiological end” (as cited 

in Kozulin & Presseisen, 1995, p. 68). Hegel further argues that mediation gives rise to 

human consciousness or self-consciousness: “These tools, while directed at natural 

objects, also have a reciprocal influence on the individual because they change his or her 

type of activity or cognition” (Kozulin & Presseisen, 1995, p. 68).   

Hutchins (1997) defines mediation as “A particular mode of organizing behavior 

with respect to some task by achieving coordination with a mediating structure that is not 

itself inherent in the domain of the task” (p. 338). He breaks down the simple mediating 

structure of a checklist, and demonstrates how both implicit and explicit behaviors are 

organized to accomplish a certain task using a checklist.  
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Cole (1996) draws on Hegel and Marx to define the term artifact: “An artifact is 

an aspect of the material world that has been modified over the history of its 

incorporation into goal-directed human action” (p. 117).  His definition of cultural 

artifacts takes into account the environment in which humans created them and the 

purpose for which they were created. He concludes that cultural artifacts advance both 

human culture and human development: “Culture undergoes both quantitative change in 

terms of the number and variety of artifacts, and qualitative changes in terms of the 

meditational potentials that they embody. 

As a consequence, both culture and human 

thinking develop” (Cole, 1996, p. 114). 

Vygotsky proposed early on that 

humans used cultural artifacts to mediate 

activity within their world, and this 

signaled a major shift in the understanding of human growth and development 

(Engeström, 2001; Vygotsky L. S., 1960).  He, along with other Russian psychologists, 

used mediational triangles to illustrate the structural relationships between subject, object, 

and cultural artifact in the ontogenesis explanation of human development. In Figure 3, 

the subject in the lower left angle represents the person and the object in the lower right 

S	  

Subject	  

1

	  

2

M	  

(artifact)	  

O	  

Object	  
Figure 3. Russian mediational triangle. Illustrates relationships 

between subject (S), object (O), and mediational artifact (M). 
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angle represents the environment or object being acted upon. The relationship along the 

base of the triangle represents the unmediated or natural process occurring; if the object is 

a tree growing, the person may look at the tree, climb it or maybe pick an apple. If an 

artifact such as an axe or a basket is included in the activity, the cultural or mediated 

process is that which occurs 

between the subject and object 

as it passes through the apex of 

the triangle. The mediated path 

doesn’t replace the unmediated 

path; it coexists with it ( Cole, 

1996; Vygotsky L. S., 1960). 

Cole (1993, p. 19) provides the example of mediation using language in Figure 4. The 

information from a parent may change the nature of the child’s activity. This is 

Vygotsky’s explanation of an individual’s development using the psychological tool of 

language. 

Distributed cognitions. As mentioned in chapter 1, the idea of distributed 

cognition fits neatly with Vygotsky’s triangle, and provides a novel perspective from 

which to view digital artifacts. Distributed cognitions is the idea that thinking or 

Child	  

1

	  

2

Language	  

Environment	  

	  

World	  1	  

World	  2	  

(child	  is	  told	  iron	  is	  burning	  hot)	  

Figure 4. Mediational triangle with language as cultural artifact. Shows 

relationship between a child and the environment mediated by language. 
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development of high mental functions is not just an internal event; it doesn’t just happen 

inside the mind or the human brain. The cognitions are distributed across settings, other 

individuals, and cultural artifacts; much thinking takes place outside of the brain (Cole & 

Engeström, 1993; Salomon, 1993). 

Cole and Engeström (1993) link Vygotsky’s idea that cultural artifacts mediate 

human understanding with the concept of distributed cognitions. They argue that 

acceptance of the first concept inevitably leads to acceptance of the second: “When one 

takes mediation through artifacts as the central distinctive characteristic of human beings, 

one is declaring one’s adoption of the view that human cognition is distributed” (p. 43).  

Distributed cognitions is a startlingly different concept than what I grew up believing, 

that thinking happens between our ears. The example of smart phones in the introduction 

to Chapter 1, demonstrated numerous cognitions that have been distributed across the 

phone. As far as measuring went, I did not have to use my skill or knowledge of rulers to 

acquire the measurements of my smart phone; within seconds, a search engine was able 

to supply multiple measurements with visuals as well.  

One of the earliest academic concerns about cognitions being distributed over 

cultural artifacts was the move from oral speech to written text, distributing knowledge 

across paper and books. According to Plato, Socrates worried that the move to written 
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speech would result in loss of memory; students would rely on external aids instead of 

their memories, writing would create forgetfulness (Ong, 2001; Plato, 1972). However, 

Vygotsky and others believed that the move to written speech would allow for more 

logical arguments, more abstract thought (Scribner & Cole, 1978).  

Andy Clark’s argument in “Natural-Born Cyborgs: Minds, Technologies, and the 

Future of Human Intelligence” sounds very much like distributed cognitions, although he 

doesn’t use the term. Clark (2003) argues that the biological human brain is constrained 

in its capabilities, or possibly its capacity. He claims that humans’ ability to use 

technologies outside the biological brain, make for a logical division of labor – the brain 

can do what it does best if it makes use of space and technologies outside of itself. What I 

found fascinating was that he made the brain play the role of the ‘mediating artifact’ in 

the production of a complex technological outcome such as a Prezi or PPT: 

The true power and beauty of the brain’s role was that it acted as a mediating 
factor in a wide variety of complex and iterated processes, which continually 
looped between brain, body, and technological environment, and it is this larger 
system that solved the problem. (Clark, 2003, p. 76) 

Clark summarizes: 

One large jump or discontinuity in human cognitive evolution seems to involve 
the distinctive way human brains repeatedly create and exploit various species of 
cognitive technology so as to expand and reshape the space of human reason. We 
– more than any other creature on the planet – deploy nonbiological elements 
(instruments, media, notations) to complement our basic biological modes of 
processing, creating extended cognitive systems whose computational and 
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problem-solving profiles are quite different from those of the naked brain. (Clark, 
2003, p. 78) 

Clark’s conclusion is that the goal of early education shouldn’t be to train brains whose 

basic potential is already determined. Rather, “The goal is to provide rich environments 

in which to grow better brains” (Clark, 2003, p. 86).     

If artifacts now contain cognitions that in the past had to be taught to and learned 

by students, what does that say about the importance of the acquiring of that knowledge 

by students; was it vital to their development? What does it say about many 

developmental heuristics that include the need for students to experience that knowledge 

production? If students no longer have to wrap their mind around many concepts, does 

that leave them better off (room in their brain for higher level thinking) or worse off (lazy 

or unexercised or underdeveloped brain)?   

If digital literacy and digital technology absorb even more cognitions than 

technologies of the past, this would have a powerful impact on educational pedagogies. 

Educators must ask what cognitions need to be taught or learned and which ones can be 

taken over by artifacts. While educators don’t have control over the technologies that are 

being produced and made available, they must squarely face the issues that arise and take 

responsibility for fashioning a curriculum that makes sense of these new artifacts. 

Faculties and administrators must ask new questions.  
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Here’s an example of teachers having to decide whether to give up a form of 

traditional literacy they’ve valued for years: students copying down homework 

assignments, as well as being responsible for bringing needed artifacts home for 

completing assignments. 

At a local elementary school, teachers were being encouraged to use websites for 

their classrooms. Experts were brought in to explain the suggested websites available and 

how to create and use them. The teachers had no problem managing the new technology, 

the website; however, the divisive issue that arose was over whether it was proper to post 

homework on the sites or to require students to copy it down into their assignment books 

as they have done regularly for years. Posting homework assignments on websites is a 

way of distributing ideas or cognitions across an artifact. Here is something they had to 

learn to do and manage on their own, with paper and pencil. Now they don’t have to. The 

website is mediating their homework activity. Educators have viewed this activity of 

copying down homework assignments as a very valuable lesson. It taught students to be 

responsible about actually doing the copying, keeping track of the notebook, getting it 

home and remembering to bring along all the necessary items to complete the task. This 

was seen as an important lesson in life management and organizational skills, as well as 
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developing the skill to copy accurately and quickly. Here was a useful way to develop the 

skill of writing, starting with very early writers. 

The pedagogical complexities involved here with the digital literacy of posted 

homework or with the handwritten literacy in a notebook may become part of teachers’ 

mindsets. They aren’t easily dismissed or done away with because suddenly use of a 

website becomes available. I argue that these kinds of consequences from technological 

artifacts and their mediation of learning impact how teachers view technology and choose 

consequent behaviors – whether to use the website technology to mediate the homework 

activity or not. Educators need to address these important questions when considering 

what technologies to use. Teachers’ experiences with mediating technologies and the 

literate consequences that follow from their use reflect their mindsets. Hopefully the 

experiences shape and mold mindsets as well, but if teachers don’t pay attention to how 

their minds may be set, shifting their attitudes may be difficult.   

Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) 

 Overview. I have introduced the foundations of CHAT including Vygotsky’s 

mediational triangle demonstrating both human’s biological activity and their mediated 

activity, which constitutes first-generation activity theory. I’ve discussed concepts 

important to my research: cultural artifacts, mediation, Mindsets held about knowledge 
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production, digital technologies, digital literacies, distributed cognitions, and why 

homeschooling parents make good subjects for my study. In conclusion, I want to 

describe 2nd generation level and 3rd generation level activity theory, and Engeström’s 

actual CHAT heuristic using that to pose my theoretically formulated research question. 

Instead	  of	  analyzing	  interacting	  activity	  systems	  in	  a	  way	  that	  Engeström	  describes	  

in	  3rd	  generation	  level	  activity	  systems,	  I	  grouped	  activity	  systems	  together	  

according	  to	  their	  subjects’	  similar	  mindsets.	  Then	  I	  looked	  across	  groups	  looking	  

for	  contradictions	  between	  each	  CHAT	  element.	  I	  also	  look	  for	  internal	  contradiction	  

or	  cohesion	  in	  each	  element	  within	  each	  group.  

 Three levels of theory. Vygotsky’s mediational triangle (Figure 3) represents first-

generation activity theory. Second-generation activity theory begins with Leont’ev 

expanding 

Vygotsky’s notion 

to include more 

subjects; he wanted 

to examine 

collective activity. 

Engeström expanded it even further by identifying specific elements that included social, 

Figure 5. Engeström's CHAT heuristic. Shows elements used to analyze an activity system. 
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cultural, and historical aspects of activity. Including the elements of community, rules, 

and division of labor (Figure 5), he attempts to capture the context in which the activity 

occurred. Murphy & Rodriquez-Manzanares (2008) define six elements of Engeström’s 

heuristic triangle: 

• The subject of an activity system is the individual or group whose viewpoint is 

adopted. 

• Object "refers to the 'raw material' or 'problem space' at which the activity is directed 

and which is molded or transformed into outcomes with the help of physical and 

symbolic, external and internal tools". It precedes and motivates activity. 

• Cultural artifacts mediate the object of activity. They can be external, material (e.g., a 

textbook, a computer) or internal, symbolic (e.g., language). Artifacts take part in the 

transformation of the object into an outcome, which can be desired or unexpected. 

They can enable or constrain activity. 

• Community refers to the participants of an activity system, who share the same object. 

• The division of labor involves the division of tasks and roles among members of the 

community and the divisions of power and status. 

• Rules are explicit and implicit norms that regulate actions and interactions within the 

system. 
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Surprisingly, Murphy & Rodriquez-Manzanares (2008) like many others overlook 

defining outcomes. Engeström (1993) provides a definition in the following, “The 

activity of the subject is directed towards the object that is then ‘moulded and 

transformed into outcomes with the help of physical and symbolic external and internal 

tools (mediating instruments and signs)’” (as cited in Lim & Hang, 2003, p. 51). They 

suggest that an outcome of an activity could be some form, possibly a transformation, of 

the goal or object that motivated the activity. 

 Positioning the 

seven elements into a 

larger triangle allows 

for consideration of 

numerous subjects 

engaged in an activity 

mediated by cultural 

artifacts towards a shared goal, all the while taking the social and cultural contexts into 

consideration. Figure 6 describes the CHAT elements of a homeschooling activity. 

Engeström has defined 3rd generation level activity theory as involving at least 

two interacting activity systems - activities that have the same goal: “The third generation 

Figure 6. CHAT heuristic for homeschooling activities. This illustrates the relationship 

between elements with digital technologies as the cultural artifact. 
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of activity theory needs to develop conceptual tools to understand dialogue, multiple 

perspectives, and networks of interacting activity systems” (2001, p. 135). My research 

needs a tool to understand dialogue, multiple perspectives and networks of different 

activity systems, not necessarily Engeström’s interacting systems, but rather systems that 

can more accurately be viewed as parallel. Using measurements of mindsets I will group 

activities systems together and then compare the different groups. 

 Contradictions. The interaction between these CHAT elements often results in 

contradictions. Theoretically, the identification of contradictions facilitates change that 

can improve the flow of the activity and result in a better performance of the activity. 

According to Engeström contradictions are not the same as problems or conflicts. 

Contradictions are historically accumulating structural tensions within and between 

activity systems. Engeström explains:  

When an activity system adopts a new element from the outside, it often leads to 
an aggravated secondary contradiction where some old element (for example, the 
rules or the division of labor) collides with the new one. Such contradictions 
generate disturbances and conflicts, but also innovative attempts to change the 
activity. (2001, p. 137)  

The meaning of the term contradictions varies across CHAT research. While its 

basic meaning remains somewhat constant, it has been employed in diverse ways and the 

term has been defined and interpreted in various ways. According to Roth and Lee (2007), 
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there are four types of contradiction. The lowest level is internal to a fundamental entity. 

The next level exists between two elements in an activity system such as subject and 

division of labor. He defines the third level as arising between the objects of two similar 

activity systems. The final type of contradiction exists between elements of two separate 

activity systems (2007, pp. 203, 204) 

Hasu and Engeström note that these contradictions can be internal or external: 

“The primary inner contradictions exist in each component of the activity system, 

whereas the secondary inner contradictions appear between the components of the system 

(where an activity system is connected to other activity systems through all of its 

components)” (as cited in Lim & Hang, 2003, pp. 52,53). By inner, they mean within one 

activity system. External contradictions exist between components of different activity 

systems. Lim and Hang then use the term disturbances interchangeably with 

contradictions. 

 Reconceptualization of the theory. My reading of Engeström (2001), Roth and 

Lee (2007), and Flowers (2003) highlighted how activity theory has continually been 

reconceptualized since 1970, and my growing awareness of the tremendous diversity of 

applications of activity theory convinced me that my goals could be accomplished 

through CHAT using a modification of third-generation activity theory. I haven’t found 
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literature where CHAT was used in exactly the format I intend, but as I read the 

principles of CHAT and the reconceptulizations that have occurred, I believe my 

adjustment is valid.   

It is my intention to use CHAT as an analytical tool, similar to Engeström’s 3rd 

generation level theory with multiple activity systems. However, I will group the systems 

according to mindsets.  I will focus on what Lim and Hang refer to as external 

contradictions between not just different activity systems but between networked or 

grouped sets of activity systems. I won’t focus on contradictions between elements within 

each activity system. I will also focus on inner contradictions within each networked 

group. In other words when I examine the rules element, I will look to see how consistent 

or disturbed that element is across all the homeschools in each group.  Unless there is a 

high degree of internal consistency, looking across groups for contradictions is less 

meaningful.  

 The final CHAT principle at play in my research is the fifth principle: 
 Expansive learning relates to the possibility of expansive transformations in 
activity systems through reconceptualisation of the object and the motive of 
activity ‘embrac[ing] a radically wider horizon of possibilities than in the 
previous mode of the activity’ (Engeström, 2001, p. 137). (Murphy & Rodriques-
Manzanares, 2008, p. 444) 

I’m looking across groups of homeschools to see if there are historically accumulated 

tensions around technology and mindsets that might promote or discourage 
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transformative technological learning. My research question is as follows: How are 

mindsets about knowledge production and technology mediators of the activity of literacy 

teaching and learning in homeschooling environments? 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

My research design didn’t fit neatly into educational research typology. I used a 

mixed method, encompassing both quantitative and qualitative approaches, but weighing 

more heavily in the qualitative direction. I favored a qualitative approach because I 

wanted to explore human mindsets and behavior and they are difficult to quantify.  

The focus on a particular aspect of our culture, homeschooling, lent an 

ethnographic flavor to this study, but it was neither a comprehensive nor an in-depth 

study of homeschooling. I hoped to find 100 participants for my survey, but only planned 

to interview 20 families: neither enough for a bona fide quantitative analysis nor fitting 

with a qualitative case study approach.  

The initial survey acted as a measuring device to locate subjects within a grid 

representing Mindset 1 and Mindset 2, allowing for a quantitative comparison of 

variables, variables that emerged frequently in research on technology and literacy 

learning. I then used these mindset measurements to explore the educational phenomenon 

of technology and literacy use in each homeschooling environment. I gathered literacy 

and technology data through stimulated recall interviews where parents were asked to 
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bring two samples of literacy production and one sample of literacy planning. I also 

conducted a card-sort activity designed to elicit attitudes and beliefs about technology. 

These activities and artifacts provided a thick description of technology and literacy used 

with a specific focus on the digital artifacts.  

The theoretical apparatus of CHAT accommodates different research methods and 

yet doesn’t fall directly into any one of them. CHAT researchers rarely delve deeply into 

quantitative analysis. Most research using CHAT employs a qualitative analysis, 

including evaluations of contradictions occurring in the activity (Kim, 2012; Lim & Hang, 

2003; Murphy & Rodriques-Manzanares, 2008; Roth & Lee, 2007; Russell & 

Schneiderheinze, 2005; Flowers, 2003). While I focused primarily on a qualitative 

approach, including analysis of contradictions, I also presented and analyzed descriptive 

statistics from survey and interview data, in line with Cole and Engeström’s work (Cole 

& Engeström, 1993; Cole, 1996).  

According to Valsiner (1998) and Wertsch (1985, 1991), CHAT was suitable for 

exploring human development mediated by cultural artifacts situated within social and 

cultural contexts: “A Vygotskian perspective is concerned with human development, 

particularly the role of cultural tools and signs in structuring and enabling changes in 

consciousness in socially channeled ways” (as cited by Smagorinsky, 2011, p. 225). 
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Furthermore, Bellamy (1996) suggests that activity theory is especially pertinent to how 

new technologies effect change in schooling: “Cole and Engeström’s (1993) extension of 

activity theory provides a framework within which to understand how new technologies 

can affect educational change” (pp. 125, 126).  

Participants 

Subjects were parents of home schooling families. Several factors mediated my 

choice of homeschooling parents. First, I had easy access to many home schooling 

families, in a variety of locations, which were homeschooling for a variety of reasons. 

Next, home schooling is a rapidly growing educational activity deserving of attention, 

especially considering the focus educational research has recently taken with out-of-

school literacy and the need to embrace the variety of literacies and ways they are 

privileged in different environments. Finally, parents may behave more in line with their 

mindsets, values, and beliefs due to the lack of many confining educational artifacts such 

as having to adhere to curriculum guidelines, state standards, funding, high-stake testing, 

historical traditions, and political realities. Parents may feel freer to explore their thinking 

and express it than some teachers in conventional school settings. 

 Adult subjects. Collins and Halverson (2009) claim, “Schools are stuck using 

19th-century technology, such as books, blackboards, paper, and pencils. Computers are 
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not at the core of schools” (p. 9). They emphasize the importance of this issue by arguing 

that, “Trying to prepare students for the 21st-century with 19th-century technology is like 

teaching people to fly a rocket ship by having them ride bicycles” (p. 10). As I discussed 

in previous chapters, this problem of being stuck with 19th-century technology is multi-

faceted, and there are multiple reasons why it persists (Strudler & Wetzel, 1999; Wu, Hsu, 

& Hwang, 2007; Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005). I wanted to explore the human 

aspect of this problem. The humans I was most interested in were adults, the teachers and 

parents faced with choosing between 19th-century and 21st-century methods for their 

children.  

As a homeschooling mom, I attended many curriculum conferences, and it was 

there I heard a speaker suggest that learning happens for our entire lives, not just at 

school. She introduced me to the term life-long learners - a concept I took to heart 

because my homeschooling experience clearly placed me in the role of a learner. Collins 

and Halverson (2009) discuss three historical eras of education and propose that we are 

now entering the third era, that of lifelong-learning. For parents and teachers to 

successfully mediate technology in their schools, they must become learners themselves 

and specifically learners of technology.   
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I was interested in using a methodology suited to studying the historical, social, 

and cultural contexts that affect the development of humans, and while developmental 

research often focuses on children, accepting the realities of lifelong-learning required 

examination of adult development as well. According to Smagorinsky (2011), Vygotsky 

views methods of studying human development as problematic, because “To study 

something historically means to study it in the process of change…Behavior can be 

understood only as the history of behavior” (p. 223). Adults have a long history of 

educational behavior, beginning with the schooling they experienced growing up, and 

any additional learning or teaching experiences they engaged in as adults. Smagorinsky 

(2011) expresses the difficulty of trying to capture all the elements that have impacted 

educators’ behavior: “One thus approaches Vygotskian studies with the understanding 

that it would be virtually impossible to conduct a study that comprehensively accounts 

for all of the social, cultural, and historical factors that mediate the development of 

concepts” (p. 224). However, he argues that attempts can still be made to acquire 

evidence of human thinking and learning from the actual subjects themselves: “Adapting 

research methods to conduct studies of human cognition in its developmental context is 

therefore always a process requiring inferences based on what people make available to 

researchers through their process of being studied” (p. 224). While I used a survey to 
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explore a hypothesis of how mindsets affect technology use, in the end, it was through 

interviews with adult subjects that I gathered evidence of why they think and behave in 

certain ways. 

 Homeschooling population. Fitting new ideas with old ideas is difficult: 

“Whenever new, groundbreaking technologies appear on the scene, it is inevitable that 

people will live through a gritty time of transition that entails the pull of the new against 

the push of the old” (Labbo, 2006, p. 199). Fitting new ideas with old ideas results in 

change. The socio-cultural view of literacy discussed in chapter 2 suggests that the power 

literacy can wield to effect change and produce knowledge relies on the cultural and 

social contexts in which it exists. Gee (2001) argues that only if social settings are 

capable of change will literacy be able to effect change. Smagorinsky’s (2011) evaluation 

of the culture of schooling suggests that educational institutions are resistant to change. 

Educational research pointing to underutilized technologies suggests, among other 

reasons, a lack of educators’ abilities to effect change in technology use (Feldman & 

Weiss, 2010; Groff & Mouza, 2008; Labbo, 2006; Li, 2007; Robin, 2008; Steel & 

Hudson, 2001; Strudler & Wetzel, 1999; Wu, Hsu, & Hwang, 2007). For new ideas, for 

new technologies and literacies to flourish, they must be planted, take hold, and grow in 

favorable environments. 
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Homeschooling parents exist in a context different from teachers. Home schools 

offer the opportunity to explore educational communities, rules, and division of labor that 

occur outside of a conventional classroom. Parents may choose to bring the telos of the 

culture of schooling into their home, or they may not. Studying home school 

environments may reveal populations freer to change, to notice or acknowledge their 

deep-seated mindsets and how they mediate technology use and understanding of literacy. 

