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SLIDE ONE 
 

 
 
This talk was originally presented at the Genre 2012 conference, which took place at Carleton 

University, in Ottawa Ontario in June 2012.  The participants at that conference were a specific 

audience -- invested in the study of genre (and many of it’s attendant or related theories (like 

cultural historical activity theory, situated and distributed cognition, actor-network theory, etc.). 

Therefore, at the conference we were able to dispense with arguments about why genre is 

important in the teaching of writing and begin to engage in more nuanced discussions of how 



different approaches (to both theory and pedagogy) impact the ways that we research, engage 

in and teach literate activities. In an effort to (hopefully) participate in these more nuanced 

discussions, Amy and I presented some specific approaches to “teaching teachers about 

teaching writing” that are deeply connected to the study of literate activity, and that we want to 

use as a guide of our future professional development here at ISU. 

 

These approaches have evolved from our efforts to design a genre studies and cultural-

historical activity based method for writing instruction.  For participants at the Genre 2012 

conference, and for many of our instructors, the idea that the careful study of literate activity is 

an essential component of an effective writing pedagogy is not a new idea. However, in order 

to identify and perhaps differentiate our program from others, we outlined the following 

important tenets of our program development: 

 

(1) Creating a robust writing research identity is a “critical skill” that writers can use 
to evaluate writing situations and investigate genres.  Here we are combining 
explicit practices for studying genre with CHAT practices of studying literate activity in 
general.  This is an important distinction for us, because our approach is based on the 
premise that the strategies for learning how to approach literate activities like a 
researcher are more important – in terms of transfer – than the study of any one genre, 
or even any one set of strategies for analyzing or learning to practice that genre 

(2) This kind of research identity (or adoption of research practices) can’t be 
fostered through a course where grading is based on the perceived quality of 
finished productions. Instead, we are trying to create scenarios where value is placed 
on students’ ability to demonstrate the adoption of effective research strategies as they 
complete a “writing experiment.” So we might say (and in fact we are saying) that we 
are trying to promote a specific activity system for literate activity, that emphasizes the 
need to consciously enact a ‘research relationship” with new writing situations. 

(3) While writing assignments might easily (and do) involve any number and type of 
school or non-school genres, and a range of different approaches to specifically 
investigating these genre situations, the assessment must be radically different. 
We believe that it must be based on the quality of a researcher’s research design, the 



thoroughness of his/her investigations, and the quality of his/her analysis of the writing 
experiment, rather than emphasizing (or even considering) the quality of the written 
productions 

 
 
SLIDE TWO: 
 

 
 
If these are the building blocks of the program, then the instructors are the builders. 

But the question we eventually have to answer as a program is -- How do these 

instructors build themselves? And what tools do they use? 

 

For the ISU writing program, the journey began with what we thought of, perhaps as 

simple questions.  How do you teach an approach like this to a range of different 

instructors at the university level who will teach a single-semester, introductory 

writing course?   

 

We did have an existing set of activities and institutions designed for instructor 

“training”: We have our ENG 402 course for new instructors, and we have a relatively 

well-staffed writing program, with multiple graduate students who work as program 



assistants, providing support for all the program’s instructors.  We have a mentoring 

program, as well as a cohort-building program for new instructors.  We also have 

several different kinds of ongoing professional development events throughout the 

semester, and the ability to make multimodal resources available online through our 

website at isuwriting.com.   

 
SLIDE THREE:   

	  

As we began (in 2009) to talk with new and established instructors in the program 

about these theories, and about the ways our pedagogies might need to change in 

order to accommodate our revised program goals, we did find that most instructors 

were familiar with the basic idea that “good writing” was not a universal concept, and 

that strategies for teaching and assessing writing needed to take into account these 

differences in genre and context. However, their overall willingness to adapt their 

teaching methods and practices (with some noted exceptions) did not always result in 



course plans that were able to create “writing research” scenarios that refocused 

attention on research activities rather than assessing product quality.  Both the official 

classroom genres and instructor attitudes often seemed remain embedded in 

practices that were more compatible with traditional composition instruction -- and 

in some cases directly incompatible with the Genre/CHAT approach. 

 

 As a specific example of this, we can point to a Dynamic Criteria Mapping study of 

ISU writing program instructor values that was completed by Anjanette Riley in 2011.  

