
Teaching with C.H.A.T. 
 

In the writing program we use C.H.A.T. (cultural, historical, activity theory) to allow us to better study, 
better  understand, and better teach writing in its complexity. 
 
Importantly, this does not lead us to a particular set of activities or set assignments that we must complete 
with our students; instead, it offers us an attitude or orientation toward writing that we try to help our 
students adopt so that they can study the genres they will need in a variety of circumstances.  
 
Rather than think about how you can incorporate C.H.A.T. in a project or assignment, then, you might we 
encourage to think about how a C.H.A.T.-based understanding of writing itself can offer you clues and 
tools for how to help your students understand the writing you are asking them to research, produce, and 
understand. 
 
So first, a little comparison… 
 
   Studying Writing In Isolation   Studying Writing in (Cultural, Historical  

               Activity) Context 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s not that either of these approaches are better or worse than the other, it’s that they call attention to 
different aspects of the text, allow you to study writing in different ways… 
 
That said, as you think about C.H.A.T., three types of questions can guide your teaching: 

(1) What are the cultural contexts, phenomena, and values that contribute to the production, 
maintenance, and conventions of the text that you are studying? 
 

(2) What are the historical antecedents of the text that you are studying? 
 

(3) What activities lead to the production of the text that you are studying? 
 
Rather than merely asking these questions to students, you can think about activities and assignments that 
encourage your students to think through them, including… 
 
C.H.A.T. maps   — visual representations of relationships between texts and the culture, history, and  
   activities that inform them; remember that you don’t have to do this all at once: a  
   chat map can focus on the values associated with one convention of a genre or the s
   history that leads include of its features. 
 
Discussion Questions  — for small groups, for the whole class, etc. 
 
Research Questions  —  asking your students to come up with a list of questions that they would need  
   answered in order to understand how and why a genre functions the way it does. 