Data Collection and Analysis  

My research was divided into two phases. In phase one I attempted to unveil 

deep-seated mindsets about technology because I was interested in the potential 

mediating effect of those mindsets on technology practices. I constructed a survey in 

which I quantified the variables in each mindset. Where homeschooling parents fall in a 

4-quadrant grid allowed a comparison between the mindsets parents held and the types 

and amounts of technology they encouraged or used in teaching. Phase one’s survey 

explored a limited number of variables. In phase two I wanted to avail myself of as much 

information as my subjects would reveal. Interviewing a sample of homeschooling 

families through the lens of the CHAT heuristic allowed for a much thicker description of 

what was driving or stalling the use of technology as well as how the use of such 

technology mediated homeschooling parents’ understanding of digital literacy.  
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Phase one. Phase one addressed the mediational possibilities of mindsets on 

technology practices. Mindsets comprise values, beliefs, and attitudes arising from all 

areas of a person’s historical experiences: social, economic, cultural, religious, political 

etc. While realizing the impossibility of capturing all variables, I believe Lankshear and 

Knobel identified some critical ones, variables that reflect pervasive, deep-seated 

concepts that creep in and penetrate the foundations of learning without a lot of conscious 

awareness on teachers’ part.   

I accepted the premise that the culture of schooling (Smagorinsky, 2011) and the 

slowness of educational reform (Rasmussen & Ludvigsen, 2009) were barriers to 

technology integration. But I wanted to see whether mindsets teachers hold are a nested 

barrier, hard to detect within the stone walls of traditional schooling. Lankshear and 

Knobel (2006) suggest that those of Mindset 1 wouldn’t attempt much technological 

change while those of Mindset 2 would. Using a homeschooling population provided an 

opportunity to examine mindsets outside of conventional educational institutions. 

Designing the survey. The widespread use of personal computers and the growth 

of the Internet created new possibilities for survey research. I used Google Forms on 

Google Drive to conduct my survey. It is a free service and accessible by almost all 

computer users, regardless of computer brand or browser.  
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Building the survey. Building the survey was a long, complicated process that 

began in September of 2013 and ended with a final copy in May 2014. My original plan 

was to use the content of Lankshear and Knobel’s mindset descriptions and the format of 

Scribner and Cole’s (1981, pp. 56, 57) modernity survey to create a viable survey for my 

study. I assembled a test survey and nine people pilot-tested it for me in late September, 

2013. After consulting with my advisors and others and revising the questions into three 

more possible versions, I decided to change to a Likert style survey of closed-ended 

questions that in most cases provided six choices ranging from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree (see Appendix A). In the first part of the survey I gathered some 

descriptive data, such as age range and geographic location. 

My final survey evolved through six different versions, all of which were pilot-

tested. Creating a survey is a challenging task and I involved as many educators, writers, 

survey makers, technology experts, and respected friends as I could. In February 2014, 

after I consulted with my dissertation committee, I again addressed the issues of whether 

my questions reflected Lankshear and Knobel’s mindsets, whether the questions were 

properly constructed so they’d stand the best chance of being interpreted in a similar way 

by all participants, and how to visually or graphically represent the survey results.  
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I simplified the language and reframed the format to eliminate all either/or 

language. Then I sent copies of my questions to two advisors on my committee. The three 

of us independently organized the questions into Mindset 1 and Mindset 2 questions and 

our results matched 100%. We then attempted to identify each question as representing 

Lankshear and Knobel’s specific variables. In this endeavor our answers varied widely. 

However, I believe that many questions can’t help but overlap the variables and across 

the board we identified the questions as covering all the variables. Identifying the 

questions as M1 or M2 allowed me to calculate a M1 and M2 variable for each 

participant. Then I was able to represent my data on a two-dimensional grid rather than a 

single continuum as I had initially intended. While Lankshear and Knobel’s notion of 

mindsets might be construed as falling on one continuum, I felt a two-dimensional 

approach both represented their ideas and allowed for a more thorough CHAT analysis.  

Between December 2013 and May 2014 I administered six test versions of the 

surveys. I continued to tweak questions. A friend creates and administers surveys for 

businesses and he advised me on the structure of questions and format of the survey. 

Another friend is a professional writer and she critiqued the language of my survey. I also 

sat with two people while they were taking the survey and encouraged them to talk aloud 

about their experience, how they interpreted the questions and why they gave certain 
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answers. Because many felt conflicted answering certain questions I provided room for 

comments after each questions, so they could explain whatever they felt necessary. I 

finally stopped tweaking the survey and settled on a final version in early May, 2014. 

Here are some examples from the final survey. 

Lankshear and Bigum (1999) suggest that spaces, where literacy practices occur, 

figure prominently in each mindset: “The idea of space having been fractured refers to 

the emergence of cyberspace as a distinctively new space that co-exists with physical 

space” (as cited in Lankshear & Knobel, 2006, p. 31). Most questions touched on the 

issue of the spaces where learning or communication happens. Two examples were:  

• To develop advanced literacy skills, it is critical to attend accredited college 

campuses where you learn from degreed professors. 

• Tweeting is a distraction from more meaningful communications. 

Lankshear and Knobel contrast Mindset 1’s focus on expertise and authority located in 

individuals and institutions with Mindset 2’s focus on expertise and authority as 

distributed and collective. These ideas were dealt with in the following questions:  

• Education should be more about training and allowing students to learn how to 

access and evaluate information rather than relying on experts to deliver it to them 

in class. 
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• Expertise found in classical media (books) is more reliable than expertise found in 

modern media (the Internet).  

Another aspect of the variable is the focus on individual intelligence:   

• Standardized tests are important because they attempt to ensure that all children 

are at least educated to some common expectations. 

The focus on collaborative or collective intelligence is dealt with in the following 

question: 

• Children learning to share knowledge on wikis will develop important 

collaborative literacy skills. 

Finally, Lankshear and Knobel argue that Mindset 1 believes the world can be interpreted 

and understood in physical-industrial terms and Mindset 2 believes it cannot. One way to 

unpack this idea was to examine the economic understanding of value. Mindset 1 sees 

value as a function of scarcity and Mindset 2 sees value as a function of dispersion. I 

attempted to capture these ideas in the following two questions: 

• Having your work published in the form of a printed book remains the epitome of 

literate success. 

• Writers should become less concerned with plagiarism because modern media 

environments have changed what it means to own a piece of writing. 
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Questions from the entire survey can be found in Appendix A and a description of 

Lankshear and Knobel’s Mindsets in Figure 2. 

I used other questions to elicit descriptive data and possible independent variables 

for later analysis. Open-ended comments after each question encouraged participants to 

share reasons for their choices, emotional reactions, and pertinent examples from their 

experiences.  

Snowball or network sampling. Home schooling is a grass roots type of activity. 

Historically, home schooling families have searched each other out and built up support 

networks. Because of the nature of homeschooling, the easiest way of finding participants 

was to use this networking system, and the word-of-mouth, snowball sampling method of 

finding participants seemed a good fit for my population. But over time, homeschool 

networking acquired a digital dimension and network sampling (NS) emerged as a better 

method for my study.  

NS is more complex than snowball sampling and includes constructs not pertinent 

to my research, but certain concepts and terminology were useful. NS refers to initial 

contacts as seeds and relies on these seeds to extend the sample population (Wejnert & 

Heckathorn, 2008; Heckathorn, 2002). Seeds were homeschooling parents I knew or 

could get in touch with through others, who provided contact information of other people 
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in my desired sample population. When I reached out to the other people, I’d asked if 

they knew other homeschoolers. This process expanded the sample population and each 

new level looked like waves of recruitment. The more waves the better.   

My final method involved a blend of snowball and network sampling; I used 

word-of-mouth, paper, and digital contacts. The scope of my research intended to 

encompass technology skeptics and enthusiasts and I didn’t want to eliminate 

participation because of technological barriers. To this end I used email addresses, phone 

numbers, snail mail, and word-of-mouth, but I used digital contacts when available 

because they were more convenient. I also made surveys available on paper and sent 

through the mail. I only sent one survey through snail mail and received no response.  

My first step was to compile a list of homeschoolers I knew who were either 

currently homeschooling or who had homeschooled in the past. I sent them an initial 

contact letter, asking if they know other homeschooling parents whom they think may be 

willing to participate. While a few sent the letter along to a homeschooling friend, more 

often they replied that they were on homeschooling list serves, Yahoo Groups, or social 

networking groups and could they post my request there. Eventually I realized that many 

of my acquaintances who hadn’t homeschooled knew homeschoolers. There was no 

reason to limit my initial seeds to past homeschoolers. I also created a Wordpress.com 
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blog page about myself. My hope was that complete strangers might appreciate knowing 

a little bit about me before investing their time in taking my survey. Apparently the fact 

that I had been a homeschooler encouraged a number of people to participate. 

Wejnert and Heckathorn (2008) suggest three desirable characteristics of seeds, 

that they: come from a wide variety of cultural and geographic areas, include high-energy 

socio-metric stars, and be as diverse as possible. Because technology allowed volunteers 

to be interviewed through Internet connections, I didn’t have to limit myself to 

participants that were geographically accessible. Eventually my contacts spanned the 

United States and reached as far away as Australia, Argentina and India. While ‘high-

energy socio-metric stars’ would be valuable seeds, the resources I had available required 

that I use any and all seeds that I could for my survey. I was curious about the level of 

diversity that exists among homeschoolers. I was as inclusive as possible, gathering seeds 

at every opportunity. When I saw a large family strolling down a NJ beach on a 

Wednesday in October, I asked the mother if they were homeschoolers. They were and 

she happily gave me her contact info and said she had homeschooling friends who might 

be interested. A friend’s daughter-in-law has homeschooling friends in Hawaii. My 

father’s girlfriend’s daughter homeschools her three children because of health concerns. 
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I had many local contacts who were currently homeschooling, and many contacts from 

when I homeschooled my children.  

Network sampling researchers (Heckathorn, 2002; Wejnert & Heckathorn, 2008) 

claim NS is a valuable method for sampling hidden populations. My population was hard 

to reach, but  not hidden in the same way as those identified for NS, like drug users or 

participants in other nefarious activities. Homeschoolers lack a sampling frame that 

supplies convenient access. There is nothing illegal or disreputable about homeschooling, 

although there may be disapproval or even stiff criticism. However, my experience with 

homeschoolers in general is that they are more than happy to talk about their endeavors, 

and a physical or digital ‘word-of-mouth’ snowball sampling method worked very well.  

While NS includes some factors that don’t appear to apply to my research, such as 

speed of response and compensation of participants, the issue of validity of my final 

sample is relevant. Heckathorn (2002) describes five types of bias associated with NS or 

chain-referral methods, all possibly applicable to my research: choice of initial sample, 

bias of volunteerism, manner in which chain-referral takes place, homophily bias, and 

over representation of most gregarious and socially centered subjects (pp. 12, 13). My 

initial sample was not random. The manner in which the chain-referral took place was not 

random. The initial seeds had social ties with me and recruitment patterns reflected that 
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affiliation. Quantitative researchers hoping to apply statistical analysis to their data would 

employ any or all of the statistical procedures cited by Heckathorn (2002) or Wejnert and 

Heckathorn (2008) to eliminate or nullify these biases. The qualitative research stance I 

took, a Vygotskian perspective, assumed that the research was shaped by the participants 

and researcher and that the participants and researchers were shaped by the research. To a 

certain degree, some of the biases mentioned were integral to the homeschooling 

communities, and others just a by-product of methodology. I endeavored to be conscious 

of such relationships and biases, described their role in my research, and analyzed and 

reported any impact they had. 

Administering the survey. Administering a survey is a fascinating experience, 

deserving of a research study itself.  

During pilot-testing some participants experienced malfunctions with the survey. I 

worked through the technicalities of making changes and how to save surveys to Google 

Drive and ironed out the problem. But in anticipation of other unexpected problems 

arising I emailed links to my survey in waves of approximately 10 people. I learned from 

one participant that a question was incorrectly worded and I learned from my first batch 

of emails that I should be using blind carbon copies (bcc) to preserve confidentiality. 
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I sent eleven waves of emails from May 19, 2014 to June 16, 2014. I only 

surveyed one parent per family. I developed an understanding of strategies that promoted 

maximum participation.  Some people took the survey and had trouble submitting it. I 

was able to help some achieve success, but other problems may have been related to their 

technological interface. I employed some follow-up emails and participated in some 

social networking to promote and support my study. After multiple surveys were 

submitted I immersed myself in Excel, finding expert help and developing spreadsheets 

that would calculate M1 and M2 variables and plot them on a graph.  

 Creating mindsets quadrant grid. In the end, 130 homeschooling parents agreed 

to take my survey although only 100 actually submitted one. The survey attempted to 

quantify a variable for where each participant fell on a continuum for Mindset 1(M1) and 

another variable for where they fell on a continuum for Mindset 2 (M2). Axis-x 

represents a weak M2 rating on the left and high on the right. Axis-y represents the M1 

continuum, a weak rating being at the bottom of the grid and a high one at the top. 

Answers to each question are designed to measure one or the other mindset. Using, 

EXCEL, I created formulas to find an average M1 variable and an average M2 variable 

for each participant. Using the distance from the average I plotted each participant on the 

grid. If you fell into the upper left quadrant, Q1, you had a higher M1 rating and lower 
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M2 rating. Q2, the upper right represents those with higher M1 and M2 ratings. Q3, the 

lower right quadrant represents high M2 and low M1 ratings. The last quadrant, Q4, the 

lower left, represents a lower rating for both mindsets. All the survey takers’ mindsets are 

plotted in Figure 7.  

Sixty survey takers volunteered to be interviewed. Among those volunteers I 

identified families who homeschooled children from grade 4 through 8. Then I randomly 

selected five participants plus one alternate from each quadrant and conducted interviews 

through the summer of 2014. I successfully interviewed participants from Q1 and Q3. 

However, Q2 and Q4 had fewer possible subjects and over time some withdrew for 

various reasons. 

Eventually, in order 

to find the fifth 

participant for Q2 and 

Q4, I used a subject 

from Q1 that was 

closest to Q2 or Q4. 

As things turned out, 

the substitute for Q2 

Figure 7. Plotting of all survey participants on quadrant grid. Axis X measures mindset 2 

(M2) low on left, high on right; axis Y measures mindset 1 (M1) low at bottom, high at 

top. The quadrants are labeled: Q1 as high M1, low M2; Q2 as high M1, high M2; Q3 as 

low M1, high M2, and Q4 as low M1, low M2. 
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worked out, but in the end there really wasn’t another participant close enough to Q4, so I 

only used four subjects from Q4. The grid of the 19 interviewed subjects is seen in Figure 

8.  

 Coding and analyzing data. Smagorinsky (2011) argues that qualitative research, 

particularly that from a Vygotskian perspective, requires a more extensive methodology 

section, including:  

The social and cultural experiences of the participants; the physical, social, and 
political setting of the research; the assumptions at work in the environment; the 
researcher’s relationship and interactions with the participants; and much 
more…[stemming] from the assumption that thinking and acting are socially, 
culturally, and historically shaped. (p. 246)  

Smagorinsky (2011) 

sees the coding of data 

as the embodiment of 

theory, that it makes 

“Researcher’s 

theoretical perspective 

on the data corpus 

explicit” (p. 250) and, 

in contrast to some researchers who claim that coding accomplishes a positivistic 

Figure 8. Plotting interviewed subjects on quadrant grid. Q4 has only four subjects and 

Q2 results includes data from the subject at (-0.04, 0.58). 
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outcome, Smagorinsky believes instead that it clarifies one’s own subjectivity in relation 

to the data. In line with Smagorinsky’s ideas, I created a coding scheme that embodied 

my theoretical approach, the mindsets of Lankshear and Knobel targeted in my survey, 

the digital literacies from the card-sort, and the social, cultural, and historical information 

I hoped to glean from interviews and samples of literacy artifacts. The coding scheme 

acted as a launching point for my data collection, interview protocols, data reduction, 

data analysis and follow-up discussion. 

Phase two. While I was curious to see if Mindset variables revealed a patterned 

result of technology practices, I was also interested in what other elements were at play, 

particularly in the context of a home school. In phase two parents supplied two samples 

or descriptions of literacies their children produced as well as an artifact they used in 

planning literacy practices. I used these items along with information from their survey as 

the stimulus for a simulated-recall interview format (Appendix B). I also used a card-sort 

activity (Appendix C) to mediate the discussion of important and meaningful digital 

literacies. Phase one identified parents’ mindsets, which provided data for comparison 

with their technology and literacy use in phase two. I expected a greater use of and 

variety of technology from those whose locations are in quadrant 2 and 3, both high 

Mindset 2.  
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Phase two provided a thicker description of parents’ thinking and behavior, and 

uncovered some variables not included in Lankshear and Knobel’s mindsets. CHAT 

allowed for an examination of activities with shared literacy goals, but using different 

mediational means (technologies), resulting in a variety of outcomes. The CHAT 

heuristic represented the activity of homeschooling in each family, developed from the 

viewpoint of the subject (homeschooling parent).  The cultural artifacts were the 

technologies used that mediated the object of learning literacy. Interview questions 

attempted to unpack the history of technology use and parents’ mindsets about it. The 

heuristic also explored the entire community involved in the homeschool, the rules that 

governed the use of technology, and the division of labor. Figure 6 illustrates the heuristic 

used to frame the learning activity of each homeschooling parent. 

I examined how mindsets about knowledge production and technology mediated 

the activity of literacy teaching and learning in homeschooling environments by grouping 

together the families in each quadrant. I looked for internal consistency or inconsistency 

within each quadrant. Then I compared the four different quadrant groups looking for 

cohesion or contradictions between them. Did they share similar patterns of technology 

use and similar goals of literacy education for their children? How did the home 

schooling community impact the mediation, what rules were in play, and what did the 
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division of labor look like? How did these elements differ within quadrants and between 

them? 

Interview. The interview protocol (Appendix B) was aligned with the coding 

scheme (Appendix D). The coding scheme encompassed mindsets and CHAT elements. 

It provided a common framework for gathering, analyzing, and reporting data. The 

interview questions aligned with this framework, but were open-ended to allow for a 

variety of responses including unexpected outcomes. I arranged for interviews to be held 

at a time and place convenient for my subjects and interviewed only one parent per 

family. I audio-recorded eighteen face-to-face interviews and video-recorded one 

interview over Internet connections. I conducted all interviews and took reflective memos 

during interviews. Participants did not receive financial compensation.   

Stimulated recall. The stimulated recall aspect of an interview is a strategy for 

encouraging recall of an individual’s thoughts and behaviors. Providing artifacts that 

were outcomes of such thoughts and behaviors prompts remembering and reflection that 

may not occur otherwise. Actual samples or descriptions of samples and artifacts for 

planning should afford focus and clarity about the interviewee’s understanding and 

definition of literacy. As it turns out homeschooling parents planning artifacts didn’t 

extend much beyond the objectives they were required to write for the state of 
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Pennsylvania. No one brought written lesson plans to any interview. Also, many parents 

had difficulty finding or securing a literacy product from their children. Some parents 

didn’t bring any to the interview.   

Card sort. A card-sort activity is a way of discovering how technology mediates 

parents’ understanding of literacy. Specific conventional and digital literacies were 

printed on cards (Appendix C). Before giving them my cards I gave them five blank cards 

and asked them to write down any literacy practice that was important to them.  

After subjects wrote their literacy goals for their children on cards, I gave them a 

pile of 14 cards with literacy practices printed on them. I aimed for production literacies, 

not consumption and the majority of practices were digital. I was curious to see what they 

thought about these practices, primarily whether they viewed them as a form of literacy 

and if so, how important or maybe useful were they. I asked them to sort the cards into an 

arrangement they could use to explain their thoughts. I asked why they organized them in 

such a manner allowing parents to explain their thinking, reflect on what they believe to 

be important for their children to learn, and decide what literacies will help prepare their 

children for living in the 21st Century. I photographed their arrangements, imported it into 

my coding software, and then coded the cards. I also used the parents’ comments to 

annotate the source. After carefully considering the placement of each card and the 



 

	  

111	  

subject’s comments, I rated the importance of each literacy practice for each subject as 

high, medium, or low. Three other people searched for patterns among these ratings.  The 

ratings were subjective and I don’t want to draw too many conclusions but comment on 

the patterns that stood out the most strongly.   

The card-sort activity created a common thread between all interviewed 

participants and allowed for comparisons. I focused on literacies that are produced rather 

than consumed. Some literacies were both consumed and produced, such as a story, an 

essay, or a presentation, but I asked them to focus on production, rather than consumption 

for a few reasons. First, I needed to reduce the data, because there are so many literacies 

and artifacts. Also, the literature gathered for the simulated recall interviews will most 

likely be something the students have produced. Finally, since some of the affordances of 

the Internet are its production capabilities, focusing on production may allow for a more 

meaningful comparison of conventional and digital artifacts. 

Appendix C lists the literacies I chose for the card sort. The top three literacies 

were drawn from Common Core, Pennsylvania’s State Standard’s Initiative, English 

Language Arts Standards, Writing, Grade 4. I felt these three items reflected conventional 

schoolings foundational writing practices. Presentations and movies are literacy practices 

used to communicate both traditional and digital texts and ideas. I included collaborative 
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writing projects because the mindsets imply a shift from individual learning to 

collaborative and the literacy practices germane to such interaction may differ from those 

of individual learning. I included computer coding because it is becoming more than a 

career opportunity. It is a digital literacy that is becoming a tool for a wide variety of 

computer users, including students. Hour of Code is an example of attempts to get 

programming into school curriculums (http://code.org/educate/hoc, http://csedweek.org/). 

Blogs, wikis, and tweets are newer digital ways of creating and sharing literacy. Texting 

on phones, emailing, and searching the Internet are new literacies developing new 

semantic, syntactical, and grammatical approaches.   

The literacies on the cards can be used in traditional or transformative ways, and I 

specifically asked how they will be used. Sorting the cards provided a means to compare 

mindsets with used technologies and literacies. In line with Lankshear and Knobel’s 

suggestions, I predicted that parents with high Mindset 2 ratings would use technology in 

more transformative ways and Mindset 1 parents use it less often or in ways that support 

existing traditional practices. 

Coding and analysis. I transcribed recordings of interviews into Word documents, 

as well as reflective memos taken during stimulated recall interviews and the card-sort 

activity. I entered these documents along with results from the survey into 



 

	  

113	  

HyperRESEARCH for coding and analysis. 

Coding scheme. I developed an initial coding scheme for HyperRESEARCH from 

the CHAT heuristic and mindset elements. My original scheme included seven major 

codes drawn from the CHAT heuristic. The actual data and experience of coding caused 

me to adjust the original scheme and the final scheme includes CHAT and mindsets 

codes. For the final codes see Appendix D. The original scheme grounded the study 

theoretically and conceptually and provided a framework for structuring and conducting 

interviews. The final codes supported a more efficient and complete analysis of data and 

organization of findings: “By creating categories in sets and levels, a coding system 

embodies not only a theory but the principles with that theory and their relations to one 

another” (Smagorinsky, 2011, p. 250).  