Anjanette’s work asked instructors to review and comment on several pairs of texts, 

spending one day reviewing pairs of text (in related genres) that had been 

professionally created, and a 2nd day doing the same work on sets of student texts.  

The results of her study illustrated that while instructors were able to use genre 

specific criteria in their assessments of texts (as well as criteria that extended across 

related genres, but not all genres); they also still tended to use “universal criteria” 

(Riley, 37-38) to assess writing in different genres, even when they were consciously 

aware that the requirements of the genre were significantly different.   

 

Indeed, in reviewing the transcripts from the study, Anjanette noted that sometimes 

instructors would use both specific and universal criteria while discussing the same 

text, and they often seemed to be unaware that they were applying these mutually 

exclusive frames.  For Anjanette, as well as in our view as program administrators, 

this study showed that “it is not enough to move away from standardized rubrics but 

that assessment measures need to be crafted to communicate transparently with 



students the dynamic roll a criterion will play in the assessment of their different 

activities or projects” (101).  

 
SLIDE FOUR:  
 

 
 
In some ways, the situation of our writing program in year one of the shift (2009), 

could be considered similar to the learning situation described by Artemeva and Fox 

in their 2010 article, “Awareness Versus Production: Probing Students’ Antecedent 

Genre Knowledge,” where they noted that when students did not have direct, 

experimental knowledge of a genre (in this case genre sets related to engineering 

writing) they were consistently unable to produce writing that could be identified as 

appropriate within these genre sets.  In addition, Artemeva and Fox noted that those 

students without direct genre knowledge did fall back onto antecedent genres (school 

essay writing techniques) that did not increase their success in producing writing 

appropriate to the target genres.  

 



In our case, Instructors were able to use their knowledge of antecedent genres (both 

consciously and unconsciously) of course design as tools for developing their new 

course designs, but these familiar tools in fact hampered them from creating the kind 

of radically different pedagogies necessary for our new approach.  in fact, there 

seemed to an inverse relationship between the instructor’s perception of the value of 

(and their experience with) traditional writing pedagogies (what we might term 

entrenched antecedent genres) and the success of their moves toward the new 

genre/CHAT approach.   

 
 
SLIDE FIVE: 
 

 
 
This is consistent with Clay Spinuzzi’s explanation of genre ecologies as a framework 

in which “genres are not simply performed or communicated, [but rather] they 

represent the ‘thinking out’ of a community as it cyclically performs an activity” (114).  

Thus, as Spinuzzi notes, “the success of any given genre depends on its 

interconnections with other genres and how those genres jointly mediate a given 



activity.” 

 
SLIDE SIX: 
 

 
 
As a result, we realized that it wouldn’t be enough to simply give instructors new 

examples of course materials, or to even to force them to use specific course plans 

that were “approved” as appropriate to our new approach.  Instead, we needed to 

develop activities that could serve as the same kind of “genre experiments” with 

which we hope to engage student writing in our general education composition 

courses. 

 

In this way, both teachers and students in the writing program are engaged in an 

ecology of practices and productions that impact how people interact within the genre 

ecology, and formation of what Prior and Shipka in their article “Chronotopic 

Laminations” connect to the term “lifeworld (originally, Husserl, Habermas). 

 

In describing this process to both instructors and students we’ve begun to use the 



following queries: 

 
(1) What don’t I know?, which promotes a research approach because it assumes that 
knowledge of the genre/activity system is absent. It serves both as an entry point for 
research and a foundation for experiments in genre production. 
(2) What can I learn?, which is a set of activities in which the researcher asks questions 
designed to uncover areas where learning can happen. It encourages researchers to 
take note of the ways that particular genres and genre ecologies are being shaped 
through meditational means. 
(3) What do I know?, which are activities where the researcher learns to assess his/her 
own antecedent practices and how those practices are interacting with the activity 
system/genre 
(4) What did I learn?, which is much more complex than simple reflection. It 
encompasses a set of activities in which the researcher learns to examine practices 
for evidence that change has either in the practice/production of a genre, or the 
understanding of an activity system or both.1 
 
As we move forward in the program’s development, we have begun to create “official” 

genres that promote these queries for both the investigation of literate activity 

generally, and for teachers, the investigation of the specific literate activities of 

writing pedagogy.	  