Unit of analysis. Transcribed interviews constituted the bulk of coded material, 

and the coding unit of analysis was content units. I defined a content unit as a segment in 

discourse designed to make a particular point; so I divided the turns into what I thought 

were different content units and coded them, following Smith and Wilhelm’s (2002) 

technique. Some units had multiple codes and sections of some turns remained uncoded. 

All the information from the interview, survey, card sort, samples of literacy, and 

reflective comments were saved. The interview and survey and reflective comments were 
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entered as source material into HyperRESEARCH and coded in content units. The card 

sorts were photographed and coded according to available techniques for images in 

HyperRESEARCH and annotated with the text from the discussion that accompanied the 

sort. Most literacy artifacts were not coded, but the pertinent comments were coded in the 

interview source material.   

CHAT analysis. Once the coding was completed, the data were reduced, 

organized and analyzed according to CHAT in order to mediate my understanding of the 

data and how to best answer my research question, How are mindsets about knowledge 

production and technology mediators of the activity of literacy teaching and learning in 

homeschooling environments? My analysis involved a variety of techniques, beginning 

with the principle that less is more. I had a plethora of data and the temptation was strong 

to widen the scope of the study. But I chose to narrow the focus to the qualitative data 

that I coded using the CHAT in order to provide some answers to my research question.  

In HyperREARCH  I filtered the data for a specific code, used Report Builder to 

create and export a report for all the cases in a quadrant. I usually worked through the 

data by quadrant within a code. I worked very carefully to analyze all coded data. The 

elements Rules, Division of Labor, and Goals were most easily organized and analyzed 

by printing out interview text, selecting the most representative and pertinent quotes and 
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providing them as evidence. For Rules I hand drew a spreadsheet on graph paper to 

provide a visual representation of blocks on computers, screen time limits, and other rules. 

For reading and writing goals I printed out the HyperRESEARCH report, highlighted and 

cut out important quotes and organized them on a large table. For the elements Cultural 

Artifacts and Subject I examined the full reports, but summarized the data instead of 

using quotes. It was difficult to decide how to represent the element Outcomes. In CHAT 

research I found outcomes to be the most ignored element. My outcomes might have 

been identified multiple ways. I chose to look at concrete productions of literacy created 

by the children and mediated by technology. This was probably the most subjective 

analysis. I used samples from items brought to the interviewed and items discussed at 

length by the parents. Community proved the hardest to represent and analyze because 

the activity system was partly defined by being a homeschool, which is a community in 

itself.  

I read through the source material numerous times and felt like I knew the 

families by heart. If I had any questions or found any puzzling data I’d search the source 

material again using the search function.  

Two of CHAT’s major analytical devices used in this study are an examination of 

contradictions between elements of the different grouped activities and of contradictions 
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within them. The identification of contradictions within an activity can enable change, 

leading to improvement in the flow of activity. According to Murphy and Rodriques-

Manzanares (2008) the integration of technology into education may benefit from 

exploring contradictions: “A specific 

focus on contradictions provides an 

opportunity to explain and understand 

how teaching practices can  

change when ICTs are introduced into 

teachers’ activity system” (p. 453). My 

grouping, guided by like mindsets, into 

four networks of five homeschools each allowed an examination of the internal 

consistency or cohesiveness of each network and a comparison between networks. I 

performed this examination for each element of the CHAT heuristic. For example I 

looked at one of the CHAT elements in each homeschool. In attempting to find the 

impact of mindsets, I looked at the internal cohesiveness in each network or quadrant, 

and then I looked for any contradictions or contrasts between each of the different 

quadrants. See a sample in Figure 9. Q1 Q2 Q3 had internal cohesiveness but the texture 

on Q4 shows a lack of internal cohesiveness. Q1 and Q2 triangles had the same color 

Figure 9. Sample - comparisons across mindset quadrants. 

Internal disturbance is marked by texture. Cohesiveness 

between quadrants marked by color. 
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meaning their use of rules was very similar. Q3 was a different color, therefore in 

contrast with Q1 and Q2. The lack of internal consistency in Q4 made it hard to compare 

against the others. This analysis of contradictions and disturbances used Engeström’s 

CHAT heuristic in a new way, but one that I think encompassed most principles of 

CHAT and used multiple perspectives and networks of parallel activity systems instead 

of interacting activities systems of very diverse activities. 

Another affordance of CHAT is the ability to encompass the complexity of 

educational settings and discover unexpected outcomes:  

One of the strengths or advantages of AT is how it offers a broad lens of inquiry 
that encompasses various aspects of the educational setting such as students’ and 
teachers’ backgrounds and perspectives, the whole institutional setting, and the 
evolution of the activity system over time. (Murphy & Rodriques-Manzanares, 
2008, p. 453)  

Rasmussen and Ludvigsen (2009) discuss educational reform where information and 

communications technology (ICT) is a central catalyst to change practices. They 

champion Engeström’s theory for handling the multi-faceted aspects of educational 

activity:  

Engeström developed his theoretical approach to guide a multilevel analysis of 
change amid stability in an activity system or institution...it brings forward 
interdependencies between the acting subject and different levels in an activity 
system. In other words, it is a framework for analyzing a multitude of relations. 
(as cited in Rasmussen & Ludvigsen, 2009, p. 87)  

They argue that research is generally preoccupied with searching for intended outcomes 
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and an affordance of CHAT is its ability to find and analyze unexpected outcomes.   

Level-three generation activity theory examines interactive systems with similar 

objects. Rasmussen and Ludvigsen (2009) suggest this focus on object helps distinguish 

one activity from another:  

Change within activity theory is connected to the concept of object. The notion of 
objects refers to the focus of the activity and what it is that gives the activity 
direction and outcomes. Because every activity is object oriented, it mediates our 
relation to reality, which is understood as multilevel and heterogeneous, and helps 
to distinguish one activity from another. (p. 88)  

In conventional schooling, standardized curricula define the object of language arts 

classes in elementary school and English class in high school, and because national 

standards regulate public schooling in the US, one might argue that the objects of such 

classes are the same. In a general way, all of the objects of homeschooling activities will 

be the same, the literacy education of the students.   

Role of Researcher 

Reactivity happens when the methodology used affects the phenomenon being 

studied: “Researchers have long been concerned with various problems with reactivity... 

[researchers] recognize the likelihood of introducing confounds in research that involves 

researcher-participant interaction” (Smagorinsky, 2011, p. 234). A Vygotskian approach 

realizes that reactivity is a very real part of the interaction between researcher and 

subject: “The goal should not be to neutralize these effects but to assume that they exist 
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and then to identify and account for them in the data collection and analysis” 

(Smagorinsky, 2011, p. 238). 

I was a homeschooling mom. This provided me with access to the homeschooling 

world and an increased ability to find homeschoolers to participate in my research. The 

fact that I was a homeschooling mom opened doors to me that may have been closed to 

others. Many homeschoolers feel very criticized for their choice and are wary that some 

researchers may be out to persecute or condemn them. When I posted a blog page 

explaining that I have homeschooled in the past, I receive positive comments and 

enthusiastic attitudes towards participating. However, when I sent the consent 

information required by Temple to an interview participant, she withdrew from being 

interviewed. She objected to the traditional institutional parameters described in the form; 

she felt that if I was engaging in such an established educational convention as a 

dissertation that I wouldn’t be able to understand what she, as an unschooling mom, was 

doing outside of those established norms.  

I love to try to use new technologies to improve educational instruction and 

outcomes. Very few potential participants knew this about me. But the recruitment form 

talked about parents’ use of technology and at least three people I met face to face told 

me that I probably didn’t want their input because they didn’t use very much technology. 
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This suggested to me that many people may have read the requests for participation and 

didn’t respond if they felt they weren’t big enough fans of technology.  

The methodology used to acquire participants began with people I knew. People 

who know me, what I’ve done, and what I love and am interested in. Using acquaintances 

as original seeds definitely impacted my final sample population. The Internet and the 

high level of homeschool networking allowed for waves of recruitment well beyond my 

acquaintances, but in the final set of randomly drawn interviewees I knew five out of the 

nineteen subjects.  

The intimacy of an interview, whether held in participants’ homes, a library, or a 

coffee house, impacted my role as a researcher. The presence of children in five of the 

interviews both contributed a greater understanding of the nature and character of the 

homeschooling activity and sometimes created a disturbance making it hard for me to 

stay on task with interviewing the parent. I believe my genuine interest their homeschool 

and appreciation for the vast diversity I found established a strong bond with many 

subjects. There was genuine interest in my research and a sharing of knowledge and 

experience occurred at some level in most interviews. I believe that the card sort probably 

stimulated the most interest and learning on the part of the parents. Discussing digital 

practices as literacy, in fact the very discussion of what comprised literacy, was cause for 
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a very rich interchange of ideas. Numerous parents had specific questions about certain 

items on the card and expressed their appreciation for the discussion after the card sort. 

While creating an environment of confidence may allow for parents to more freely share 

their ideas, it may also result in their choosing to share those ideas they think I want to 

hear. It is very hard to untangle these possibilities.  

A further note on researcher bias: As an educator and lifelong learner, I find 

rapidly advancing, interactive technology to be fascinating. I enjoy exploring new 

technologies and experimenting with new possibilities and change. However, I have 

mixed feelings about what these new technologies and new literacies are replacing. I 

entertain the possibility that what we are losing could be a bigger cost than I imagine and 

that the affordances of technological change may not measure up to what we’ve lost. But 

I also maintain that technological change is happening around us, and we can’t ignore it, 

in fact, at least for the moment we will become irrelevant to our students if we ignore it. 

This is one of the reasons I chose to research the very issue of technological change in 

education and educators mindsets towards their level of engagement in that change.  
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Limitations of study 

Homeschooling parents provide a number of affordances as subjects for this study 

that are listed earlier. However there is a concern that results from homeschools may not 

generalize across more traditional schooling populations.  

 The geographical range of subjects’ homes in this study was relatively small. 

Seventeen out of nineteen participants were Pennsylvania residents that lived within an 

hour and half driving distance of Philadelphia. One parent lived in the far northwest part 

of Pennsylvania and chatted with me on the Internet. The last parent was a New Jersey 

resident who lived across the Delaware River. Finding subjects around the country or 

even the world would capture different environments and provide a thicker description of 

other cultural and societal norms, with the possibility of different results. While I used 

NS and aimed for as wide a reach as possible, circumstances resulted in final subjects all 

living locally. It would be desirable to figure a way to get a broader spectrum of 

homeschooling families.  

Constructing a survey and interview protocol that allows and even encourages 

participants to express their true feelings and thoughts is a difficult task. I made every 

effort to phrase survey and interview questions and to conduct the interviews in such a 
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way as to allow and encourage freedom to express ideas. One mother, who refused to 

take the survey, explained her reasoning: 

I'm sorry, Jody!  I looked at the survey.  I don't feel that I can put a number on 
many statements. I can see more than one side to many issues regarding literacy 
and technology.  My thoughts are always evolving and my daughter's use of 
technology is always changing.   I feel taking an average on how I feel about each 
issue would look like I don't care and not really give you the accurate 
answers.  Unfortunately, I don't have the time to think through and comment on 
each statement…Sorry I couldn't help. 

Surveys and interviews are basically self-reported information. Additional studies with 

observations in the field and a more complete collection of artifacts would be useful.  
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CHAPTER 4 – RESULTS 

Overview 

The CHAT heuristic (Figure 6) paints a picture of homeschool activities that look 

much the same for families in Q1 and Q2; there is significant internal consistency in both 

quadrants. The digital technologies used (CA) were relatively tame: word processors; 

search engines; parent supervision of Internet use; documentaries to watch; and maybe an 

e-book or audio tapes for reading. Subjects’ literacy goals included wanting their children 

to read and write, to love reading, to see writing as very important and needing to be 

taught in a very thorough and organized way. The division of labor situated power in the 

hands of the parents and they bought curricula or developed it themselves. Parents 

imposed rules on technology use to provide safety and limit screen time. Literacy 

outcomes were primarily traditional, enhanced by digital artifacts but not transformed by 

them. 

Q3 has strong internal consistency like Q1 and Q2, but it differs in most other 

respects. Q3 presents a picture of less traditional schooling. Its subjects engaged in 

heavier uses of digital technology: greater variety of digital practices, heavier use of 

screen and images and less monitoring of digital practices by parents. Parents’ literacy 

goals included reading, loving to read, and writing. But there was not the highly 
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organized and thorough approach to writing instruction as in Q1 and Q2. The division of 

labor shifted power from parents to children. There were practically no curricula and 

children, while supported and encouraged by their parents, made most decisions about 

what to learn. Rules governing computer and Internet use were practically nonexistent, 

and many outcomes were nontraditional and transformed by digital artifacts.   

There are major contradictions between these parallel sets of activity systems. If I 

could draw a 3D picture, I’d draw lines of contradiction between CA, goals, outcomes, 

division of labor and rules.  

The heuristic for Q4 has less internal consistency and is therefore harder to 

describe and categorize. At times, some parents’ behavior matched that of Q3 and at 

other times that of Q1 and Q2. In some ways Q4 parents expressed less excitement about 

learning and a lackadaisical approach to using digital artifacts.  

Subject 

Descriptive statistics. Who homeschools their children and why? We’ve all 

heard of homeschooling but those schools don’t receive the scrutiny that traditional 

schools do. Here we examine the people who chose to homeschool their children. They 

are described in CHAT as subjects of an activity system whose viewpoints are adopted 



 

	  

126	  

(Murphy & Rodriques-Manzanares, 2008), and the subjects in this study are the nineteen 

parents who were interviewed. 

Almost all subjects lived in Pennsylvania. Network sampling (NS) was the 

method used to gather participants for the survey. I live in Pennsylvania and the original 

seeds of NS are people one knows. So it follows that many subjects would live in 

Pennsylvania. Sixty-three percent of survey takers lived in Pennsylvania. After 

eliminating those who declined to be interviewed and whose children didn’t fall within 

the age parameters of my research, 68% were from Pennsylvania. After randomly 

drawing six names from each quadrant (five plus an alternate) 75% were from 

Pennsylvania. However, the reality of conducting the interviews involved some people 

getting sick and some changing their mind for a variety of reasons. In the end 95% of 

interviewees were from Pennsylvania and the 

other person lived just over the river in New 

Jersey.  

A hundred percent of the subjects were 

married and in every case their spouse worked 

full-time. Ninety-five percent (18/19) of the 

subjects were female and 42% (8/19) of them worked part-time. 

0	  
2	  
4	  
6	  
8	  
10	  

Figure 10. Education of subjects. Number of 

subjects highest educational achievements. 
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A hundred percent of the subjects had never been homeschooled as children. A 

hundred percent of their spouses had never been homeschooled as children. 

Sixteen percent (3/19) of the subjects attended some college but didn’t graduate. 

See Figure 10.  The highest educational achievement of 11% (2/19) of the subjects was 

an associate degree. The highest level for 42% (8/19) was a BS or BA or equivalent. The 

highest level for 11% was a Masters. The remaining 21% (4/19) achieved multiple 

degrees including PhDs.  

I defined all the subjects as white. Sixteen percent (3/19) of spouses were black, 

the rest were white. Trying to rate or measure one’s ethnicity is difficult as the world 

becomes more globalized and boundaries between countries blur. Nevertheless I asked 

about ethnicity. One parent would only say they were Americans. Some indicated the 

countries they or their families hailed from. One Argentinian wasn’t sure whether to call 

herself white or Hispanic. The mother from Venezuela whose accent was the hardest to 

understand called herself white.    

In summary, the subjects in this study were very homogeneous. They were all 

white females except for one white male. They lived locally; the farthest away was the 

family I skyped with in northwestern Pennsylvania. They were all married; one parent 

always worked full time to support the family financially, and one parent was able to be 
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home to oversee homeschooling. In general they had high levels of education, and bad 

personal school experiences may explain why two out of three didn’t pursue more college. 

No parents had ever been homeschooled. There were no contradictions within subjects in 

any quadrant and no disturbances between subjects in different quadrants. 

Introduction to Subjects. The following brief summaries of each homeschool 

reveal a large degree of internal consistency within each quadrant, and Q1 and Q2 were 

very similar.  

Q1 and Q2 parents all expressed a love of their homeschooling experience. No 

parents in those quadrants expressed bad experiences in their personal journey through 

CS, however many reported their children’s bad experiences. Of those who never sent 

their kids to CS, Bonnie was an active teacher in CS and didn’t like what she saw and 

Karla’s parents were teachers and she didn’t like what she learned about CS through them. 

Q3 parents all expressed a love of homeschooling like Q1 and Q2. However 

unlike Q1 and Q2, three out of five parents expressed bad memories of when they 

attended school and the other two don’t mention their own experiences, just their 

children’s bad experiences.  
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Q4 parents, like Q1 and Q2, only talked about their children’s bad experiences, 

not their own. Unlike Q1 Q2 and Q3, most of them don’t express a love of 

homeschooling. 

Quadrant 1. Carrie has multiple degrees including a PhD. She wasn’t unhappy 

with the small private church school (BACS) her children attended. She isn’t wild about 

standardized testing in conventional schooling (CS) and thinks that BACS (the only 

option she’d explore) isn’t quite up to the standards of public schools. But she has a 

respect for the culture of schooling and likes cyberschooling over unschooling and more 

traditional homeschooling because she wants her kids prepared if they ever have/choose 

to go back. Cyberschool uses the curriculum of public schools. 

Kimberly’s degree was not in education. She was not strongly opposed to CS 

when she began homeschooling. She began homeschooling partly because it fit so well 

with their home and work schedules and CS did not. Homework was a stressor and she 

recognized the bind that CS is in having to cater to so many different children and their 

needs. But when she started homeschooling it just got better and better. It proved to work 

better and not have the problems that CS presented. She followed a very structured 

parent-chosen curriculum. 
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Karen completed three years of architectural college but didn’t graduate. Like 

Carrie and Kathy, she isn’t a strong critic of CS and like Carrie she conducts school in a 

way such that if her kids ever had to go back to school they’d be prepared. She had mild 

criticisms of school, too noisy in big classes and it didn’t work very well for her son. 

When she switched to homeschooling she just loved it. Homeschooling became 

something they all loved and they have a very structured approach to schooling. 

Megan has multiple degrees and teaching experience. She was a little harsher on 

public schools than the first three. What went on in CS wasn’t the reason Megan began 

homeschooling, but it strongly impacted her decision to continue homeschooling. She 

didn’t like CS’s idea that everyone needs to be the same and everybody needs to know 

the same things. She also saw her daughter lose her love of learning in CS. So she created 

an environment that catered to her daughters needs, picking and choosing between a wide 

variety of resources. 

Rayna acquired a teaching degree in Venezuela. In the United States, she 

experienced some confrontational problems in public schools, felt unheard, and felt that 

her children were losing their love of learning. However she really loved the educational 

philosophies of some private schools, both Quaker and Waldorf. So she might consider 

them if she could afford them. But homeschool has worked out nicely. Now she says she 
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doesn’t know if she’d send them to a Waldorf school if she suddenly had the money. She 

led a less structured approach to learning than some others in Q1. 

Quadrant 2. Aven has a PhD in developmental psychology. She spoke very 

highly about the public schools. Her main complaint was it felt like an “assault on 

character.” They are religious and wanted different values taught and felt that schools 

were marching them in the opposite direction of what they wanted. They do not unschool. 

They have a very structured, enriched program at home. 

Bonnie is a certified teacher and teaches in the public school. She is a very harsh 

critic of CS. She believes school is a waste of time and is particularly unhappy with the 

students’ lack of interest in learning, and she refers to students in some schools as 

criminals, saying that she wouldn’t go back there. She’s homeschooled all three children; 

they’ve never been in school.  But she doesn’t unschool; she has a structured traditional 

approach to education.  

Karla’s degree was in math. She and Bonnie both seem to hold the same concern 

that, as Karla puts it when kids all get together in a group setting, bad things happen. 

Karla’s parents were both school teachers. Karla talked about how hard it was on them 

not being able meet each child’s needs. This was important to Karla and she began 

homeschooling from the get-go. Like Bonnie and Aven, she provides a traditional 
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curriculum, but tailored it to her children’s needs and interests in a way she felt that 

schools couldn’t.  

Riley took a few courses but never graduated college. She had no problem with 

the local, private, church school she sent her kids to. She admired the job they do. 

However, she just wanted to homeschool. She wouldn’t have been happy putting them in 

public school.  For most homeschooling years their schooling was very structured, but 

this last year with one daughter at home, she allowed her more of an unschooling 

adventure.  

Rayna is a certified teacher and never put her kids in CS. She speaks kindly of 

public schools while criticizing them. She’s opposed to standardized testing and teaching 

to the test, and she wasn’t pleased with local schools cutting out PE, Libraries, Art and 

Music. She just wanted her kids at home and said she really enjoys the homeschooling 

experience.  

Quadrant 3. Elsa is not a teacher and doesn’t have a college degree. She 

exclusively homeschools her girls, one reason being memories of her experience in 

school. She painted herself as an average student and believes most good things she 

remembers in her life never came from school. She argued that she understands why 

schools have to work the way they do – leaving behind the challenged student who just 
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doesn’t understand but the teacher must keep up with the curriculum and move at the 

pace of the average student. They have a very relaxed and unstructured, unschooling 

environment. 

Janna isn’t a teacher. She has many advanced degrees including a PhD and so she 

coped with and even enjoyed a large number school experiences. Her impetus to move 

from the school environment to the home environment began with growing concerns 

about the school’s inability to meet her child’s needs.  While many of these narratives 

encompass change, Janna reflected on her growth and changing point of view about 

schooling. She began with structure and continued to like some structure, but saw herself 

as moving on a continuum away from being more at the traditional structured end to the 

middle and towards the unschooling end. 

Lili has taught but her college degree isn’t in education. Lili had more to say than 

many about her learning philosophy. She explained her thinking behind choices for her 

kids’ learning and described a journey from switching to homeschooling for her children 

who were interested, how they deschooled and moved along that continuum Janna talks 

about, and ended up at the far end - that of radical unschooling. She feels strongly that 

learning happens when children are engaged and they don’t need a curriculum with 
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measurable progress to learn. She feels that imposed curricula kill the child's natural 

instinct to explore, discover, and learn. 

Melinda’s college degree is not in education. She has many bad memories of 

school. She was often angry, frustrated and bored in school. She believes that there are 

not specific things a child must know, but they must have the confidence and skills to 

find what they are interested in. She has only homeschooled her sons and intends to 

continue through high school. Melinda expressed concern over a few aspects of their 

homeschooling, but felt confident enough to stay the course. She sees herself as an 

unschooler, but not as radical as some. 

Roxanne had many struggles in school and never graduated college. She went to 

many public schools and experienced a number of violent situations. She describes her 

boys as not being easy children, troublesome for schools. But she also thinks that schools 

have not helped her children and let them down in many ways. Homeschooling is a way 

out of that for Roxanne. She didn’t discuss her philosophy as much as other parents in 

this quadrant, but is an obvious unschooler.  

Quadrant 4. Kasi’s degree is not in education. Her school experiences with her 

son Felix were what led her to homeschool. Felix is on the autism spectrum and he has a 

brother with severe autism. He has a therapeutic support staff, a wrap-around, who helps 
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with his learning. Conventional schooling had been like a jail for Felix because he was so 

oppositional and aggressive. Behavior challenges continued at home and life seemed 

chaotic and stressful for the family. Kasi didn’t talk much at all about her learning 

philosophy, but more about adjusting the world to Felix and his brother’s special needs. 

CS was an over-stimulated environment for Felix and Kasi aimed for a calmer one at 

home. 

Kathleen stopped short of getting a degree in education. She finished all 

coursework but never completed student teaching. She discussed her gifted daughter’s 

special needs and how the public schools, including cyberschooling, failed to meet them. 

Once her daughter ceased participation in cyberschool, she deschooled and then 

embarked on a very laidback approach to schooling.  

Mark’s degree is not in education, but he took two education classes at Temple 

when he was going to homeschool. Mark was highly critical of CS. He read intensively 

about education and felt that CS was a deficit model. His daughter spent a short time in 

school before he began homeschooling. He didn’t want CS, but he didn’t detail the 

environment he does want. He referred often to the fact that he thinks his girls will learn 

without him teaching them. Mark waxed much more philosophical than most parents in 
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Q1 Q2 and Q4, but his comments were quite different from the learning philosophies 

proposed by Q3 parents. 

Natasha is a certified, active teacher. She criticized CS because they didn’t offer 

her gifted son challenging work and she was strongly opposed to standardized testing, 

which she talked about at length. She described herself as doing a little bit of unschooling 

because she tried hard to follow her children’s interests, but admitted that she told them 

what they should do and had a fairly structured day.  

Subject mindset summary. There was a large degree of internal consistency in 

all quadrants. Q1 and Q2 were most similar. College degrees don’t appear to mediate 

subjects’ mindsets. The only parents who expressed bad memories of their time in school 

were in Q3. The only parents who didn’t express a love of homeschooling were in Q4.  

Objects or Goals 

CHAT’s prime unit of analysis is the collective object-oriented activity system 

(Cole & Engeström, 1993; Engeström, 1987). Can the activity systems in this study be 

viewed collectively with similar objects? According to Engeström, “Object ‘refers to the 

'raw material' or 'problem space' at which the activity is directed and which is molded or 

transformed into outcomes with the help of physical and symbolic, external and internal 

tools’” (as cited in Murphy & Rodriques-Manzanares, 2008, p. 444). 
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Do the activity systems in my research have similar objects? Like most 

educational activity systems I argue that a general overarching goal would be that the 

children learn. I will also argue that at least initially the large majority of families held a 

similar and more specific literacy goal of learning to read and write.  

The first time I asked parents what literacy goals they had for their children, most 

answers included some variation of reading and writing. Eighty-five percent of 

respondents identified some form of reading, 80% identified some form of writing. Then 

I conducted the card sort with all interviewees. The choices on the cards elicited many 

new ideas of literacy and the resulting dialogue was very informative. I learned what 

parents thought about digital literacy and for many parents the discussion presented new 

ways of thinking about literacy.  

Reading goals. Generally, people want their kids to read. Almost everyone 

wanted their children to love reading.  Whether they wanted to read paper books, e-books 

or listen to audio books was not impacted by mindsets. However, reading the classics was 

important to those with high Mindset 1. 

Love reading. Reading holds a sacred spot in our culture and won’t be easily 

displaced. To many, reading looks like settling down in a cozy corner to enjoy turning the 

pages of a favorite book. According to Riley, this kind of reading is different than on 
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screens; it will help develop your ability to read: “Sitting, snuggling, and reading a book, 

even if it’s just learning to read and they are following your finger and sounding out, that 

physical contact is different.” According to Kimberly reading is the key to success in life: 

“If I could only teach one thing ever, I’d teach reading, and I honestly think that they 

would end up being fine, because once you read, you can do anything.”  Ten subjects 

introduced the idea that they want their children to love reading, three from Q1, three 

from Q2, two from Q3, and two from Q4. Bonnie said her idea of literacy was that they 

enjoy reading and Rayna claimed it was a goal, she didn’t even care what they read. Riley 

wanted them to enjoy reading so that they would choose to do that when they had free 

time. Often subjects explained how they loved reading and wanted to pass this on to their 

children, like Janna, “I wanted them to like reading. I mean I love reading.” Mark was 

concerned that his daughter used her mind. Loving to read satisfied this concern, “She 

loves reading and she loves various books and that satisfies me in terms of her using her 

mind.” Loving reading was a homogeneous goal across mindsets. 

Reading formats.  People described many formats they used to read:  books, 

audiobooks, or e-books. There were a wide variety of preferences with no noticeable 

patterns across mindsets. 

Carrie wanted her kids to love regular books and she feared some dangers with 
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digital books: “I worry a little bit about the batteries close to the body. So, I mean we 

don’t have like a screen protector per se, but I’m always like keep it away from your 

privates, because they say that there’re problems with potency.” 

Kimberly owned a Kindle, but preferred to read books with pages. She wondered 

if books on tape were the same as reading a book. She cited some differences: 

Kimberly: Apparently in the technology world, there’s a big divide between you 
know… audio books are very different. An audio book is not the same as 
reading and then some people think you know that reading them are the 
same. 

Jody: And what do you think? 
Kimberly: I think that they’re mostly the same, but I think that if you’re not 

looking at a page, you’re not seeing the words, so you’re getting the 
vocabulary, you’re getting the ideas, you’re getting the language, but 
you’re not getting the spelling, you’re not getting the grammar connection.  

Karen used the Kindle Fire: “It’s basically a mini computer, so it has everything. 

You can check your email, you can do all of that.” Bonnie’s family used iPads for 

reading. However Karla and her family didn’t use e-books and “would never read a book 

on here [phone].” Riley says financial restrictions kept her from trying it: “We can’t 

afford it. I’d like to have one, that’s one of the things we chose as a stay at home mom is 

that we just don’t have that stuff, so that I can be a stay at home mom.” But she still had 

conflicted feelings about using a Kindle: 

I think this is most valuable when done from a physical book…I also think you 
can develop an affection for books (the quality/texture of the pictures, the feel of 
it, etc.) more easily than you can for a screen where everything has the same basic 
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(external) ‘feel’ to it, and because I think developing affection is crucial for 
literacy, I think books (at least for the young) are better…I feel so strongly like it 
just would be not at all as fun an experience to read it on a Kindle for myself. I 
have a really hard time imagining anybody being able to like reading if they are 
doing it on a Kindle as much as they would like it if they did it on a book. 
[laughter] but that is my own prejudice. 

Renee has one daughter who really only liked to hear audio books, on a CD 

player: “Laura is very interested in audio books, so Laura actually spends more time with 

audio books I would say than Dede does with reading.” 

Lili didn’t address the issue of traditional books and e-books. Because she was not 

invested in having her son read something she identified as important, she described how 

he read online to get the information he was after. She addressed more the purpose of 

reading and not just reading as an activity. But his reading was mostly digital: “Yeah, but 

he reads for information a lot, like when he wants to learn how to do something, which is 

all the time…but you know, he goes to websites, or you know what, he’ll watch YouTube 

videos about it.”   

Janna’s family would use Kindles, but financial reasons encouraged a greater use 

of the library: “We are Kindle users, though I’m not, [laughter] I’m trying really hard not 

to buy more books, so we’re Kindle users with the library.” 

Melinda’s son loved paper books and didn’t want a Kindle. When asked why she 

said:  
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I’m not sure if I’ve asked him why. He doesn’t like to answer questions like that. 
And we’ll be out and about and he’ll be like I’m bored. I’ll go why don’t you read 
something on my Kindle, and he’ll say no. And if we go out, he’ll be like can you 
carry this huge heavy book around please [laughter].  

Mindsets don’t seem to mediate the format people used to read. I saw no patterns 

or contradictions in this data. 

A classical education. This topic was introduced independently by multiple 

subjects and reinforced the emerging pattern of similarity between Q1 and Q2. They 

tended to believe that to be literate one should read classical literature. Q3 and Q4 tended 

to disagree.  

In Q1 and Q2, Kimberly wanted her children to be comfortable reading and 

interpreting classical literature and she considered classical literature to be the “stuff 

that’s hard to read.” Aven would like to “enforce their reading or curtail or structure their 

reading through the year, just to be the classics.” Karla believes that digital technology 

promotes more of a shallow approach to interpretation whereas in the past, examining a 

classic had us thinking more deeply: 

Taking a classic and critiquing it and getting really, what’s the word I’m looking 
for, cerebral about it. This digital technology allows us to kind of glance over that 
stuff and get it all gloss over it more instead of stopping and while I think it has 
advantages, I think it has disadvantages too. 

In Q3 and Q4, Lili related how her husband read to their children every night and 

while he did include the classics he also included contemporary fiction. Kathleen shared 
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how both she and her daughter didn’t have a literature gene, how her daughter didn’t like 

the classical literature everyone seems to think is so great: “We love to read, but the 

things that they’re like this is classic literature and people are like this stuff is so good.” 

Melinda argued that classics aren’t that important: “And I don’t feel my life is ruined by 

the classics I missed and history I don’t know. [laughter].” Janna mentioned how 

“everyone” else was doing the classical but they weren’t: “Everybody did classical 

conversations and we were the only ones who were just doing our own thing.” Kasi 

didn’t mention classical literacy curriculum, but a hint of her leanings peeked out when 

she talked about a history curriculum: “I see curriculum and I’m like the Classical 

Historian is like $180 and it’s primary sources and I’m looking at it and I’m drooling.” 

In analyzing reading the classics, a difference was apparent between high M1 and 

low M1, remembering that only some subjects raised the topic. A ‘classical education’ 

seems to be a symbol of Mindset 1.  Those in Q1 and Q2 discussed how it is important. 

Those in Q3 and Q4 either mentioned it in passing or indicated that while some viewed it 

as important they didn’t. Only Kasi in Q4 implied being drawn to the classics. 

Addiction. Before moving on from reading goals, I note here evidence of M1’s 

traditional valuing of “social relations of ‘bookspace’.” Some parents wanted their 

children to love reading books so much that they’d support their children becoming 
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addicts, and while parents may quip about their children becoming addicted to reading, 

we see the opposite behavior in regard to M2’s newer “social relations of emerging 

‘digital media space’.” Parents fear their children will become addicted to images and 

screens. Even though some parents explained how it was online where their children 

learned to read, playing games or chatting with others; it does little to shift from loving 

reading to loving screen time. 

Carrie hoped her children would love to read, in fact she was proud they were 

reading addicts: “I feel strongly about reading, so I want my kids to love reading…and 

they’re both reading addicts.”  

But parents don't express a desire for their children to love reading screens; in fact 

they fear they may become addicted to reading screens. Carrie said, “Some of technology, 

there’s almost an addictive quality to it… So I do think there is this immediate 

gratification stimulus that is addicting.” Rayna explained, “Honestly it’s an addiction…I 

avoid exposure because I’m concerned about obsession, more in children,” and Megan 

sees dangers on the Internet: “I think it can be very addictive and seductive.” She related 

this conversation with her daughter:  

She [daughter] actually said to me the next day, you know mom, you always tell 
me there is this addictive quality, there have been articles about how the constant 
game playing alters the brain and makes it constantly feel the need for 
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enforcement of pleasure, and she said, it felt like a drug. I think that’s what drugs 
must be, because I just wanted it all the time.  

Parents want their kids to love reading but not love online activities. Parents expressed 

fear of their children becoming addicted to digital literacies in Q1 and Q2. Their rules 

limiting screen time provide even more evidence. Hints exist in Q3 that parents also have 

worries, but not enough to impose rules. Moving from M1’s traditional valuing of the 

“social relations of ‘bookspace’” to M2’s newer “social relations of emerging ‘digital 

media space’” has not arrived. 

Reading mindset summary. The 

results of this analysis suggested that reading, 

including the love of it and the formats in 

which one chooses to read, was a common 

occurrence across all quadrants. However Q1 

and Q2 viewed reading the classics as critical 

and Q3 and Q4 did not (Figure 11).  

Writing goals. Before the card sort was done, 80% of subjects wrote down some 

version of writing as a goal. A variety of topics arose while discussing writing. Cursive 

versus printing was highly controversial and important to many people. Preferences for 

Figure 11. Reading goals quadrants. Most reading 

goals homogeneous across quadrants. Slight 

contradiction between Q1 and Q2 with Q3 and Q4.   
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narratives versus informative writing were expressed. But the biggest issue was how 

children should learn to write. There was a great divide between high M1 who wanted a 

highly structured approach and low M1 who didn’t. 

Quadrant 1 and 2. All high M1 people felt writing was very important and taught 

it in a thorough and very organized way.  Kimberly was very invested in her children 

completing a traditional writing program:  

Her original writing program went from sentences and jumped right into 
paragraphs, we started to do paragraphs at the beginning of the year, and I decided 
that I was going too far ahead of myself. I want to focus on sentences. I don’t care 
if we spend the next four years working on sentences. I want them to be able to 
write really good sentences, because then learning to write a paragraph in an essay 
is just learning some new rules. 

Karen was excited about a writing program that included very structured skill 

development: 

It gives you a process for how to take notes. It gives you a process for how to 
recombine things…So this one is you know, here’s the paragraph, and you break 
down it starts with you could break down each sentence into the most important 
ideas in each sentence, like three words for each sentence. Then you sort of it’s 
like I don’t know condensing, and then you shrink down the mushrooms, then you 
soak them again and they are mushrooms again. So umm yeah, so you condense it 
and then you rewrite it in your own words using the main ideas…And it gives you 
lots of good things like the adding strong verbs, or adding adjectives, adding ly 
words, beginning sentences in different ways. 

Megan explained how she used a digital tool, Live Binder, to teach her daughter 

the steps of how to write a research paper: 

M: So, I said ok, umm we’d get some books out and then we’d do online research. 
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But I wanted to be online to use live, and so she did a binder, we created the 
categories within it that we thought she would do. Kind of helped her create a 
structure for her writing.  
J: Then she’ll pull up Live Binder and then she’ll like go pull up a website 
on…and make up part of that and put something from online under it? 
M: Yeah. She’ll say like I want to know Ancient Concepts of time. I wanna know 
when we kind of moved to a more standardized version of time. So there were 
two categories. I wanna know the different type of time pieces that were used and 
how they were measured.  

Bonnie explained how her girls’ essay writing was structured: 

So they actually have like a rubric at the end of how they’re graded on their essay. 
And then they actually have they don’t give them an outline they have to fill in, 
they’ll give them like different diagrams or strategies. They give them a very 
specific assignment that they have to write on. And then in that assignment they 
have to either have different sentence starters, like they have to use a preposition, 
they have to use a pair of adjectives. They have to have some sentences that are 
less than ten or five in it. They give them an example. 

Karla described how her husband taught her son to write a formal paper. He 

constructed very elaborate instructions for them:  

He must have gotten the sample from online, and then he broke it apart to show 
Josh some examples of what he was talking about, here’s the thesis for this paper. 
Here’s point one that corresponds with you know, the stuff back here. So he 
broke, so he found this paper, broke it down to explain to Josh what the flow was. 

Riley built structure into her assignments for her girls to help them write a better 

story:  

And stories I found with all of them…really hard for them to organize their 
thinking, much harder anyway, so I’d give a story plan when they were younger. I 
didn’t do that with her this year because she was more free reign this year, but 
you know, who are your main characters going to be, tell me something about 
them. What are three things that are going to happen before the climax, what’s the 
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climax, how’s it going to go? So I would give them this page of questions that 
they’d have to answer.  

Quadrant 3. Unlike Q1 and Q2, these parents were not committed to any writing 

program. One possible exception was Janna who really wanted her children to write and 

may have had more of a program in place but she didn’t talk about it in the ways that M1 

did, and over time it became less structured.  

Lili was sorting cards according to the interests of her children, and below she’s 

talking about Asher, how writing wasn’t his thing:  

Writing, umm see all of this writing stuff is sort of going to end up at the bottom 
because like he did his video that he has so many views on, was informative, 
explanatory. He did it off the top of his head, you know. But he was using 
language to communicate an idea, but it wasn’t writing. 

  Melinda very much followed the lead of her children: “Mason does not enjoy the 

physical act of writing, and I have not pushed it.” Roxanne talked about dreams she had 

for her children, but she didn’t set goals and then institute a plan to reach them:  

I would like for them to be able to communicate (pause) adequately for work. 
What I believe is that if Luke will sit down and write that he’s going to be a great 
writer. He is a great writer, it’s just I couldn’t even get him to give me a notebook. 
My kids produce almost nothing. I have nothing to show. 

Elsa believed her daughter will learn to write when she does it more often:  

Right and I’m sure that Annette is not at the same place that her peers at a school 
are, as far as knowing how to spell a lot of things and writing, but I’m not worried 
because I think that that will just come as she writes more. I mean, she doesn’t 
write a lot on paper, but she just chats with friends while playing Minecraft or 
texting with friends (laughing). 
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Quadrant 4. Q4 was where I found the greatest diversity. But on the whole they 

were less committed to structured writing programs than high M1.  

Mark didn’t push a structured writing program at all: “You know, and I think over 

time their writing skills have developed whether I’m teaching them anything or not.” 

Kathleen’s daughter chose to take a writing class with friends. Kathleen supported her 

choices, but felt like her daughter’s love of writing was crushed in cyberschool and 

Kathleen didn’t push her to write: “She’s not big into writing, which is really sad, 

because when she was younger, she was all excited, she was going to write this book with 

her dad, and they did this whole thing, and then cyberschool happened.”  

Kasi’s child struggled so much that she hadn’t figured out how to help him:  

He can read. Like this paper right here, that you have, he can read the words. But 
he can’t process what is expected. Like if he reads something, it’s just the ability 
to retain. And he hates writing. He hates reading.  

Her son had a therapeutic support staff (TSS) and he had a behaviorist. I asked if he had 

written the sample pages Kasi showed me:  

Jody: Does he do these pages on his own? 
Kasi: Writing? No.  
Jody: So, this is you and him, or 
Kasi: The TSS and me and him will work together. He doesn’t do it on his own. 
With writing and reading he’s not a very independent homeschooler.  

Natasha strongly encouraged writing but not in a very formal way. They picked a 

monthly topic and she described how she might structure some creative writing around it: 
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“But even there, I do pretty much say, here it is. Let me give you some direction and 

‘go!’ you know. We don’t sit down and say here’s what a sentence is. You need to write 

the sentence.”  

 Writing mindset summary. The 

greatest contradiction was between high M1 

and low M1 (Figure 12). All high M1 (Q1 Q2) 

people felt writing was very important and 

taught it in a thorough and very organized way. 

Q3 were not committed to any writing program. 

Again we see M1 dominating those in Q2; they preferred the highly structured approach 

of Q1’s more traditional mindset. Q4 displayed the greatest diversity. Mark and Kathleen 

exhibited less enthusiasm about the teaching aspect of homeschooling and their role in 

writing instruction. Kathy’s son hated to write and didn’t much. Only Natasha seemed to 

spur her children on to write.   

So far, this analysis deals with the literacies goals of reading and writing that 

parents selected before the card sort and whether mindsets mediate them in any 

Figure 12. Writing goals quadrants. Q1 and Q2 in 

contradiction with Q3 and Q4. Q4 has most internal 

diversity. 
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noticeable way. Below I discuss what happened to their ideas of literacy goals after 

sorting and reflecting on the digital literacies listed on the cards. 

Digital goals. Before the card sort was done, only 35% of subjects identified 

some use of digital literacies as a goal. However, digital literacy is a very ambiguous 

term. Many people haven’t given thought to whether digital practices qualify as literacy. 

Participating in the card sort gave them an opportunity to think about these digital 

practices and how they incorporate reading, writing, listening and speaking. Figure 13 

reflects each subject’s rating of each digital practice. The top five rows are Q1, below 

them Q2, etc. I created the spreadsheet from the card arrangements and accompanying 

comments. I asked three others to analyze the data in the spreadsheet, combined it with 

my thoughts and drew the nine conclusions listed below. 

	  

Figure 13. Ratings of digital practices. Top 5 rows are Q1, next 5 rows Q2, next 5 rows Q3, final 4 rows Q4. 

1. Tweets were obviously of low importance to everyone. 
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2. Texting on smart phones was of low importance to everyone but Q3.  

3. All analyzers noted that Q3 was the most variable quadrant across most literacies. 

4. CONTRADICTION - Video games were of low importance to Q1 and Q2, high 

importance to Q3, and medium or scattered importance to Q4. 

5. There was lots of agreement that writing opinions, narratives, and 

informative/explanatory are of high important. Q3 had by the far the most variation in 

importance. 

6. CONTRADICTION - Videos were of medium to low importance to Q1 and Q2 but of 

medium to high importance for Q3 and Q4. 

7. Presentations were of high importance to all quadrants and constructing texts for 

searches was almost as important except for maybe Q4. 

8. I found the wild variability of coding to be very interesting because I know that 

people had very thoughtful ideas about coding. 

9. Collaborative writing is all over the place as is blogs, wikis, and emails.  

In analyzing the results from the card sort, writing narratives, writing opinions, 

writing informatory/explanatory, and presentations were rated as highly important by 

most subjects and none of these practices had to be interpreted as digital. Of some 

particularly digital items such as blogs, wikis, and emails the ratings were more scattered. 
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Of the remaining digital practices there were a variety of patterns. These results 

suggested that M1 mediates ideas about digital literacies more powerfully than M2. 

Again, Q2 is more similar to Q1 than Q3. Also, Q3 subjects seem less constricted by 

mindsets in viewing digital practices as literacy. 

Cultural Artifacts 

In Figure 13, we viewed subjects’ ideas about digital cultural artifacts. Here we 

consider theirs’ and their children’s self-reported behavior with digital cultural artifacts. 

While I prefer the term cultural artifact, Murphy & Rodriques-Manzanares (2008) use the 

term tool: “Tools mediate the object of activity. They can be external, material (e.g., a 

textbook, a computer) or internal, symbolic (e.g., language). Tools take part in the 

transformation of the object into an outcome, which can be desired or unexpected. They 

can enable or constrain activity” (p. 444). The cultural artifacts examined are specifically 

digital technologies. 

 The subjects in all quadrants described digital artifacts mediating their children’s 

learning. In Q1 and Q2, a variety of digital technologies mediated education; however 

they primarily enhanced traditional educational practice; they didn’t result in 

transformative educational experiences like in Q3. Also, Q1 and Q2 parents monitored 

use of digital technologies more heavily than parents in Q3. Q3 children explored their 
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world in a different and more independent way producing newer and different products 

than traditional schooling. Three out of four parents in Q4 showed a lackluster attitude 

towards using technology.  Sometimes they were surprised at an unusual or casual 

transformative outcome, but they didn’t use it very deliberately. 

Quadrant 1. In this quadrant Rayna discouraged technology use, feared addiction, 

and mentioned very little digital use by her children. She oversaw any online searching. 

The other four subjects used varying degrees of digital practices including: online 

searches, websites, links, books on tape and Kindles, watching educational videos and 

playing educational games. Megan probably pushed the envelope the most teaching her 

daughter how to use Livebinder, email effectively, participate in wikis, and make PPTs. 