 
SLIDE NINE:  
 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  A	  student	  handout	  that	  describes	  this	  process	  in	  more	  detail	  is	  available	  on	  our	  isuwriting.com	  website:	  
http://isuwriting.com/resources/resources-‐for-‐teaching-‐in-‐the-‐writing-‐program/white-‐papers-‐handouts/	  	  



 
However, these goals for professional development mean that we also need to 

develop both research situations and new genres that “mediated differently” within 

the activity system.  The creation of course plans and the discussion of class 

activities, while vital, need to be supplemented by activities that highlighted (in 

emotional, material, and conceptual ways) the complexity of learning about and 

teaching literate activity. 

 

Ultimately, we think that these “new” genres and activities should link instructors and 

students in an inter-related network, where the performance of writing researcher 

identities became the shared goal of all members of the community; and where the 

work such as creating writing experiments, researching genres, analyzing literate 

situations became the activities that were most highly valued within the community. 

 
SLIDE TEN: 
 

 
 
Because of time constraints of the conference, we didn’t spend too much time on the 



techniques we’re developing to promote a “research approach” to the activity systems 

of writing pedagogy.  However, we do want to note that our strategies include asking 

instructors to (1) engage in genre/activity system analyses of course plans, (2) engage 

in the creation of course plans that explicitly affiliate in demonstrable ways with a 

genre ecology that privileges not just our program goals and learning outcomes, but 

new ways of understanding how learning about literate activity can (and should) 

happen, (3) and a range of face-to-face and digitally mediated interactions that 

model pedagogy explicitly as a complex activity system 

 
SLIDE 11: 
 

 
 
The Writing Pedagogy Collaborative and the Grassroots Writing Research Journal are 

two “official” genres/activity systems that mediate and reshape how both teachers 

and students research literate activities and understand literate activities. These 

genres/activity systems promote our understanding that actually participating in 

activity research is a fundamental component of writing pedagogy for our program.  



 

The Writing Pedagogy Collaborative began as a way for area high school teachers and 

ISU instructors to collaborate and discuss writing pedagogies. High school teachers 

who wanted to anticipate what incoming freshman need to know about writing 

initiated this project. Rather than provide these teachers with a list of our learning 

outcomes, we decided that a dialogue about writing pedagogies (and their 

complexities in both the secondary and postsecondary settings) would better serve 

our needs to “build bridges” with other writing researchers. In order to “build 

bridges,” we have since created an e-book that contains course plans informed by 

genre studies/CHAT theories, with detailed descriptions of these course plans. Our 

final goal was to use this e-book in composition courses for pre-service high school 

teachers and new ISU instructors as well as to create a special issue of our program’s 

Grassroots Writing Research Journal. 

 
SLIDE 12: 
 

 



 
The Grassroots Writing Research Journal was originally created to fulfill a 

programmatic need: it serves as our textbook for freshman composition courses and 

presents writing research from a wide range of authors at ISU. We encourage both 

individuals and groups to submit work that studies and explores the different ways 

that writers learn how to write for different genres and in different settings, not just 

within the boundaries of academia, but in all kinds of settings where writing happens. 

Also important to this genre is our focus on the multifaceted practices of writing 

research: we ask authors to not only discuss what they know about writing, but also 

their investigations about how they know what they know and what they’ve learned 

through these investigations.  

 
 
SLIDE 13: 
 

 
 

Because we have continued to develop our understanding of the complexities of 

“teaching teachers about the teaching of writing,” both of these collaborative projects 



have evolved in significant ways. We can see the Writing Pedagogy Collaborative and 

Grassroots Writing Research Journal as dynamic genres that, of course, emphasize 

collaboration and can help build bridges between groups of writing researchers. In 

this way, they do act in much the same ways that “resource genres” act in other 

writing programs. But for our program, these genres serve as both collaborative and 

iterative productions that work to fundamentally reshape the ways that participants 

engage with literate practice. In a sense, they are meditational tools that help to 

manufacture active writing researchers.  