In this quadrant digital practices were heavily monitored. 

Quadrant 2. Like quadrant 1, digital practices were heavily monitored where 

they occurred. Renee discouraged online practices and Riley didn’t view them as 

literacies, couldn’t afford many devices and had little personal experience. Bonnie’s 

children used computers primarily for writing and online searching. Karla was very 

enthusiastic about technology practices and how they are the future. She talked about 

many computer applications her children loved and used that weren’t on the Internet, like 

the Adobe photo shop and Microsoft office applications including Excel. She was very 
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interested in how it could help her children communicate and better connect with others, 

but any online use was very heavily monitored and activities were viewed as age-

sensitive, children must reach a certain age before using certain practices. Aven was very 

tech-savvy, as was her son, but she was not enthusiastic about most digital practices. Her 

son coded and built a computer, her eldest daughter wrote a book using the computer, and 

all three collaborated together moderating a homeschooling site as well as figuring out 

hardware problems together. But many digital practices were forbidden or discouraged 

and her younger children had little access to them. 

Quadrant 3. This is the quadrant with little to no monitoring of computer use or 

time. Here we saw a greater engagement of the children with digital practices. Elsa, Janna, 

and Melinda’s children were younger than Roxanne’s and Lili’s and we saw deeper 

engagement with digital practices by the older children. However, the younger ones 

played computer games, Minecraft is a favorite, they all searched online for information 

and used websites. Janna’s girls learned coding and her oldest wanted to start a blog, 

Elsa’s daughter choose to write toy reviews for Amazon, and Melinda’s son posted 

photos to Flickr. The older children were heavily into blogs and wikis, reading, 

commenting and creating. Lili’s son made and published vlogs (video blogs). They had 

YouTube channels, played many interactive video games, listened to podcasts, created 
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videos on their own and in collaboration with others and Roxanne’s son designed and 

helped code a video game. When Lili sorted the cards, she articulated a tension existing 

between traditional writing practices and newer, maybe transformative digital ones:  

Like I would put, like all of these writing things, if you take out writing and you 
put presenting, audiovisual presentation or video presentations, he does all of this 
on a daily basis… He was using language to communicate an idea, but it wasn’t 
writing.” 

Quadrant 4. For a variety of reasons, three out of four people in this quadrant 

didn’t use many digital practices. Kasi strongly discouraged digital practices for a 

number of reasons including fear of addiction. Mark was not interested himself so he 

didn’t promote it with his daughters, but he did allow them a certain leeway to explore. 

Kathleen allowed digital practices. However her daughter didn’t enjoy writing, so the 

computer wasn’t used for that. They did google heavily, but mostly were not interested in 

many online opportunities. Natasha was the only one excited about selective digital 

practices and encouraged her children to use them although she did monitor computer use 

and time. Her son played Minecraft, watched Minecraft videos if allowed, and wrote a 

Minecraft blog as part of school. He coded, used wikis, read blogs, and had his own email 

that he was encouraged to use.  

 Cultural artifact mindset summary. There was a strong contradiction between 

quadrant 3 and the other quadrants (Figure 14). There was a greater use and variety of 
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digital artifacts in quadrant 3 than in the other 

quadrants. There was a much heavier use of the 

screen and images to communicate thoughts and 

ideas than in any other quadrant.  There was also 

much less monitoring of digital practices. This 

contradiction between Q3 and Q1 Q2 Q4 

contributed to an emerging pattern. Even those in Q2 with high Mindset 2 didn’t delve 

deeply into transformative digital practices, but practiced more traditional uses like those 

in Q1. 

Rules 

How do the rules parents impose on their children inform us about parents’ 

mindsets towards technology and their ideas about what literacy is or should be? Murphy 

& Rodriques-Manzanares described CHAT’s variable as, “Rules are explicit and implicit 

norms that regulate actions and interactions within the system” (2008).  

Parents in Q1 and Q2 mediated their children’s learning and behavior by 

imposing rules that guided screen time, Internet use and protection in the form of 

blocking computer use. In Q3 parents didn’t use rules in the same way. They imposed 

Figure 14. Cultural artifact quadrants. Q1 and Q2 

most similar and in contradiction with Q3. Q4 was 

closest to Q1 and Q2 
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practically no rules. The use of rules in Q4 was mostly split down the middle; two parents 

imposed some rules, the other two didn’t. 

Quadrant 1.  

Rules for protection, blocks on computers (safety and protection). Three out of 

five parents used some form of block on their computer to protect their children. Rayna 

didn’t have blocks, but her children weren’t allowed to use the computer without her 

supervision and Kimberly didn’t have blocks but her children had little access to 

computers. There’s something simple and straightforward when parents divulge limiting 

their children’s access to computers. Carrie said: “Well, they’ve got trillions of blocks. So 

they can’t get on a lot of sites. It’s very highly protected.” When asked if they had blocks 

on their computers Karen said: “Yes, we do have some” and Rayna shook her head no. 

When asked why not she replied: “Because they are not using computers on their own.” 

Megan responded: 

Megan: I have Nanny something. 
Jody: Is that just some sort 
Megan: It’s a blocking. But it’s a high level blocking. 

Rules for guiding screen time. Three out of five parents set limits for screen time 

with a fourth avoiding technology use all together. When asked about limits for screen 
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time, Karen admitted to having limits, but explained they usually were too busy to want 

screen time: 

There’s time limits. Usually everyone has an hour a day for video games. It’s 
probably an hour a game for video games. And hour a day for TV. But a lot of 
times during the week we’re too busy to do both of those things.  

 Kimberly explained how her rules stemmed from the rules of her childhood: 

I don’t know if it’s worth throwing out there, but when I was a kid I was allowed 
on hour of television a day, and that had translated into my parenting. My kids are 
allowed on hour of electronic time a day. 

Rules guiding Internet/electronics usage. Three out of five parents insisted that 

computers were always used downstairs in the living space; Rayna insisted that 

computers must face the door and Karen never allowed the use of YouTube, Google, or 

Wikipedia without a parent present: 

Karen: There’s the Internet searching. 
Jody: They have to be with you? 
Karen: Yeah. And most of that, because the only Internet connections is down 
here in the living room, everybody is around whenever the Internet is being used. 

Quadrant 2.   

Rules for protection, blocks on computers (safety and protection). Much like Q1 

this quadrant either had blocks on their computer or little access to the computer. Two out 

of five families had blocks on their computers. Bonnie said: “We do have some safe 

guards on it… the nanny Net or something like that” and in Karla’s family blocks were 

how they logged on: “Yeah we do. They have separate log MAC, you can set up on your 
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MAC different log-ins.” The other three families offered little computer access to their 

children. Time on the computer was discouraged and in Renee’s family there was one 

computer for six people and in Riley’s one computer for seven people. 

Rules for guiding screen time. Four out of five had some form of limited screen 

time. Aven and Rayna aimed for little or no screen time. When asked what rules she had, 

Aven laughed and said: “I aim for zero, for the game you know my rule is not every day.” 

Rayna admitted: “We do have a computer. I thought I’d try for them not to use 

technology.” Karla particularly limited gaming: “We don’t allow our kids to do online 

games.”  Bonnie had limits for kids when they were younger and loosened up when they 

were older: “They were only allowed on the computer for ½ hour. Can you even imagine 

that today, only ½ hour – Oh!! I’m gonna die!!!”  

Rules guiding Internet/electronics usage. Parents in this quadrant shared a 

variety of other rules. Rayna offered her children an opportunity to earn screen time:  

The kids are very interested in getting the tablet, and to get the tablet, like say 
they want to play on it for an hour…so I’ll say okay, well I want you to do 
something to earn it. Some assignment. …Maybe Dede will do a newspaper 
article. Maybe Zola will do some reading and writing some sentences.  

Aven’s family used lots of technology but had a restriction of no games and little 

choice or freedom for the students. Karla’s family had many rigid rules:  
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We’re really strong on supervision with the Internet…So they are allowed to do 
research with us…We would first have to okay the blog site and then you know 
the child would be allowed to just be on the blog and comment.”  

Bonnie had rules but they were milder: “But as far as that, we’re pretty free. I 

mean they can be in the room with their iPod. Our rules are you cannot close a door and 

they have to turn off digital devices by 9:30 at night.”  

Quadrant 3. Because there were practically no rules at all for people in this 

quadrant I  combined the results for all three types of rules: blocks on computers for 

safety and protection, limits on screen time, and guiding Internet/electronics usage. Zero 

out of five had blocks on their computer. Zero out of five limited screen time. When 

asked if they had rules around time on the computer Roxanne shook her head no. Melinda 

emphasized her kids’ independence: 

Jody: Do you have a lot of blocks and stuff on their computers or not? 
Melinda: No, not at all. 
Jody: Do you have any issues with that, so far? 
Melinda: No. They are pretty self-regulating. 

 Elsa eventually came up with a rule they might have: 

Jody: Do you have any rules around the use of the computers? 
Elsa: Um not really. You mean like when they can be on and when they can’t be? 
Jody: Or how long they can use them 
Elsa: No 
Jody: Or that they have to study this on it 
Elsa: No. I mean there’re no rules about how long they can use it. I mean really it 
would be like don’t eat something that has a lot of crumbs over the keyboard. 
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Janna didn’t want to impose rules but expressed more of a need to oversee than 

the other parents in her quadrant: “I don’t, my personal thing about technology is I am 

not at all the person that thinks I need to limit my kids with it. I think I need to oversee it.” 

As Lili told her story of homeschooling you could see her progress from 

instituting a few rules to lifting them all:  

Jody: You had rules around him? 
Lili: Yeah. We had all sorts of controls on him. And I just lifted them.  
Jody: Did the younger kids have rules around them at that time too? 
Lili: Well, Anders was the only one with an X-Box in the house [laughter]. So, no, 
they did not have a lot, like I didn’t have rules at that point around computer 
usage. 

While Lili and Melinda expressed concerns, or ‘panic times’, they still left their 

children free to manage their computer time: 

Jody: You said earlier on in your homeschooling, you had rules around like 
computers and x-box…Are there any?... 
Lili: No. Rules?! Everyone once in a while umm I sort of fall into a panic that 
he’s not spending enough time outdoors…and there’s a part of me that is really 
ambivalent and tangled up about this, because I really feel like there’s a lot of 
value in being outside, in being in nature…And at the same time I’m trying not to 
lie, umm control and push him in directions that I think he should go as opposed 
to where his learning trajectory is taking him. 

And then later: 

Lili: When I have my little panic times and I’m kicking them outdoors, he’ll take 
an iPod with him, [laughter] and I actually am fine with that. Part of it’s because I, 
you know, I would love to have him be the kind of kid who just wants to play in 
the woods all day To me, that’s like my dream child…Then I could feel not only 
good about what my child is doing, but I could feel good about the way society is 
looking at me. 
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Jody: Yes, exactly 
Lili: You know, I mean I get the best of both worlds. 

Melinda explained how rules didn’t work at their house: 

Jody: What dilemmas are you facing now in education and literacy? 
Melinda: I think the balance of letting them use electronics is the biggest 

challenge in my head. 
Jody: Do you have rules around that at this point? 
Melinda: No, I just tell them to get off when it frustrates me. When I start making 
rules it actually makes it worse. Every once in a while I get mad and “We’re not 
going to do it from this hour to his hour” and it gets worse, so.  

Having no rules didn’t mean Melinda and Lili didn’t worry, but it didn’t concern them 

enough to impose time limits or blocks. 

Quadrant 4.  

Rules for protection, blocks on computers (safety and protection). Parents in this 

quadrant were split down the middle on their use of rules.  Two out of four had blocks on 

their computers. Kathleen and Kasi had blocks on their computers: 

Kathleen: It’s monitored. Yeah, we don’t let, she’s thirteen. She doesn’t get 
unmonitored access to the Internet. 

Jody: What are your rules about video games and Internet? 
Kathleen: Well, my husband put, has stuff on there. Like I don’t 
Jody: like blocks? 
Kathleen: yeah, some things are blocked. 
 
Kasi: Yes we do blocks. He is only allowed to search education sites and sites 
related to stop motion animation, which is his favorite thing to do.  

Rules for guiding screen time. Only two out of four parents limited screen time. 

Natasha imposed rules: “So umm video games, again we certainly consume them. I put a 
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limit on them. Like Ozzie is allowed an hour of Minecraft a day, that’s it. He’s allowed 

20 minutes of videos a day.”  

Like Rayna in quadrant 2, Kasi said gaming time can be earned by good behavior: 

“We limit video game time maybe 1 to 2 hours a day depending on how he behaves. 

Video games must be earned by being helpful around the house and be respectful during 

homeschool lessons.”  

Rules guiding Internet/electronics usage. Mark and Natasha had concerns with 

their children’s time on computers. They may not have imposed actual ‘time limits’ but 

they remained concerned about the time their children spent on computers, for different 

reasons. Mark’s threat to send them to play outside sounded in line with Melinda and 

Lili’s concerns in Q3:  

Mark: I’m not uncomfortable with it, but there’re limits. Like some people say 
only an hour, you know you can play an hour. We don’t do that. If it appears like 
they’ve been on a long time we might say you know what, why don’t you go out 
and play…There’s limits on they can’t join to play with people they don’t know, 
things like that. But it’s a concern I have with the movement into more of a digital 
world…Right, so we try to place some limits on it, but not anything hard and fast. 

But few people in this quadrant were as laid back or accepting of screen time as those in 

Q3. Natasha wanted some control over how her children spent time on the computer: 

“And so screen time at our house is really, you’re not, it depends on what you’re doing 

on the screen as to how much time you get.” 
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  Reasons for rules: Parents gave a wide variety of reasons for imposing rules. 

Some said one reason for not being on the computer for unlimited time was the kids get 

cranky or irritable. Another reason discussed in the Goals Section was fear that kids will 

become addicted to playing games or watching videos or a multiple of other social digital 

practices. 

 Karla was very strict. She was sure her kids could love playing video games, but 

she and her husband viewed it as a privilege:  

They would love to play video games I think. And we have a Wii, and so…I think 
if your kids, from day one if you don’t set the expectation that they’re going to 
have a lot of time with something, any time they get they feel thankful for. So, 
we’ve always been a once or twice a week for 30 minutes kind of, that’s a 
privilege…So they kind of just don’t expect it. So when they get it, they go great, 
we can play on the Wii today. Umm so they don’t ever kind of badger us and ask. 

Lili hinted at what may be a prevailing attitude in our culture. She suggested that 

if she imposed certain rules society would look more kindly at her: “Then I could feel not 

only good bout what my child is doing, but I could feel good about the way society is 

looking at me.” 

Melinda felt a pressure to limit electronics but found that it gets worse when she 

does. 

Rules mindset summary. A comparison of quadrants revealed a contradiction 

between Q3’s rules and those in Q1 and Q2. There was little to no internal disturbance in 
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Q1, Q2, and Q3. Therefore the contrast 

between Q3’s lack of rules and the rules 

imposed in Q1 and Q2 was very pronounced. 

The internal disturbance in Q4 weakened its 

contradiction with all other quadrants.  

Keeping in mind that Q3 is high 

mindset 2 and low mindset 1 its lack of rules 

fits with Lankshear’s and Knobel’s descriptions. In their mindset discussion of the 

industrial versus post-industrial view of productive they include an example of imposing 

blocks and filters to keep the Internet safe: “From the standpoint of the first mindset, 

‘keeping the internet safe’ becomes a matter of imposing blocks and filters in ways that 

parallel physical world behavior: road blocks, fences, restraints, and so on” (2006, p. 38). 

Although their discussion focused on pornography, it can be relevant to any Internet issue 

which parents fear.  

According to Engeström, “Contradictions are historically accumulating structural 

tensions within and between activity systems.” Tension is a fitting word to describe the 

feeling surging through parents when they see their children settle down in front of a 

screen. As computers and wireless connections became more ubiquitous young people 

Figure 15 – Rules quadrants. Q1 and Q2 similar and in 

contradiction with Q3. High internal cohesion in Q1 Q2 

Q3. Too much internal disturbance in Q4 for 

contradiction. 
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seek more time on the Internet in front of screens, creating tensions that slowly 

accumulate as time passes. Even in Q3 where they didn’t impose rules, Lili spoke of her 

panic times and Melinda admits that she found their use of electronics very challenging. 

One of the purposes of CHAT is to find the tensions, resolve them, and the activity will 

run more smoothly. Rules restricting use of digital technologies are solutions attempting 

to dispel this tension between what parents want for their children and what children want. 

M2 thinkers are able to leave their children in greater freedom and tensions there do not 

exist as much as with M1 thinkers. M1 thinkers believe rules will help mediate digital 

technology use in a good way, but rules don’t necessarily alleviate the tension.  Rules are 

Mindset 1 solutions to the tensions between what parents want and what children want.   

Division of Labor 

Do different mindsets lead to different divisions of labor? Murphy and Rodriques-

Manzanares explain that, “the division of labour involves the division of tasks and roles 

among members of the community and the divisions of power and status” (2008, p. 444). 

Who is tasked with deciding what should be taught and whose role is it to teach? The 

answers to these questions help answer the more interesting question of who holds status 

and power in education? These are vital questions about teaching with technologies 
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because rapidly changing technologies have challenged educational institutions by 

threatening the traditional balance of power and status between teachers and students.   

One could argue that in most schools, the curriculum dictates what should be 

taught. While there are variations across schools, committees of teachers, administrators 

and other educational experts usually create the curriculum. The power a teacher exerts 

may be influenced by how much freedom she has when implementing the curriculum.  

In this study, status and power remained centered in curricula and parents in Q1 

and Q2. It appeared in Q3 that status and power shifted to the children. Q1 and Q2 were 

highly structured and parents were in charge, they maintained power and control. In Q3 

all curricula, if they existed at all, were very loosely structured and the child led the 

learning, not the parent. More power resided in the children. Q4 was not as internally 

cohesive as the others and their division of labor did not fit precisely with any of the 

other quadrants.  

Quadrant 1. In this quadrant everyone divided up labor in a similar way. The 

power and status or expertise and authority remained lodged in standard curricula or 

parents. They all used public school curricula or a combination of bought curricula and 

parent-structured curricula. 
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Carrie, Karen, Kimberly, and Megan all decided what should be taught and had a 

very structured curriculum. You could see instances where the child’s interests were 

taken into account. But on the whole, the power resided with the parents unless they 

abdicated it to established curricular norms.  

Kimberly explained her curriculum choices:  

I have a formal math curriculum and I have that I’ve been using for several 
years ... I have a spelling curriculum that I’ve used from the beginning … Just 
trying to decide, other than that, I usually take bits and pieces of a lot of things. I 
love creating my own curriculums…And there isn’t a curriculum I found that 
does it in a way I like, so I just make up my own. 

When I asked how involved her children were with curriculum choices she responded, 

“They’re not really. I mean, I like I know what they like and I try to plan things that I 

know they will enjoy, but mostly it’s what I think is important.” 

Karen bought a curriculum: “It is a Christian curriculum. It’s very much like 

worldview. It’s a classical 4-year cycle with grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric” and added 

her own ideas: “I came up with the idea because I wanted him to discuss what was 

positive about science fairs... And I wanted him to evaluate that, and umm at least 

acknowledge that much was gained through the experience.” In Karen’s comments we 

saw a very traditional approach to teaching writing:  

And so I could pretty much hand them that [writing rubric/directions], and say, 
start with an outline. I want the outline due by such and such a day. I want the 
first draft. I want you know like that, and then umm they know how the process 



 

	  

169	  

works…we go through the rough drafts, I’ll correct them and point out their errors 
to them.   

Karen also believed her children responded better to a very scheduled approach to school. 

So last year she created a schedule dividing each weekday into blocks, beginning at 8:30 

in the morning and ending at five in the afternoon. She was able to be flexible working 

with such a structured schedule.  

 Megan explained her experiences with curriculum:  

I created my own. I tried when she was in second grade with a more structured 
curriculum, the Seton Homeschool program, because she was saying, because I 
think she knew what other kids had, like this is what I want. I don’t want all this 
fun stuff even though I love it…So we got that and she was thrilled initially and 
then bored out of her mind. By the summer we chucked that. I used it 
supplementally, it was a good way, and I always checked what her age group 
should be learning. 

Rayna used fewer established textbooks or standardized curriculum and described 

how she maintained control while taking her children’s interests into consideration: 

“Very, very informal [curriculum]. I still kind of keep the direction of it. They work on 

things they really enjoy, and we do kind of projects on topics of interest.” But she loved 

Waldorf philosophy, which supported a very structured curriculum.  She was drawn 

towards their approach but couldn’t afford their schools:  

I base in my Waldorf reading like I go to what Waldorf encourages and adjust 
it…I do believe they have a very good understanding of development and interest 
of the children. So I need a base. Couldn’t do just like that because I’m like that. I 
do need something structured.  
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So while her curriculum was very informal, she aimed for a foundational structure and 

took control in certain learning situations:  

Every kid was supposed to do a presentation. She didn’t want to and I forced her 
to. I didn’t force Derek, but I did force her... There are many things I don’t force 
them to do, but that one I did…I think they won’t do it if you don’t force it.   

There was no internal disturbance within this Q1 quadrant. 

Quadrant 2. Q2 was very similar to Q1. For the most part, the power and status 

or expertise and authority remained lodged in standard curriculum or parents. Aven, 

Bonnie, and Karla were very similar. They decided what would be taught and had a very 

structured curriculum. They might purchase fewer curriculum products than Q1, but they 

basically built or structured the entire curriculum themselves. 

Aven didn’t buy a curriculum but used some nevertheless:  

We do use, we don’t buy a curriculum. Some of what I did my first two years, I 
borrowed the books from the district and used them. But we just sort of use them 
as a jumping off point. We did complete them, but you know, if there was another, 
let’s say if you’re reading about history and there’s this particular figure in history, 
maybe you want to read a biography about that person, you know.    

Aven explained how she structured school:  

For me I need to know what book they’re in, what level they’re at, even my little 
guys, who I give a ton of freedom to, I still have you know there are books that 
they complete and I keep track of where they are…I could never just not have a 
work time each day.   
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Bonnie explained how she put together her curriculum. She put some things in 

because she believed “They should be knowledgeable about those things.” She chose 

things she liked:  

I always kind of picked and choosed chosen what I like. I like this one because 
they gave you big words, they gave you transition words. I like this, I felt like it 
really prepared them for high school writing. It did a lot essay writing, compares 
and contrasts, interviewing. 

 Karla taught her children to read using a phonic-based curriculum. But when 

asked if she buys other curriculum she responded, “I don’t. We kind of vary. Umm I 

switch it up, year to year, based upon the kid and what I think that they would really be 

interested in learning.” Karla’s husband taught writing to their older children:  

He loves writing so he just comes up with these off the wall projects based on and 
he’ll incorporate history into them and you know all kinds of stuff, and he’ll go 
over the whole thing with [them]. And he’ll just tell them now this is the scope, 
and he’ll just go through several lessons of sitting down with them and going 
through it and through it. And in the end it’s amazing. 

For most of Riley’s homeschooling she was like Aven, Bonnie, and Karla. Riley 

explained how she built the curriculum for her kids: “Yes, and I kind of loosely followed 

that [curriculum from local school] for the first year or two and then I took what I liked 

from that and then used my own curriculum after that.” Riley had a strong hand in 

planning and execution:  

I found that. I printed it. She had to read that. Pick a part of the book that was 
emotional for you. Write a poem using couplets, she wrote a poem, she 
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summarized the whole book in the poem. That wasn’t exactly what I intended, but 
I didn’t make her redo it or anything. 

However, this past year her daughter asked for more independence and Riley shifted into 

the ‘unschooling or less structured camp.’ Sofia had more say in what would be taught, 

how it would be done. Riley related:  

So when we were doing rain forests I don’t even remember now what the idea 
was that I had had. But she didn’t like it and wanted to write a story. And I kept 
saying while we’ll do that for ocean, but she said nope I want to do it now. So I 
said, ok, what the heck. [laughter] 

Renee was fundamentally different from the other four. However the difference 

was primarily in structure – the mom was still in charge of what got taught and who did 

the ‘teaching’. It was just that her approach was very unlike traditional school structure; 

she used the world around her much more. Renee briefly described her approach to 

homeschooling:  

I would define ourselves as very relaxed and do our own thing. I don’t use a 
boxed curriculum. I sometimes make up my own sheets for the kids to use, or just 
anything we grab, so let’s say we are at the museum and they have a word search. 
I’ll just go and grab those sheets and take them home and girls we’re going to 
work on that.  

Renee used the world around her for teaching, and it was often obvious in her 

descriptions. She talked about the opportunities that were available to them:  

So, the Annenberg Theatre, what they do very often is they will get a packet out 
to teachers/educators that you can use before/during/after. You know it explains a 
little bit about the dance company, the type of dance they do. It maybe ties it into 
history. Excellent! So umm I think that what we did was we got these words from 
the packet, I had her look them up and then write sentences.   
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Quadrant 3. Labor was divided differently in this quadrant than in Q1 and Q2. 

The parents in Q3 discussed issues that didn’t emerge elsewhere. Lili explained how 

important a child’s natural instinct was to learning: “I think true learning happens when 

kids are engaged in their efforts from their own affections/purpose. I think imposed 

curricula kill the child's natural instinct to explore, discover, and learn.”  

Lili, Roxanne, Melinda, and Elsa all had very unstructured curricula and the 

children decided what should be taught/learned. Unlike Q1 and Q2 power did not reside 

in a bought curriculum or in a parent-assembled curriculum. The children had more 

power and status than in Q1 and Q2; they usually guided what happened and parents 

provided support and resources. Janna’s homeschooling experience had changed over 

time. She began with a bought curriculum but gave up on it because she wanted to be 

more interactive with her daughters and she had become more comfortable; she wasn’t 

worried so much about rubrics and curriculum. She probably played a bigger role in 

deciding what should be taught and played at least an interactive role in the learning, but 

their curriculum grew more and more unstructured.  

In Elsa’s home we saw her willingness to help but not control her daughter: “I 

think that if she wrote more short stories that could be developed. She hasn’t wanted to, 
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but if she does, I’ll help her with it.”  Elsa explained her lack of planning, mostly because 

the learning was child-led. Even if the child had a plan one day it might change the next:  

Well, we really don’t because we don’t really plan ahead, you know. Cause plans, 
I mean they might say, oh I want to learn about this or that things, and I say Oh, in 
the coming year, what would you like to learn about. But that can change the next 
day [laughter} I mean something comes into your you know mind and Oh wow, 
that really cool. 

Roxanne unschooled her children. She did no planning or pushing and shared her 

concerns: “Yeah, what else can I tell yah? We unschool. Extremely …I don’t plan things 

for them to do, or try to push them too hard in any direction. Although that…I’m not sure 

that that’s working.”  

Melinda had no curriculum and by that she didn’t mean a bought curriculum. 

They were very unstructured: “Oh, we’re super, super, super casual…No curriculum. We 

read a lot. I read out loud a bunch. They both, Ricky isn’t really reading yet, but he looks 

at books a lot. Mason reads tons all the time.” When Melinda explained her literacy goals 

it didn’t include deciding what they needed to know:  

What’re my goals? I think my goals are for them to be confident that they can 
figure out stuff. Like I don’t have like you need to know this or you need to know 
this so much, as more the confidence that they know how to figure things out or 
know people to go ask or can go online and figure stuff out. Like it doesn’t seem 
to me, in this day and age that there is a particular curriculum that you need to 
know.  
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The next two quotes explain how Janna moved from the more structured learning 

of a bought curriculum to a less structured parent designed curriculum:  

The first year we did Time for Learning…It is a curriculum. It’s an online 
curriculum, but it’s private pay. It’s not through a cyberschool or anything like 
that. Umm and we did that the first year umm because I was worried about 
keeping track of everything too. 

Janna explained why she stopped using the online curriculum:  

So, yeah, it was really more that, that I just decided I wanted to be more 
interactive with them. And I was more comfortable, like I wasn’t as worried about 
the rubric anymore, about checking the boxes and I think I settled down and got 
more comfortable.   

Lili explained how her child’s learning path would be ‘unrecognizable’ by 

traditional standards, but her child doing what he wants worked for her, she saw progress: 

J: But let me just ask. I heard you say, I love what he did. So your feelings about 
what he’s doing here are positive and good? 
L: Yes, they are. I mean I recognize, I have, I recognize that his, his learning path 
and learning trajectory is unrecognizable by traditional standards. I imagine that 
somebody coming in from a school setting looking at how he spends his time and 
what he’s doing would say he is fooling around and you know like what’s he 
learning? I think that in some ways you sort of have to live with it and have your 
eye open to it to see the value of it. Because he’s not learning traditional 
curriculum…But he learns. Like I can see his progress. 

Quadrant 4. Quadrant 4 was an eclectic group. Kasi’s son, who was on the 

autism spectrum, had behavioral issues as well as medical or environmental ones. So 

what was taught, how it was taught, and who taught it was quite different from the others 

in the quadrant. There was a certain amount of bribery. Kasi aimed for as much structure 
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as she could get. Kathleen’s very bright child was in cyberschool for a number of years, 

which failed to meet her needs in her mother’s eyes. Now they have a much less 

structured format. Mark had a unique issue; he really questioned whether anything needs 

to be taught: technology, writing, how to research? He was very laid back as far as 

structure and even whether anything was taught or not. Natasha had bright children and 

provided a parent-structured curriculum that was both creative and relied somewhat on 

the structure of conventional schooling as well. You can’t really call her an unschooler, 

but quite a creative schooler – she is a certified teacher. Kasi and Natasha aimed for a 

structured curriculum, and they were in charge of teaching. The other two were more laid 

back. There was internal contradiction in this quadrant.  

According to Katsi, her son was on the autism spectrum. Behavioral issues were 

one reason he left traditional schooling and the issues persisted at home. So she has a 

TSS who helped with those issues. Kasi explains how the TSS would:  

Help with Felix’s coping skills, through lessons when it particularly got difficult 
and everything. Working on strategies to help him stay on task. You know, 
helping him just with deep breathing when things got [hard], you know helping 
him just learn how to say I need a break. I need to take deep breaths. I need to run 
out in the backyard and do jumping jacks or whatever he needed to do. So he 
could recognize what’s going on in him and he could actually verbalize it.  

Sometimes the content of the curriculum was lost beneath the weight of behavioral, 

emotional, and physical issues:  
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At the beginning of homeschool, I was writing each lesson by day, and found that 
every single day I was changing it. So I really kind of take it by observing his 
behavior in the morning; what am I going to do, am I going to battle today, am I 
gonna pick and choose. What did he do yesterday? 

Kasi used bought curriculum but tweaked it according to what they needed. It was 

usually a combination of different programs, books, and texts.  

Kathleen, who started out with the highly structured cyberschooling, quit that and 

moved into a much less structured approach. Kathleen supported her daughter, but let her 

daughter make most decisions about what to learn:  

If she decides that she wants to be she’ll take a class, and she’ll learn to do it. I 
think in that way I think that we have a kind of unschooling approach about it. 
You know we’re doing The Lord Of the Rings. I showed it to her. I said do you 
want to do this? You know I don’t force curriculum on her. She said yes, let’s do 
that. 

Kathleen explained the structure they build into their plans, and how they often don’t 

stick to it:  

She feels better when she has a schedule even if she doesn’t conform to it. At the 
end of the week we look at what actually got accomplished, and then I make the 
next weeks schedule, where I move half of the week before some weeks 
[laughter]. It just depends. I mean Monday we went to the Mint and the Fed, so 
we didn’t do any.  

Mark had no specific curriculum he used. He saw them as “out of the box” and 

they had a very laid back approach to what should be learned. When asked about 

curriculum he said: “No, nothing specific. You know we’re out of the box, or you know 

umm the kids would read books.” Mark expressed some of his ideas of what literacy 
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might be important. He included cursive and letter writing. He was inspired by Ben 

Franklin to include letter writing:  

In terms of literacy, they can always count on doing cursive practice. They can 
always count on writing a letter or writing something. What seemed to me the 
best last year was writing letters because they could be as creative as they wanted 
to…Yeah, whatever they wanted to write about and I mean I was more concerned 
about format and being able to address it you know and then the grammar and the 
punctuation just kind of a follow-up. So I thought that was an ideal…I think I got 
that from reading about Ben Franklin, because that was really an important part of 
his education, his thinking was to spend time writing in letter writing, like at the 
Academy that he set up.” 

Division of labor mindset summary. How did mindsets mediate division of 

labor? There appeared to be internal cohesion in Q1 Q2 and Q3, all subjects within each 

quadrant divided labor similarly (Figure 16). 

In Q1 and Q2 power and status resided with 

parents and/or curriculum. Q2 represented 

parents with both high Mindset 1 and high 

Mindset 2, and yet the way they divided up 

labor appeared much more like those in Q1 

with a high mindset 1 rather than those with 

high mindset 2. They retained status as teachers and control of the activity like those in 

Q1. In Q3 power and status resided with the students. There was little to no curricula and 

Figure 16 Division of Labor quadrants. Q1 and Q2 

similar and in contradiction with Q3. High internal 

cohesion in Q1 Q2 Q3. Too much internal disturbance 

in Q4 for contradiction. 
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parents followed the children’s leading. In Q4 there was less internal cohesion and it 

didn’t fit neatly with any other group. Two parents maintained status and control and two 

other parents were very laid back. Rather than emphasizing the interests their children 

pursued, there was more a disregard of process or product.  

Community 

“Community refers to the participants of an activity who share the same object” 

(Murphy & Rodriques-Manzanares, 2008).  A school community consists of classroom 

teachers, specialist teachers, principals, administrators, classmates, tutors, aides etc. A 

home community consists of family members, extended family, friends, and many other 

acquaintances. Homeschooling communities would be a combination of both making for 

a very complex community. First we examine the more inward facing community of the 

immediate family. Then we explore the larger outward facing community that 

homeschools are part of. Religion emerged as an important component of community. I 

examine mindsets towards religious communities in the second part. 

Immediate community of family. My three-year-old granddaughter attended a 

preschool program in the school where I sub. They mostly played in preschool and there 

was little structure. However, the school did not want me to drop by and visit her when 

I’m in the school. It would disrupt the community they were trying to build. Schools 
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carefully build social communities that facilitate reaching their goals and don’t often 

stand in the parents’ shoes and imagine what the community must be like for them. It can 

be hard for families to find a place in a school community. Homeschooling parents may 

not accept the social community built at school and want to create a different one at 

home. 

In describing homeschooling communities in this study I’ve included more than a 

simple list of participating people and organizations. CHAT expands the concept of 

activity to include more than subject, object and mediating artifact. Engeström added 

community, division of labor, and rules to Vygotsky’s triangle, but those three variables 

represent only a part of the social, cultural, and historical features that impact the activity. 

As noted earlier in this paper Harvey Graff (as cited in Street, 1984, p. 108) suggests that 

schools provide an environment calculated to mold students’ according to the “moral 

norms and disciplines of the ruling class.” Parents in this study expressed a desire to 

teach family values and morals to their children instead of the schools and to structure 

their homeschooling community in alignment with those values.    

 Wanting to teach family values and pursue individual interests.  

 Quadrant 1and 2. While Carrie didn’t object to the school community, she chose 

cyberschooling because it brought her children home at a time in their lives where they 
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still thought their parents were cool and were willing to spend time with them. She also 

planned to incorporate family travel into their lives. While at times they traveled with 

others, the main purpose was to be able to travel around the country as a family and enjoy 

each other’s community. 

Karen had major and minor reasons for bringing her children home. She was 

reaching for bigger overall goals for her children that she felt were missing in the school 

community.  She wanted her children to be able to think clearly and express their ideas 

clearly believing that would lead to a well-rounded person. On a smaller scale, she loved 

history and wanted to teach it chronologically and allowed her children the luxury of 

proceeding at their own pace.   

Megan was outspoken about her desire to teach family values to her daughter:  

The teachers really kind of had the attitude almost like she’s ours, we’ll influence 
her…I’m like she’s five years old. I’m gonna instill in her my values and how we 
approach the world. You’re the teacher, you’re not the parent. So that really 
disturbed me. It was only like school says we take them now, and we know 
what’s best. 

Megan also saw values as extending beyond personal and moral issues, and into the 

academic realm: “This is a good decision to make to do this from home. Where we can 

influence the curriculum and it’s not based on what some politician has decided would be 

good for your career.”  
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Riley simply felt that keeping young kids home for as long as possible was best: 

“I have always liked the idea [homeschooling]. I really do think it’s better for younger 

kids in particular. I am a firm believer of keeping them home as long as possible.” 

Aven brought her children home to a small farm-like community where her 

children built hen houses and goat sheds. They had had a cow and beehives in the 

backyard. Her daughter Ruth was in charge of the hen house and egg sales. While Aven’s 

religious motive for homeschooling is discussed below, she also wanted her children to 

be able to follow their interests in a way school didn’t allow: “And then also, heaven 

forbid you should have interests that you want to follow. You really can’t do that [in 

school].”  

Bonnie worked in schools so she was familiar with the school community. She 

described her personal belief about her home community: “I think that kids should be 

going to the zoo and going to museums and playing with friends and being out and doing 

things like that, and taking field trips…But I just think that they should play. I think they 

should go outside and play.” 

Renee was concerned about her children’s safety at a school in a dicey area: 

“Well, so if you don’t feel comfortable, you as an adult, don’t feel comfortable going 

there at night, do you feel sending your children during the day? So umm I said let’s try 
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this out.” She also was outspoken about the school’s elimination of libraries, art rooms 

and gymnasiums. They were important parts of the community she wanted her children to 

experience and she intended to offer these things to her children in a home community. 

Quadrant 3 and 4. Elsa wanted to spend more time with her kids. She wanted a 

home community for them that was very different from a school community: “I wanted to 

be with my kids. I didn’t want them to be in school most of their time. Yeah, I think it 

was more about wanting to be with them and letting them explore the world on their own. 

Learn what they wanted to learn, when they wanted to learn. Like not having to be 

limited by learning a particular bit of knowledge on a timetable.” 

Janna expressed the beauty and fun she’s found in homeschooling: “After I 

relaxed about like nobody was going to come and tell me that my kids weren’t learning 

enough…I realized that that’s like the beauty of all of this. And why we keep 

homeschooling is that it’s super fun.”   

Homeschooling allowed Roxanne to be a major part of her children’s lives: “I’m 

very involved in their lives. I always know what they are doing. I always know where 

they are. I always know who they’re with. And I’m intimately involved in what they are 

interested in. I found it a little shocking. I said something about the game they were 

inventing to one of the other kids mom, and she didn’t know what I was talking about. 
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And I said, haven’t you been …your kids have been homeschooling and you don’t even 

know what they are doing.” 

Melinda wanted her boys to get excited about things and learn at their own pace. 

She provides a home community where this can happen: “I believe people learn best on 

their own pace when they are excited about it.”   

Lili complained that the community and routine of schooling invaded home life as 

well: “I was so done with having my life circumscribed by outside routines and schedules, 

expectations like, I hated everything to do with having our lives revolve around school 

expectations. You know, just from a logistical point of view. I didn’t want to make 

lunches. [laughter] I didn’t want to worry about is homework done. I didn’t want kids 

melting down because they hate their homework. I was just done with that whole 

thing…So, when they started homeschooling, my personal goal for our family, I wanted 

to make this so much fun that they never wanted to go back to school.”  

Summary of immediate community of families. Except for Natasha, one might 

argue that Q4 parents felt homeschooling was the better of two evils. Conventional 

schooling didn’t work for their children, homeschooling worked better. But aside from 

details of schooling they don’t expound on why they like homeschooling or bring 

information about their immediate family community to the discussion. 
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The other three quadrants seemed to experience similar immediate homeschooling 

communities. They wanted to spend quality time with their children and have the power 

to control the values and morals taught to them. It was homogenous across the three 

quadrants.  

Larger homeschooling community. Parents talked at great length about the 

many participants in their larger homeschooling community. For each family I 

accumulated a long list of people and community organizations and events they were 

involved with. And while each list was different and reflected those things the family 

loved and valued, there was a striking similarity in the size and shape and make-up of 

each larger community. There were no outstanding patterns or differences in any 

quadrant. 

Gathering of like-minded friends.  

Quadrants 1, 2, 3, 4. A social or community activity seen across all quadrants was 

the gathering together with like-minded friends. Sometimes this occurred in community 

activities when a number of families decided to meet regularly at a local nature center. Or 

families and friends just arranged to spend time together. Some time was highly 

organized into classes; other times were very flexible and open. But there was evidence 

across all quadrants of both parents and children gathering with friends. 
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 Physical space.  

Quadrants 1, 2, 3, 4. As far as physical space goes, every family participated in 

field trips and or classes in the physical world. Many were parts of co-opts that organized 

field trips or special days or schools that offered classes to homeschooling children. 

Parents and children selected what they wanted to do, but almost all families engaged in 

numerous hands-on activities, including acting in plays, riding horses, computer coding 

classes, Latin club, sports camps, dance classes etc. There were no noticeable patterns of 

differences in any quadrant.  

Cyberspace.  

Quadrant 1 and 2. As far as cyberspace goes, the pattern across quadrants 

remained relatively similar. Q1’s Carrie was a cyberschooler. Karen didn’t encourage use 

of cyberspace activity during schooltime, but her daughter Grace spent many hours on 

HOWRSE: 

Karen: She started on this website called HOWRSE, and it’s where you take 
horses and feed them so they don’t die, and you get a stable and then… the kids 
can interact with each other on it. She started because she had friends that would 
go on there. And then she could connect with her friends. 
Jody: So it’s like a little social network for little kids, with a sort of safe little 
topic. 

Megan’s daughter took classes online and Aven and her two oldest children were very 

involved with moderating an online activity for gifted homeschoolers. Aven’s son also 
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took advantage of online opportunities to learn coding. Karla’s children signed up for 

academic courses online, particularly as they grew older.  

Quadrant 3 and 4. Q3 was slightly different from Q1 and Q2. Whereas Q1 and 

Q2 mostly engaged in online classes as part of school, Q3 children didn’t sign up for 

academic courses online. Elsa allowed her children access to online activities. However I 

don’t believe they took classes online, but they were very young. They were great fans of 

Minecraft. Janna’s children’s first curriculum was an online paid curriculum. It only 

lasted for one year because Janna wanted to be more involved in her children’s schooling. 

Janna didn’t report any online classes for her daughters, but they were still quite young. 

Lili, Melinda, and Roxanne didn’t report any online classes but their children were very 

engaged in cyberspace.  

Q4’s cyberspace activity was diverse. Kimberly’s son wasn’t allowed online 

except for very limited Minecraft games. Kathleen’s daughter Annabelle played video 

games with her dad, and Annabelle and her friends created an entire story with their 

phones is a unique collaborative writing experience, communicating endlessly through 

cyberspace. Mark doesn’t mention his daughters playing or being online. Natasha’s son 

was heavily engaged in his Minecraft playing, watching videos, creating a Minecraft 

blog. This was the only activity she mentioned, and she had time limits as well. 
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 Cyberspace mindset summary. It was difficult to decipher a noticeable pattern of 

cyberspace use across quadrants. Students across all quadrants visit cyberspace for 

various purposes. In Q1 Q2 and Q4 there were families who didn’t visit cyberspace in 

frequent or constructive ways. In Q3 all families visited cyberspace often and were 

productive there. However there were families in all quadrants who visited cyberspace. 

Carrie’s children attended cyberschool and Karla and Megan’s children took classes 

online. Karen’s daughter was very invested in the website HOWRSE and some of Aven’s 

family spent time online. Natasha’s son was deeply involved in Minecraft websites, 

blogs, and games and Kathleen’s daughter played video games and wrote a long 

collaborative story with friends on their phones. Q3 presented as slightly different except 

for Janna, who’s first bought curriculum was an online curriculum. She was the only one 

to use such a thing and she gave it up after a year because she wanted to be more 

involved in her children’s learning. But her children were big Minecraft players and did 

go online. However the rest of Q3 children didn’t take classes online as much as engage 

in cyberspace as a social community. They had friends who they’d meet there, 

communicated with, and produced literacy with. They were also in more freedom to 

pursue their interests there than those in other quadrants.  



 

	  

189	  

Religion. Religious beliefs were the foundation of my community growing up and 

I am aware of the power religion can wield. The mindsets I developed growing up went 

hand in hand with my faith and remain difficult to untangle to this day. Therefore I 

included religious views because they can be mediators of community. 

In a 2009 national survey the most common reason given for homeschooling was 

to provide religious or moral instruction (National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).  

Many of my survey-takers checked religion as a reason for home schooling. However, I 

was surprised during the interviews at the lack of deep religious conviction shared as a 

reason for homeschooling.  

Quadrant 1 and 2. As I interviewed subjects, I was aware that their 

acknowledgement of homeschooling for religious reasons was more a nod of a head than 

a strong commitment. They described some religious reasons for homeschooling, but 

didn’t express the strong religious convictions I saw when I homeschooled. I finally 

asked Bonnie about it. She had selected religion as a reason for homeschooling. She said 

the main reason they homeschooled was more because of her husband’s schedule as a 

pastor and they had more time together as a family when they homeschooled. But later 

she mentioned moral issues:  

I would say probably because you could say because of the moral issues I have 
with what goes on at the school, so that would be a religious reason?... I think that 
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it bothers me at the lack of morality that I see at the schools. I would probably say 
I have a fair number of friends who would probably say that they homeschool for 
religious reasons. I mean it’s not like ‘Oh, we do Bible Study for 2 hours a day!’ 
[laughter] you know, that’s not who I am. 

When asked why she homeschooled, Karla gives religion as both her and her 

husband’s main reasons:  

I think the primary one is faith. We wanted to make sure our children grew up 
with our values, our faith and we didn’t want to send them away for so many 
hours a day, and have them come back and have to combat things. So I think 
that’s my main thing.  