 
 
SLIDE 14: 
 

 
 
For example, in our first version (in progress) of the Writing Pedagogy Collaborative, 

we asked high school and university instructors to build a specific bridge that looked 

at the ways high school writing genres can be taken up in first year composition 

courses. In this pairing, the high school instructor must work to understand our 

genre/CHAT pedagogy and incorporate it into his/her classroom plan, taking into 



account the specific goals and limitations placed on these activities in the high school 

setting. The university instructor must work to research and understand the genres 

being used by the high school teacher and create bridge assignments that ask 

students to examine these genres from the altered perspective of the university 

classroom. A future project might then include a full volume devoted to the work of 

teachers and students across this high school/university divide where both groups 

work to examine and understand each other’s literate practices. In this way, we begin 

to produce writing pedagogy resources that are deeply imbedded in practices of 

research in literate activities.  

 
SLIDE 15: 
 

 
 
To complicate this complicated activity system even further, students from both 

classes could write up the research from this collaboration into the related but slightly 

different genre of the Grassroots Writing Research Journal and publish it in this venue. 

While the Grassroots Writing Research Journal is in some ways a conventional genre in 

that it follows to a certain extent the genre conventions of a print-based biannually 



journal, it is the “grassroots” aspect of this research that allows it to maintain an 

ongoing symbiotic relationship with our genre ecology. As the journal has evolved, it 

has begun to include not only productions based on the writing pedagogy 

collaborative it has also evolved to involve grassroots research from students who 

have moved on from the composition program as well as research from members of 

the outside community. Both of these projects seek to complicate what it means to do 

scholarship and research literate activity. Thus, the Grassroots Journal also serves as 

both a specific genre for publishing research and a meditational tool that shapes the 

ongoing evolution of the genre ecology.  

 
 
SLIDE 16: 
 
Readers can visit our writing program website to learn more about our program: 

www.isuwriting.com   In conclusion, we want to stress that we see this as an ongoing 

project  -- ultimately, in five years or so, our goal would be preside over a writing 

program where there are no longer “teachers” and “students” but collectives of writing 

researchers.  While we do understand that this represents an unlikely trajectory – the 

agency of official genres of teaching and learning surround our program.  They shape 

the lifeworlds of students and instructors – and we continue to participate in and 

reproduce both the genres themselves and the perspectives that they encourage.  

However, we don’t see our work as overly idealistic – rather we are engaged in a 

practical attempt to alter the nature of writing instruction, and we are willing to 

explore some perhaps fairly radical alternative identities in order to do so. 

 



 
 
Bibliography & Works Consulted: 
 
[NOTE: These texts are not all cited (or even paraphrased) in this text.  However, we 
do see these particular articles as critical to the concepts we’re presenting here, and 
they will be instrumental to the full-length article we are currently authoring]. 
 
Artemeva, Natasha & ox, Janna (2011). Tracing Discursive Resources: How Students 
Use Prior Genre Knowledge to Negotiate New Writing Contexts in First-Year 
Composition Written Communication. 28: 312-337  
 
Bawarshi, Anis & Reiff, Mary Jo (2010) Genre An Introduction to History, Theory, 
Research, and Pedagogy. West Lafayette, IN: Parlor Press.  Available through the WAC 
clearinghouse: http://wac.colostate.edu/books/bawarshi_reiff/  
 
Prior, Paul and Shipka, Jody (2003). Chronotopic lamination: Tracing the contours of 
literate activity. In Charles Bazerman and David Russell (Eds.), Writing Selves, Writing 
Societies: Research from Activity Perspectives. (pp. 180–238). Fort Collins, CO: The 
WAC Clearinghouse and Mind, Culture, and Activity. 
<http://wac.colostate.edu/books/selves_societies/>. 
 
Riley Anjanette (2011). "Merging Genre Theory and Dynamic Criteria Mapping to 
Improve the Validity of Assessment in the Composition Classroom."  Unpublished 
Thesis, Illinois State University. 
 
Russell, David (1997).  “Rethinking Genre in School and Society: An Activity Theory 
Analysis.” Written Communication. 14 504-554. Available through Russell’s home 
page, at www.public.iastate.edu/~drrusssel/drresume.html 
 
Smit, David (2004). The End of Composition Studies, Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press. 
 
Spinuzzi, Clay. (2004). “Four Ways to Investigate Assemblages of Texts: Genre Sets, 
Systems, Repertoires, and Ecologies” Proceeding SIGDOC '04 Proceedings of the 22nd 
annual international conference on Design of communication: The engineering of 
quality documentation Pages 110 - 116. 
 