Aven said quality was the biggest reason for homeschooling followed second by 

character. When asked what she meant by quality she replied, “I just feel like they get 

access to better materials, they get to work more deeply with the materials, and also they 

get to be involved in things that they actually would want to do.” When asked what she 

meant by character Aven explained that although she liked the local public schools the 

values taught there seemed to run counter to theirs:  

The local public, which we liked very much, they actually excelled. They did very 
well socially and you know they were in the gifted program. They did really well. 
But I just felt like character wise it was an assault. I mean nothing horrible was 
happening, I just felt like it was not, it was marching us in the opposite direction 
of what I or we envision for my kids. 

When Aven said that character-wise schools were, “Marching us in the opposite 

direction of what I or we envision for my kids,” she was referring to Christian values as 

was Karen when she talked about wanting to mold her children into people with bigger or 
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higher values than they were getting at school. Karla and Karen both recognized the 

power technology has to help their children communicate their belief and understanding 

of God. The communication of those ideas was one of their goals for their children. 

Karen expressed this view, which was very similar to Karla’s:  

But overall, there’s the ability to communicate with other humans in a really big 
way. And you have ideas and you can’t share them with other people then they’re 
just ideas in your head, and you know, speaking Christianly, I want my kids to be 
able to communicate either God’s love or what they’ve learned in the Bible. If 
you can’t communicate those things, or you’re afraid of people it really makes it 
more difficult to I don’t know to share God’s love or share the Gospel…That’s 
what we’re doing in homeschool. We’re trying to mold them into the kind of 
people you want them to be. But is my local public school learning my student 
how I want him to be molded? They’re okay. But it’s not the highest I would hope 
for them.   

Quadrant 3 and 4. Interviews revealed that some people in these quadrants do 

hold religious beliefs, but unlike Q1 and Q2, they don’t identify religion as a reason for 

homeschooling. No one in Q3 or Q4 discussed how religion mediated their mindsets, and 

Natasha, a scientist, expressed frustration with a Christian homeschooling group that 

taught creationism as science.   

Summary of larger homeschooling community. In conclusion, I believe that 

homeschooling communities were diverse but didn’t exhibit any clear patterns across 

quadrants. The immediate community of family is important to all families that 

homeschool. Parents expressed a concern to spend more time with their children and 
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played the major role in modeling and teaching values. As far as the larger 

homeschooling community, behavior was very similar across all quadrants. Families met 

together with like-minded friends. They all participated in face-to-face activities in the 

physical world, taking classes, going on field trips, visiting theatres and nature centers etc. 

And as far as participating in the cyberspace, people from all quadrants found reasons to 

venture there as well. There may be a greater use of cyberspace by Q3, and it may look 

slightly different from that of other quadrants, but it wasn’t a clearly differentiated pattern. 

The only clear pattern was that of religious foundations for homeschooling communities. 

Families in Q1 and Q2 expressed religious reasons for homeschooling and while some 

Q3 and Q4 families are religious, they did not attribute homeschooling choices to religion.  

Outcomes  

There could be many different kinds of outcomes from an educational activity. 

Because we’re arguing that digital technologies should be used to transform education, I 

offer some literacy outcomes that I believe are transformative. While digital technologies 

may have impacted the process of creating, I focus here primarily on the product. 

Lim & Hang (2003) define outcomes, “The activity of the subject is directed 

towards the object that is then ‘moulded and transformed into outcomes with the help of 

physical and symbolic external and internal tools (mediating instruments and signs)’ 
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(Engeström, 1993, p. 67)” (p. 51). I accept that an outcome of an activity could be some 

form of the goal or object that motivated the activity. Roth and Lee (2007) highlight the 

dynamic nature of outcomes in the relationship between the mediating article and 

outcome, “Furthermore, the outcomes of the activity cannot be understood apart from the 

various mediating elements” (p. 95).   

In chapter two I presented examples of fourth grade students in traditional schools 

who used technology (PPT) to transform their presentations. Here I present some 

literacies, outcomes of homeschooling activity systems, and discuss whether or not they 

are transformative.  These include literacies the parents had chosen to share as part of the 

interview. However, some parents expressed concern that they couldn’t find examples of 

stories or essays, clearly believing those were the literacies I was expecting. Few parents 

arrived at the interview confident that artifacts other than essays or stories might pass as 

literacy. Some parents whose children were deeply involved in digital activities 

complained that their children just “wouldn’t produce anything for me”, meaning 

something written on paper. So I have included what I consider forms of digital literacy 

that parents shared in their interview, even if it wasn’t their initial choice of an artifact to 

bring for the interview. 
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I don’t review pencil and paper literacy products. I only examine examples where 

digital technologies were used. Since the outcome of activities cannot be understood 

apart from mediating elements, I detail all the digital cultural artifacts used.  

Q1 and Q2 had a plethora of literacies, but most of them were traditional research 

papers or reports using word processors and search engines. These I would regard as 

enhanced uses of technology but not transformative. The most examples of literacies 

transformed by digital technology came from Q3. Members of Q4 shared almost no 

pieces of literacy. They were all reluctant to bring anything to the interview except for 

Natasha who brought printouts of her son’s Minecraft blog, a literacy I deem 

transformative. They discussed some literacies their children created to put in their 

portfolios, but there was a paucity of literacies. 

Quadrant 1 and 2. Students in these quadrants produced literacy similar to that 

in schools: grammar exercises, narrative stories, research papers, and reports. I reviewed 

the only three outcomes mediated by digital cultural artifacts that may be transformative. 

Kira’s blog. Megan suggested the activity to her daughter and Kira composed 

book reviews on a word processor and uploaded them to the blog. Megan imposed rules 

for the site:  

So this is how we use technology too. I have her print a blog on edublog. It’s her 
thoughts about literature…You can do it so you keep it all private, the user profile 
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private, and not searchable. So for her sake, at her age, I wanted, so she could tell 
friends to sign on.  

However, Megan said her friends didn’t sign on. The blog was Megan’s idea and she 

guided the exercise:  

What I did was I took the fact that she is incredibly passionate and opinionated 
about the books she reads…So I said, why don’t you do a blog? You are so 
passionate, and you have such strong opinions and ideas, why don’t you, because 
I wanted her to begin to write, you know, some of that down and thought this 
would be great. 

Megan knew Kira liked the computer: “She would write a rough draft and she would edit 

and then she would put it on her [blog].” A word processor on a computer and a blog site 

mediated this activity. But the social or interactive aspect was never activated. Kira never 

had readers or comments, even from her friends:  

J: Was Kira able to encourage other kids to read it and make comments? 
M: She’s got friends so she did it more verbally than through this. It’s funny, 
she’s very private in some ways. She’s very social in some ways, but she’s very 
private. And with this she was very private. 

The blog was inspired and highly controlled by Megan. Kira just used the blog site to 

upload her writing to, but didn’t collaborate or share it in anyway. This would rate as just 

enhancement of a traditional literacy, not transformation. 

Thor’s book on coding. Thor wrote a book on coding. His mother did not view 

this activity as school. However, Thor was an avid coder on his own time, and was 

inspired to write a book to teach other 6th graders how to code in Python. He learned 
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Python through online courses, created the book using a word-processor, and saved and 

shared it digitally. He shared it with me. I believe this is transformative literacy. Thor was 

self-driven to learn Python through free sites, designed and produced a book about how 

to code python because he felt it was useful. He dispersed his production through 

cyberspace and I think this rates as a transformative literacy. 

Grace’s HOWRSE. Grace, aged 10, participated in HOWRSE, an interactive 

webpage. Karen described the website:  

Karen: She started on this website called HOWRSE, and it’s where you take 
horses and feed them so they don’t die, and you get a stable and then… the 
kids can interact with each other on it. She started because she had friends 
that would go on there. And then she could connect with her friends. 

Jody: So it’s like a little social network for little kids, with a sort of safe little 
topic. 

Karen: Exactly…What they end up doing a lot of is you can start these chats, and 
they would start role-playing games, where someone would say I’m going 
to open a role-playing game about Harry Potter, and so each person makes 
up their own character and then they say my character, her name is Violet 
and she has green eyes…And then someone starts the story and says this is 
what happens next. How far do they, do you get long stories? Do they give 
up halfway through? 

Grace : They get really, really long. 

It took Karen a while to get comfortable with her daughter participating on this site and 

was clear that it wasn’t part of ‘school’. She said:  

You don’t know if everyone is really a ten-year-old girl who likes horses and lives 

in Greece. But you take them at face value. You just don’t share your personal 



 

	  

197	  

info…It took me a while; at first I said you can only be friends with people you’re 

actually friends with. And then after a little while, we expanded to other friends.  

Grace explained that you learn about horses, like they need this much food. Karen was 

impressed that they learned how to run a business, like they had to run the stable. The 

role-playing included jobs and ‘money’ management. 

HOWRSE mediated Grace’s interaction in a global, social, and literate world. I 

viewed Grace’s involvement in HOWRSE as a transformative digital literacy. A 

computer and an organized, structured webpage mediated her social interaction. 

HOWRSE spans the globe and provided academic interaction including story-telling, 

role-playing, collaborative writing experiences, critical thinking and problem solving.  

But it happened on Grace’s own time, outside of her mother’s definition of school. 

Quadrant 3. Gunther Kress (2003) claims the major changes in the elements that 

dominate literacy are, “the broad move from the now centuries long dominance of writing 

to the new dominance of the image and…the move from the dominance of the medium of 

the book to the dominance of the medium of the screen” (p. 1). In quadrant 3 we see the 

production of a number of transformative literacies using screens and images: Asher’s 

YouTube Channel, Jack’s videos, and Everett’s video game. 
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Asher’s YouTube channel.  Asher is very tech-savvy. As Lili stated below he 

knows many things she doesn’t know. She didn’t know what a URL was. She didn’t 

know what a YouTube channel was.  As she learned from her son, she was changing her 

view of literacy. She expressed her difficulty in showing me his work:  

He does do a lot of informational reading online. I mean his whole world is 
online, which is why I don’t have anything to show you. I mean, I could take you 
to his YouTube Channel and you could sort of see, like little bits and pieces of 
what he’s done as part of a video…It’s a channel where you can post things, 
videos you’ve made. And people can subscribe to you, and so every time you post 
something, they’ll get a notification that you have a new video posted.  

When asked if she viewed this YouTube channel as a literacy she said: “I do now. And 

this is the interesting thing. I’ve come to a very different place in my viewing of what 

technology and how it umm how it integrates with literacy.” 

Videos use images on screens instead of writing in books and according to Kress 

these would be new literacies. Asher also shares; he disperses his creations through 

YouTube and has a following. This would reflect mindset 2 and constitute a 

transformative literacy. 

Jack’s videos. Again we had an example of new literacy using images and screens. 

Jack was telling a story, including characters, constructing settings and recording it on 

video:  

He also documents his games. Like he’ll take hundreds of toy animals, the little 
rubbery kind and we have a little screen and a pond that we made last year and he 
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sets up family groups that you can tell that he understand the genus but he’s also 
into adoption, or like extenuating circumstances, so he’ll take me around and 
describe to me… It’s very complicated and everyone’s got a back story, and he’ll 
take pictures of the different family groups and tell you what’s happening.  

Jack’s grandfather lived in Texas and was dying. His way of communicating was to set 

up his animals, take pictures of them, and then email them to his grandfather, who had 

gotten his very first device (an iPad) in his last six months of life. So that was his contact 

with Jack, mostly his only contact. These video recordings were sent to his grandpa who 

was dying in Texas. It wasn’t a letter, a postcard, or a get well card. It was a video of his 

own making, sent and received digitally. I would call this a transformative literacy. 

Everett’s video game. Roxanne was one mom who complained that she couldn’t 

get her kids to produce anything, and yet they were making videos and Everett was 

designing a video game. He was inventing it with others and including literacy devices 

such as poetic verse. Writing, design, and coding are all involved:  

It’s very difficult to get my kid to produce anything. Everett is writing a video 
game. But can we see it. It’s on the computer. I don’t know how to get to the 
game. Like he’s still inventing it. I don’t know who to show it to anyone. He and 
Jadon and Isaiah have been working on this for three years. Isaiah is the 
programmer, the coder and Jadon and Everett write how the game is going to go. 
Everett has written poetic verse for hints of how to move through the game. It’s 
got all these characters, but that’s the thing. It’s a piece of work that’s very 
difficult to show a school and say see he’s doing something.  

I would view inventing and creating video games as transformative literacies. 
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Quadrant 4. The members of Q4 are low M1 and low M2. This may reflect a 

lack of investment in traditional, enhanced or transformative literacy and explain why 

they shared almost no pieces of literacy, except for Natasha. They discussed some work 

their children created to put in their portfolios, but there was a paucity of literacy. The 

only examples I have to share are Natasha’s son’s Minecraft blogs and Annabelle’s story, 

which was done entirely on her own, possibly outside of school, although in her case the 

boundaries of school were very blurry. 

Annabelle’s texting of a whole narrative on phones.   Both Annabelle and Ozzie 

used screens, but Annabelle was writing or texting. Her mother points out how much 

Annabelle cared about getting grammar and spelling correct when she texted. But having 

a group of friends create an entire story with their phones was a unique collaborative 

writing experience, and I would venture to call it transformative.  

When asked if Annabelle participated in any collaborative writing, Kathleen 

responded, “She really hasn’t. Actually that’s not true. They were all, see I’m, they spent 

an entire year, as a group of like four or five of them writing a story via text.” When 

asked where they got the idea Kathleen explained, “That’s just how they are. I guess you 

pick your friends and they’re similar, and they had these great ideas and they started 

putting them down in text.” Kathleen described the product as intangible and she was 
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unsure what they did with it. Analyzing this literacy feels like conducting a murder 

investigation without a body. Since the product was so intangible it’s hard to judge its 

value. However, she used screens, a phone and texting. She was collaborating and writing 

a story, so it may be transformative literacy.  

Ozzie’s Minecraft blog. Ozzie’s blog was part of school. But he loved blogging 

and his blog focused on Minecraft, something he loved even more. He developed his own 

expertise with the video game Minecraft and over time, with his blogs, figured out ways 

to contribute his knowledge to the general pool. He used screens and even images 

interspersed with his words. I subscribe to his blog so I know that he continues to blog 

and loves comments and is willing to help less experienced players like myself. 

Natasha explains:  

It was a chance for him to basically share what he’s doing. And he sees me 
writing on a blog… and kinda wanted a chance to do his own project, and I 
suggested a blog and he thought it was a great idea, and so that’s how we kinda 
got started…Wouldn’t you like to write a blog? Oh, yeah great!! What would it be 
about? Oh Minecraft!!! So we kind of brainstormed a little bit, worked on the title, 
worked on setting it up, so it turned into a big project that I thought was a pretty 
cool chance to again do some creating. Do some work on the Internet. I like these 
projects that bring in multiple skills, you know. 

Natasha explains her role:  

So I’ll put it as one of his assignments for the day…But I don’t tell him what to 
write. I don’t proof read anything before he posts it. We will talk a little, I want 
him to tell me what his topic is before he gets on the computer because sometimes 
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he’ll get distracted, I’m just going to watch these Minecraft videos, no no, I’m 
researching [laughter]. 

I would rate this literacy as transformative as well. To begin with it is digital, 

ongoing and interactive with others. It is an affinity space for those who want to learn to 

play Minecraft; Ozzie is sharing his expertise.	   

Outcomes mindset summary. I considered Kira’s blog (Q1) to be an enhanced 

traditional literacy, not transformative. The remaining seven outcomes I considered to be 

transformative, a reflection of Mindset 2. 

Their parents didn’t view Grace’s HOWRSE 

(Q1) and Thor’s Book of Coding (Q2) as part 

of school. These were things the children 

chose to do on	  their own and their parents 

allowed. It was different in quadrant 3 where 

parents allowed their children to follow their own interests (Figure 17). It’s hard to know 

whether Everett’s video game, Jack’s video, and Asher’s YouTube channel were 

considered part of school. It’s a relatively unnecessary distinction in Q3. Ozzie’s 

Minecraft (Q4) blog was considered part of school, and Annabelle’s (Q4) mom 

mentioned her texted story, but wasn’t concerned whether it was school or not. 
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Figure 17 Outcomes quadrants. Q1 and Q2 similar and 

in contradiction with Q3. High internal cohesion in Q1 

Q2 Q3. Internal disturbance in Q4 . 
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Child led activities. These outcomes raised a question for me about how mindsets 

mediate literacy. In Q3 the boundaries between home and school are marginal at best and 

children are often free to follow their interests. Is this a reflection of mindsets?  As we 

look at the outcomes above that I’ve identified as transformative, except for Ozzie’s blog, 

they were instigated by the child and done outside of school or in the mystical 

schoolyards of Q3. The shift of mindsets’ expertise and authority from being ‘located’ in 

individuals to being distributed and collective might account for this phenomenon.  

Transformed activities. If these seven literacies are transformed, does that mean 

they are desirable?  Do they represent progress of sorts? Are they something traditional 

schools should aim for? Remember, Kira’s blog was the only ‘taught’ outcome. Of the 

seven transformed outcomes Ozzie’s blog was considered school but there was minimal 

instruction and none of the other outcomes were ‘taught’ by teachers. This is a dilemma. 

What does this mean for transformed digital literacies and traditional schools? Is this the 

transformation educational authorities are looking for from digital technologies? 

Summary of Results 

How are mindsets about knowledge production and technology mediators of the 

activity of literacy teaching and learning in homeschooling environments? 
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Regardless of what quadrant people fell into, gender, marital status, ethnicity, 

employment, education, and past homeschooling experience were all very similar.  

Q1 and Q2 have strong internal consistency and display similar behaviors and 

ideas in almost all elements of the CHAT heuristic. These are seen in the following: 

o Writing is very important and taught in a thorough and very organized way  

o They used similar digital cultural artifacts, and not the more complex ones of 

Q3 

o They imposed rules governing digital technology use 

o They used highly structured curriculum and parents were generally in charge 

(power) 

o Outcomes were primarily traditional, enhanced by digital artifacts but not 

transformed 

Q3 represents low M1 and high M2. It has strong internal consistency and parents’ 

behaviors and thoughts are unique and different from other quadrants.  They don’t 

usually fit with Q4, the other low M1, or Q2 the other high M2. 

o They were the only subjects to report memories of their bad experiences at 

school 

o They don’t report thinking classics essential to learning literacy 
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o They are not committed to any writing program (fits more with Q4 here) 

o They exhibit heavier uses of digital practices 

§ Greater variety of digital practices 

§ Heavier use of screen and images 

§ Less monitoring of digital practices by parents 

o They don’t impose rules governing their children’s technology use 

o They promote a loosely structured curriculum where learning is usually led by 

the children 

o They express no religious reasons for homeschooling, unlike other quadrants 

o They shared the most transformative outcomes mediated by digital artifacts 

Q4 seems to have the least internal cohesion and fits less well with other quadrants. 

o They use cultural artifacts more like Q1 and Q2 than Q3 

o Their implementation of rules governing technology use is split down the 

middle 

o Their ideas of how writing should be taught are not internally cohesive, two 

using a more structured and thorough approach, two using a less structured 

approach.   

o They presented a paucity of outcomes, at most two were transformed 
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o They were the only quadrant not to report loving homeschooling. 

Strong Mindset 1 beliefs are powerfully associated with how parents use 

technology in literacy learning. Holding weak Mindset 1 beliefs allows for strong 

Mindset 2 beliefs to emerge and transform digital learning. However, if educators hold 

weak Mindset 2 and 1 beliefs, we don’t see them using digital technologies to transform 

learning. Those with weak beliefs in both mindsets are less enthusiastic and less involved 

in learning than those in other quadrants who hold stronger beliefs in either mindset. 

Lankshear and Knobel’s suggest that those with high M2 would use more 

transformative technologies than others. However that didn’t turn out to be true. Both Q2 

and Q3 were rated high M2; but the only quadrant to use digital technology to transform 

education was Q3, the one with low M1. Q2, which is high M1, behaved and thought 

much inline with Q1. They expressed ideas sympathetic to Q3 behavior, but did not 

exhibit much of it in their behavior. So M1 may be a much stronger mediator than M2. 
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CHAPTER 5: IMPLICATIONS 

The CHAT analysis reveals that mindsets do indeed mediate parents’ use of 

technology in homeschooling environments. What is especially clear is that people’s 

position relative to what Lankshear & Knobel call Mindset 1 seems to have the biggest 

influence. 

Implications for Theory 

CHAT. While I didn’t employ Engeström’s CHAT analysis in the traditional way, 

I believe that my analysis adheres to all five principles and uses all seven elements. My 

work convinces me that CHAT provides a framework to look at multiple factors in 

complex activities. Grouping activity systems into like networks and looking for internal 

consistency within networks and contradictions between them may prove useful in 

answering a number of questions.   

For example one could group similar activity systems together for many variables. 

Suppose you wanted to examine technology use (CA) in different countries. You could 

conduct similar research in a variety of public schools in Finland, USA, China and Japan 

and then group the activity systems together by country and analyze across countries (and 

cultures) for contradictions as well as look to see how internally consistent technology 
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use was within each country. You might group by gender of teacher, public and private 

schools, religious beliefs or any variable of interest.  

Mindsets. Lankshear and Knobel’s book describes a dichotomy of mindsets. 

However, they claim, “Our main aim is to provide a general sense of how the mindsets 

play out, recognizing that the kind of dichotomy depicted here is sharper and more ‘ideal’ 

than exists in real life. In other words, the construct of mindsets, as spelled out and used 

here, is more heuristic than tightly scientific” (2006, p. 37). Placing each subject on two 

continuums revealed that people can hold strong beliefs from both mindsets or weak 

beliefs from both. Q1 and Q3 were the two most heavily populated quadrants suggesting 

a tendency to favor one mindset over the other. However, many participants fell into Q2 

and Q4. 

Most Q2 parents basically used technology to enhance traditional literacy 

practices, but they spoke highly of technology. Karla argued technology’s merits: “We 

live in an amazing time technology-wise. I believe in capitalizing on that for students” 

and “We live in a very technological world, our children need to use it.”  When asked 

what digital literacy brings us that conventional literacy doesn’t she replied: 

K. I think it’s a huge gateway to opening doors more than conventional literacy. 
J. Like open doors to? 
K. The world. I mean the fact that you can effectively communicate with someone 
across the world now, like in two seconds. It’s amazing. 
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However, she also believes that social networking sites are negative influences on 

children’s learning and dangerous as well and she disapproves of texting. Her children 

are not allowed on the Internet unsupervised, and they are not allowed to play video 

games.  

Renee had positive comments for every digital literacy in the card sort, and 

praised the Internet for its ability to connect her to other homeschoolers. But they have 

two tablets and one computer for a family of six. Renee says she very much limits the use 

of tablets and I “actually limit the use of technology with my children.”  

Riley was probably the most conflicted about technology. Their family has few 

digital artifacts and Riley has little digital experience. She worries about them sitting and 

staring at a screen all day, or using technology as “a crutch, like the auto grammar 

correcting thing you know. I don’t like. I think people should know how to use proper 

grammar without.” She wouldn’t care if her kids never learned how to code, and 

“wouldn’t be sad for the sake of my child’s literacy if they never played video games.” 

However, she feels that technology now allows her to find whatever information she 

needs. She believes technology should be used a lot when kids are older and claims 

“learning to use technology in order to pursue their goals should be a huge part of what 

learning is all about!”  
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Aven expressed the most extreme beliefs about technology, which gave her high 

ratings in both mindsets. To begin with she was very good with technology; she knew 

what the cloud was, what IP numbers were, and explained how to launch a collaborative 

chat online “from their router and their server” and how they “had to do port forwarding 

through our router.” She explained how her two older children shared the moderation of 

this online group chat with her: “We each read through the instructions out loud together. 

Well I think this means this, and I think that means that, and go get this number, and 

what’s this IP number, is that the same as that IP number? [laughter].” But outside of a 

few activities, she aims for “zero” time on the computer. She thinks kids get too absorbed 

in the computer and that “it’s so seductive for parents, because your house is clean, your 

kids are quiet, you know, it looks like they are doing something productive. They are 

clicking. They have a screen, but I feel like it does sort of stunts your ability to deal with 

frustration and to deal with set-backs, you know to physically go and do things that time 

consuming or are delays.” 

Q4 was the least populated. In general Q4 parents expressed less enthusiasm for 

M1 or M2. Some digital practices were usually allowed, but not strongly encouraged. 

However, parents didn’t express strong interest in traditional literacy practices either.  

I attempted to use Lankshear and Knobel’s mindsets as a heuristic. The plotting of 
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subjects on a graph, which created four quadrants, was not tightly scientific, but was 

probably more in keeping with Lankshear and Knobel’s intentions than placing everyone 

on a single continuum from M1 to M2.  

Implications for Teaching 

 Overview. Although I focused on homeschooling parents, a population that I’ll 

never have the opportunity to teach, I do think that my results are applicable for teachers 

and teacher educators as well as homeschooling parents. 

 In Chapter 2, reviewing homeschooling literature revealed there was very little 

peer-reviewed research published. The few published articles focused on why people 

chose homeschooling and how they conducted their homeschool. But beyond that there 

was little substantive information. My research provides a careful analysis of a specific 

element of homeschooling, that of the use of technology for literacy learning. It also 

describes behaviors mediated by parents’ mindsets.  The results of my research provide 

parents with original information about what is going on in other homeschools. 

I began the project with an interest in explaining the gap between actual and 

expected technology use and why it exists, and I think I have a provisional answer to that 

question. It’s because of the mindsets that teachers had, both about technology and 

literacy, which contributed to the gap. While teachers remain supported in using minimal 
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technology to maintain their historical and traditional literacy practices, little will change 

in the classroom.  Unless teachers independently change their mindsets or teacher 

educators do something that challenges their mindsets, they are not going to use 

technology in ways that enthusiasts recommend. Likewise, making homeschooling 

parents who’d fall into Q1 and Q2 aware of how mindsets impact their technology use 

may encourage them to be more innovative with technology in their homes.   

Parents in Q2 remind me of teachers I’ve taught with. They had been encouraged 

to use technology, provided with the software, hardware, training, and support necessary 

and expressed positive attitudes towards its possibilities. However, lasting change rarely 

happened. If schools really want technology to transform teaching, administrators will 

need to provide the impetus to make that change and clarity about how it should be done. 

I would distinguish between using technology to transform one’s instructional pedagogy 

and to transform the literary content and outcomes. 

Transformed process or product. My recent experience subbing in fourth grade 

highlighted these issues. The teacher’s reading lesson had the children complete two 

pages in a paper workbook. On one page they read a section about Robin Hood and used 

a pencil to answer four multiple-choice questions. The second page was about Margaret 

Bourke-White with similar format. When finished they read or drew quietly while 
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everyone else finished. Then they got out green pens and corrected their work while I 

gave the correct answers. Because the teacher wasn’t there I had them leave the books 

opened and piled on a table in the back. The paragraphs and questions were interesting 

and answering the questions requiring critical thinking. Trying to stimulate class 

discussion about the answers was almost impossible; no one wanted to reveal if they got 

the wrong answers, no one wanted to argue for another point of view. This is a very 

traditional instructional approach with traditional outcomes, a Mindset 1 approach to 

literacy learning. 

Eight years ago when I taught 4th grade at that school I had transferred that entire 

workbook to a site online where children could work independently at their own rate. 

They received immediate feedback if they supplied the wrong answer and could access a 

discussion of why. The teacher could see the children’s answers at a glance and see an 

analysis of the class answers as well. She could identify if certain areas needed attention 

for the entire class, or tailor support for individuals. Regarding the content of the lesson, I 

would rate this a Mindset 1 product, the content is exactly the same as it had been in the 

paper workbook, just enhanced by being put online. However, I would argue that the 

instruction was transformed by the digital technologies. This approach gave immediate 

feedback to children rather than waiting till later, giving them an opportunity to self-
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correct, to self-regulate their work. It allowed the teacher more rapid access to the 

children’s work and an ongoing analysis of the child’s and the class’s abilities. Some 

children might be able to quickly complete the entire book and move on to something 

that challenged them or that they found more interesting – this would require more 

planning and oversight by the teacher.  

In this example power is invested in the teacher or school curriculum. An adult 

picked this book and required its completion. Maybe some children liked it; maybe some 

didn’t, but they didn’t have any say. This lesson reflects a traditional Mindset 1 view of 

literacy, that being the ability to read and write, and a view Gee (2001) argues is a deficit 

model. NLS describes a major shift in the nature of literacy, focusing not so much on 

autonomous skills and a set of knowledge to be acquired, but on literacy being viewed as 

a social practice, which fits with Mindset 2. 

Do the literacy products shared earlier in Outcomes reflect NLS’s shift? They 

have transformed instruction and content. Can we argue that they were more a part of a 

social practice and less a list of autonomous skills and set of knowledge? 

Thor’s book on coding was not a typical product when I taught school. It was 

entirely chosen by Thor, his mother may have even slightly disapproved. This element of 

being child-led might reflect Lankshear and Knobel’s expertise and authority being 
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distributed and collective. No one taught Thor to code Python, he learned from lessons 

online and from doing it himself. A book to help other 6th graders code was his own idea. 

He used digital software and the Internet to create and distribute his book and no one 

graded the book. Grace’s use of HOWRSE, a website, was definitely a social process. It 

reflects Lankshear and Knobel’s focus on collective intelligence, social relations of 

emerging ‘digital media space’, space as open, continuous, and fluid, and aspects of the 

‘post-industrial’ view of production. Could educators be comfortable with the idea that 

what she learned participating on HOWRSE might replace what she learned in a reading 

or writing workbook? Everett’s video game, Jack’s videos, and Asher’s YouTube video 

all used screen and image instead of paper and pencil. They were all self-led and self-

taught. I don’t think there are paper workbooks with multiple-choice questions about how 

to create such a product. They were all parts of a social practice and not so much about a 

set of autonomous skills. Isaac’s Minecraft blog and Annabelle’s texted story with friends 

were social practices with reading and writing built into them.  

Do these outcomes represent Mindset 2 transformed literacy processes and 

products? Is this the transformed learning Engeström (1987; 2001), Gee (2001; 2007), 

Lankshear and Knobel (2006), Collins and Halverson (2009), and the 2000 Web-based 

commission (2000) are talking about? 
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I would encourage teachers to use technology to enhance their instruction. It’s the 

easier sell. I’d argue that it makes teaching more efficient, easier, and demonstrates to the 

students respect and acceptance of activities they already love and know. However, 

advocating transformed outcomes is harder. Q3 students wrote some stories, but they 

weren’t writing essays and research papers.  

Homeschooling parents are faced with the same issues of whether to use 

technology for enhancing instruction and or creating transformed outcomes. Q3 parents 

don’t really instruct and their children already create transformed outcomes. Q1 and Q2 

parents could benefit from seeing the Q3 outcomes. Those who do instruct, may want to 

educate themselves in new ways to use technology for that instruction or give their 

children freer reign to learn it themselves. Whether they would support transformed 

outcomes like those of Q3 is doubtful, as the few examples where the children did create 

transformed outcomes the parents were careful to set it outside the boundaries of school. 

Power and authority. The variable from Lankshear and Knobel’s mindsets that 

stands out most dramatically for me in Q3 is shift in power and authority from being 

found in individuals and institutions to being collective and distributed. Some power 

shifts from parent or teacher to student. While conventional schooling advocates giving 

students as much choice as possible and attempts to provide authentic learning 
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experiences, they can’t begin to offer what homeschools can in this area. Three possible 

implications for teaching emerge in Q3: child-led learning, authentic learning experiences, 

and the suggestion that many things don’t need to be taught. These implications are easily 

driven by technology. Left to their own devices children migrate to screens and images, 

they use technology to address their own and others needs, and technology today offers 

interactive learning experiences with built-in teaching.  

The three Q3 implications for teaching apply to Q1 and Q2 homeschools as well. 

Implications for Research 

What worked. CHAT, my survey, and using homeschoolers worked well for me. 

The CHAT heuristic was a very good analytic for technology and literacy education. Its 

broad socio-cultural reach not only addressed my intended outcomes but also uncovered 

unintended outcomes.  

I was concerned about my survey, that insufficient numbers discouraged a 

statistical analysis of its validity and reliability. However, the high level of internal 

consistency found within the different quadrants suggests that it was successful in 

identifying mindsets.  
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Homeschooling was a useful venue for this research. Little research of this 

population exists beyond exploring reasons for homeschooling and I would continue 

research with this population. 

Lessons Learned. I succeeded in compiling a database of over 150 

homeschoolers who lived around the globe. However, even though people who lived 

further away volunteered, they all eventually bowed out. I’m not sure why. They gave a 

variety of reasons. I offered skyping as an option, but it may have been a barrier for 

people uncomfortable with technology. I would like to extend the geographic scope of 

my research, but am uncertain how to reach a broader spectrum of homeschooling 

families.  

Acquiring experience with online surveys may help in securing a larger base of 

participants. Most survey takers were very supportive and I learned some vital lessons 

early on. To extend my reach and grow my numbers I may need more persistence in 

pursuing online leads and would most likely benefit from more physical travel and face-

to-face entreaties. It would be useful to get enough participants so we could run statistical 

analyses of the survey tool. 

Future work. I would like to conduct more research with homeschooling families. 

I'm particularly interested in Q3 students who use technology in more transformative 
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ways and explore how well that serves them in their future endeavors. From an interest 

more in the effectiveness of homeschooling education, I’d also be curious to conduct a 

longitudinal study to see the learning trajectories homeschooling children follow. Do they 

find the success they and their parents are after? 

Interviewing children would be interesting. It isn’t actually pertinent to my 

current question about why teachers behave as they do, but it may offer interesting 

insights into technology and learning, as well as students’ take on teachers’ technological 

identities and abilities. 

Finally, I would like to conduct research with classroom teachers and 

administrators. I’d be interested in measuring mindsets of classroom teachers and seeing 

how they impact technology and literacy use. And while I might measure mindsets of 

administrators, I’m particularly interested in their views on transformative technology use 

in the classroom. Because they manage the money and direct policy, they should have 

clarity on why and how technology should be used. I’d explore whether they think 

technology should be used to transform instructional methods, to transform literacy 

products, or for both. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
SURVEY OF HOMESCHOOLING PARENTS’ USE OF TECHNOLOGY  

IN LITERACY EDUCATION 
 

1. Do you consent to take this survey? 
2. Please write your full name: last, first 
3. Please write your email address 
4. Please write the city, state, country where you live 
5. What are the ages of the children you home schooled this year (2013-2014) 
6. Briefly describe the ages/grades of children you have home schooled over the 

years. 
7. How old are you? 
8. I play interactive, collaborative computer games. Never _ _ _ _ _ _ Daily 
9. Homeschooling in our house 

a. happens for religious reasons 
b. is actually unschooling 
c. includes cyberschooling 
d. happens for medical reasons 
e. occurs because we can’t afford private schools 
f. is our choice rather than using available traditional schooling 
g. other 

10. Digital Technologies (list of technologies to mark as used daily, weekly, monthly, 
rarely, don’t own or use) 

a. Computer 
b. Tablet (iPad) 
c. Smart Phone 
d. E-book (Kindle, Nook) 
e. GPS 
f. iPod or MP3 player 
g. Twitter 
h. iTouch 

11. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements. After each question space is provided where you can explain your 
thinking in more detail. 
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12. Children develop more important literacy skills by viewing the printed page than 
viewing a screen. 

13. More important literacy knowledge can be found from the published experts of 
classical media (books) than in the collective wisdom available in modern media 
(the Internet). 

14. Digital spelling tools impede students’ developing literacy. 
15. Students should use the free opportunities online to share their literacy products 

(eg. Second graders blogging about their zoo trip, 6th graders making web page 
for their country fair, college students publishing their iMovies on You Tube). 

16. Students develop important communication skills from using social networking 
sites (eg. Facebook, Instagram). 

17. In my opinion, in order for children to become literate, it is important for them to 
read classical media (published hard cover and paperback books). 

18. Having your work published in the form of a printed book remains the epitome of 
literate success. 

19. Children learning to share knowledge on wikis will develop important 
collaborative literacy skills. 

20. The posters and maps and index cards I used when I was younger to present what 
I had learned remain very effective means for students to demonstrate what they 
know. 

21. It is more important for 21st Century students to be able to research, critique, and 
determine the authenticity of information from a growing number of databases 
and web resources than it is to rely on peer-reviewed journal articles, traditionally 
used for research. 

22. The abilities to blog online, to read other blogs, and respond via comments are 
critical 21st Century literacy skills. 

23. To develop advanced literacy skills, it is critical to attend accredited college 
campuses where you learn from degreed professors. 

24. The feel and smell of paper books is an important ingredient in nurturing literacy. 
25. It is unnecessary to teach students cursive writing. 
26. Standardized tests are important because they attempt to ensure that all children 

are at least educated to some common expectations. 
27. Expertise found in classical media (books) is more reliable than expertise found in 

modern media (the Internet). 
28. The skill of contributing to a collaborative wiki is an important literate goal.  
29. Tweeting provides a useful forum for collaborative communication and planning. 
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30. Education should be more about training and allowing students to learn how to 
access and evaluate information rather than relying on experts to deliver it to them 
in class. 

31. Digital spelling tools improve students’ developing literacy. 
32. Printed text epitomizes literacy. 
33. Building and navigating websites are important literacy skills. 
34. Because word processors can spell many words that students used to be entirely 

responsible for, less time needs to be spent on learning to spell than has been in 
the past. 

35. Learning to spell on your own without relying on spell checkers is an important 
cognitive skill. 

36. The ability to understand traditional paper book format is more important literacy 
skill than the ability to navigate text on a screen.  

37. Writers should become less concerned with plagiarism because modern media 
environments have changed what it means to own a piece of writing. 

38. Students should spend more time learning to problem-solve on their own and less 
time learning to problem-solve in collaboration with others. 

39. Electronic media will replace most printed text within a few years. 
40. A broad range of online reading and writing experiences is necessary to expand 

students’ grasp of literacy. 
41. Creative commons is a website that develops and supports a free copyright 

alternative that maximizes digital creativity, sharing, and innovation; it should be 
used because it values sharing products widely instead of limiting who can use 
them. 

42. Tweeting is a distraction from more meaningful communications. 
43. E-books have compelling features that transform the experience of reading. 
44. It is important to teach students cursive writing. 
45. Technology should be used primarily to support students in doing well on 

assessments of identified learning goals rather than pursuing their own goals. 
46. If you have anything you’d like to say about technology’s role in your home 

school, here is your chance. 
47. Would you be willing to participate in an interview in the next phase of this 

research? The interview would be approximately 1-2 hours long and given at a 
time and location convenient for you. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

Thank you again for helping me out with this research, for taking my survey and letting 
me interview you today. I’m interested in talking about your child’s developing literacy, 
the reading and writing he/she does in all its various forms. 
 
PART 1 (getting to know one another) 

• Can you tell me a little about your family? 
o Can you tell me your ethnicity 
o Can you tell me about your employment? 

• Can you tell me about your educational background? 
• Can you tell me about your background and your use of technology? 
• Can you tell me briefly why you homeschool? 

o Are there any particular things happening in the educational world today 
that impacted your decision? 

§ Can you talk more about that? 
o Standardized testing is on activity I’ve heard homeschooling parents 

express concern about? Did that have any impact on your decision? 
§ Can you tell me more about that? 

• Describe your homeschool. 
o Who, when, where, for how long? Etc. 

• Has technology played any role in your choice for homeschooling? 
o Can you tell me more about that? 

• Can you talk about any literacy goals you might have for your children? 
o Can you tell me something more about that? 

 
PART 2 (Sharing of two literacy artifacts) 

• Tell me about your child’s early artifact. 
o Do you have a lesson plan or doc you used to plan for the making of this 

artifact? 
§ (If yes) Can you tell me more about it? 

o Can you tell me how this artifact came about? 
§ How did you go about doing it? 
§ Who’s idea was it to do this project? 
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§ What rules were established for its production? 
§ Who was involved in the production of this artifact? 
§ Did you think about putting it on a word processor? 
§ Did you think about doing it collaboratively? 

o Can you talk about how important this artifact is in your child’s literacy 
education? 

§ How would you rate it compared to other literacy activities your 
child engages in? 

§ What do you think was especially good about this project? 
§ What aspects were you less than happy with? 

o How did you feel about the/your child’s experience of producing this 
artifact? 

§ How did your child feel? 
§ Where there any challenges or dilemmas in the production? 

• Tell me about your child’s later artifact. 
o Do you have a lesson plan or doc you used to plan for the making of this 

artifact? 
§ (If yes) Can you tell me more about it? 

o Can you tell me how this artifact came about? 
§ How did you go about doing it? 
§ Who’s idea was it to do this project? 
§ What rules were established for its production? 
§ Who was involved in the production of this artifact? 
§ Did you think about putting it on a word processor? 
§ Did you think about doing it collaboratively? 

o Can you talk about how important this artifact is in your child’s literacy 
education? 

§ How would you rate it compared to other literacy activities your 
child engages in? 

§ What do you think was especially good about this project? 
§ What aspects were you less than happy with? 

o How did you feel about the/your child’s experience of producing this 
artifact? 

§ How did your child feel? 
§ Where there any challenges or dilemmas in the production? 
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• Tell me about your planning artifact. 
o Can you talk about how important this artifact is in your child’s literacy 

education? 
§ How would you rate it compared to other literacy activities you 

plan? 
o This artifact is hand-written by you. What are your thoughts about you 

using a word processor? or  This artifact was typed and printed digitally 
by you. What are your thoughts about you writing it by hand? 

o Do you employ any guiding documents like Common Core or bought 
curriculums? 

§ Tell me about that? 
o How involved are your children/students in the planning? 

 
PART 3 (CARD-SORT) 

I have a pile of cards here with a variety of literacy practices written on them.  
Before we look at them, here are five blank cards. 
Could you write on the cards the literacy practices that you feel are important in 
your child’s schooling? (Encourage them to talk about their choices as they 
write.) 
 
Can you sort this pile of cards and your cards according to importance? 
Can you order them according to what literacies you think are most important for 
your child to learn? 
If needed I’d suggest…sort them into piles or organize them anyway that 
represents the ways you value the. Feel free to explain as you sort them out. If 
needed ask… 
 Why did you put these cards here? 
 What do these different piles represent? 
What does the term ‘digital literacy’ mean to you? 
Can you talk about what might be included in digital literacy that is not part of 
traditional literacy? 

Does digital literacy do things for you that traditional literacy doesn’t? 
Did traditional literacy do things for you that digital literacy doesn’t? 

 
PART 4 (CHAT and other related questions that haven’t been addressed yet.) 

§ What kinds of technology do your children use? (if not already covered) 
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o Can you list them? 
§ What concerns do you have about technology? 
§ Can you tell me about a project that wasn’t so successful? 
§ What dilemmas are you facing now? 
§ What feelings come up for you when using technology? 
§ What is hard/easy about trying to help your child use technology? 
§ Do you meet with other homeschoolers who feel the same way about technology 

as you do? Or who feels quite differently than you do? 
o Can you tell me more about that? 

§ What is the division of labor in technology use in your home? 
o Who initiates a digital literacy or digital technology to be used? 

§ Where do the ideas come from to use a technology? 
§ Who teaches whom? 

§ What are the rules in your home about technology use? 
o How much screen time does your child have? 

§ Can you tell me more about that? 
§ Do you have blocks on your computer? 

§ Who plays a role in your homeschool community? 
o Who participates in learning and instruction? 
o Why do they get involved 

§ Tell me what you think about the educational value of video games. 
 
PART 5 – CLOSURE 

§ Has your use of technology to teach/learn literacy changed over time? 
o Can you tell me about how/why that happened? 
o Has technology been used to enhance what you were doing other ways? 
o Has technology been used to do entirely new forms of literacy? 

§ What are your thoughts about traditional schooling and their use of technology for 
learning? 

§ Can you talk about the role you think technology should play in education? 
o In the survey I asked if it should be used to meet identified goals, or for 

the child to pursue their own interests. 
§ Is there anything important to this discussion you want to add? 

 
  



 

	  

234	  

 

APPENDIX C 

DIGITAL LITERACIES IN CARD SORT 

1. Writing opinion pieces on topics or texts 

2. Writing narratives (real or imagined) 

3. Writing informative/explanatory texts 

4. Collaborative writing projects 

5. Presentations 

6. Coding (computer programing) 

7. Blog entry/comment 

8. Wiki contributions 

9. Tweets 

10. Video/movie 

11. Video games 

12. Emailing 

13. Texting on smart phones 

14. Constructing texts for searches 
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APPENDIX D 

 
CODING SCHEME 

CHAT 
 Community  
  Cyberschooling 
  Homeschooling 
   Neg attitude-homesch 
   Pos attitude-homesch 
   State requirements 
   Unschooling 
   Why homeschooling 
  Traditional schooling 
   Neg attitude-trad sch 
   Pos attitude-trad sch 
   Standardized testing 
 Cultural artifact (technology) 
  Coding 
  Digital cultural artifact 
  Neg attitude - technology 
  Pos attitude – technology  
  Video games 
  Videos/movies 
 Division of Labor 
 Goals 
  Goal literacy digital 
  Goal literacy mechanics 
  Goal literacy other 
  Goal literacy reading 
  Goal literacy speaking 
  Goal literacy thinking 
  Goal literacy words 
  Goal literacy writing 
  Literacy 
   Handwriting 
   Literacy definitions 
   Love reading 
 Spelling 
 Writing 

 
Outcomes 

Outcome examples 
Outcome from tech use 

Rules 
Subject 

Socio econ cultural status 
Subject background 
Subject education 

 Subject technology 
 

Mindsets 1 (CA) 
 

M1 1 Value function of scarcity 
M1 2 Industrial view production-

personal 
M1 3 Individual intelligence focus 
M1 4 E A located in individual 

institutions 
M1 5 Space enclosed & purposeful 
M1 6 Social relations of book space 
M1 Enhance existing tech practices 
M1 no or little use of digital tech 

 
Mindsets 2 (CA) 
 

M2 1 Value function of dispersion 
M2 2 Post-industrial view 
 production-personal 
M2 3 Collective intelligence focus 
M2 4 E A distributed and collective 
M2 5 Space as open continuous fluid 
M2 6 Social relations of emerging 

digital space 
M2 Transformative 
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