Angela Rides the Bus: A High Stakes Adventure Involving Riveting Research,
Amazing Activity Systems, and a Stylish Metacognitive Thinking Cap
Written by Angela Sheets
Illustrated by Daniel Sheets

In this children’s story style article, Sheets explores her process of researching and learning to navigate the Bloomington-Normal bus system.
She discusses how her awareness of her own learning process helps
her adapt to the new situation. Additionally, she examines how the
various genres in the Connect-Transit Bus System make the bus-riding
activity possible.

Preface
When I was an undergrad, I had a visual literacy textbook that was
particularly dense. Talking to my peers, I discovered that half the class wasn’t
even doing the reading . . . that is, until the day we were assigned an article
by Scott McCloud. McCloud’s article was about comics, and the whole thing
was written as a comic strip. Everybody read that one.
I’ve heard people say that genres evolve because they are the best
possible way to mediate (or make possible) a particular action. I don’t think
this is always true. Textbook chapters are probably effective, but they aren’t
always the most entertaining way to spread ideas. McCloud’s chapter was
informative and entertaining. It did the work of a textbook chapter, even if it
didn’t look like your average textbook chapter.
But, McCloud didn’t subvert* the genre norms just because he could.
Since he was writing about comics, it made sense to show his ideas rather than
just tell his audience about them. Conforming to traditional genre standards
would have held him back.
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When I set out to write this Grassroots article, I knew I could present my
research in the style of a “traditional” Grassroots article, but I wasn’t sure this was
the best option. My story about learning to ride the bus reminded me of children’s
stories about learning basic daily activities (tying your shoes, washing your face,
riding the bus safely . . . ). Having read a lot of these types of books growing
up, I was already pretty familiar with the conventions of this genre. I knew I
would need to invent a protagonist the readers could relate to. This character
would begin the story not knowing how to do something, but through trial and
error (and perhaps with a little help), the character would eventually succeed at
doing something new. If I was following the children’s story genre conventions, I
would also need pictures, somewhat sparse text, and an appropriate font. Since
this is a journal article, I still needed to cite my research, so I opted to include an
“acknowledgments” section at the end because I had seen such sections at the
end of children’s stories I encountered in the past.
“Angela Rides the Bus” is and isn’t a children’s story. Although it conforms
to the genre conventions of a children’s story, my primary audience is made up of
adults learning to add something very complicated to their daily routines—genre/
CHAT based writing research. Just as stories helped us learn to tie our shoes
(which was very complicated business at the time), I figured a good story with
pictures might help me illustrate my initial uptake of genre studies and CHAT.
Perhaps this familiar genre would help my readers to take up these ideas too.
*Underlined words throughout this article are listed in the glossary.
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Angela doesn’t like driving.
She was tragically born without a sense of direction, and her version of traffic is “Oh no! There’s
another car on the road!”
Have Redbird
card, will travel!

When Angela came to ISU, she found out that
one of the magical properties of her ISU Redbird
ID card was free access to the BloomingtonNormal Connect-Transit Bus System.
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Angela was a newbie to the Connect-Transit
system, so she put on her metacognitive thinking
cap.
First, she thought about antecedent genres.

Well, I rode the
bus that summer
in Kazakhstan.
You got on the
bus, and a little
lady squeezed
through the
crowd and took
your money and gave you
a ticket.

But which bus do I
take and where do I
find the stops? Well,
everything is online
these days. . . I found
the Tube map online
when I was in London.

I’ve seen American buses on
TV. . . I don’t think they come
around to collect your fare.
You give it to the driver or
something.
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The metacognitive thinking cap told Angela that
she probably needed to research.
She got on the Connect-Transit website and
found a route map. But it was kinda hard to read.
Hey! Most of the
street names on
here aren’t
labeled. I can’t
figure out where
my apartment is.

Wait. . .I’ve got that
big city map on the
refrigerator. I’ll
compare it to that.

After lots of pensive chin-stroking and squinting
at tiny font, Angela figured out that two
different buses came near(ish) to her apartment
and then went to campus.
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It was time to try actually taking the bus.
Angela had figured out through careful
observation (a.k.a. looking out her window) that
the buses were labeled.

So she stood at the bus stop until she saw the
Red B coming. Her heart raced as she raised her
arm and waved her hand like she’d seen people do
on TV. . .

. . .And the bus stopped for her!
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Once she was on the bus, Angela read the signs
and observed the other people to figure out what
to do.
WHEELCHAIR SEATING AREA
SECUREMENTS ARE LOCATED
BELOW THESE SEATS.
AREA PARA SILLAS DE RUEDAS
LOS SEGUROS SE ENCUETRAN
ABAJO DE ESTOS ASIENTOS.

I should probably sit in
the back.

But I probably
shouldn’t sit
right next to
anyone because
Americans have
big personal
bubbles.

If you pull that cord, a
sign lights up saying,

Then the driver stops.
Everyone
says thanks
when they
get off.

Thanks!

A bunch of signs say no food.
Lots of people have food with
them though. They just aren’t
eating it. Whew! That means I
still can bring my morning tea.
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Having forgotten to take off her metacognitive
thinking cap (because it was so stylish and went
with everything), Angela started realizing how
many genres went into taking the bus, and how
they impacted everyone’s behavior.
It was a complex activity system!
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Some of the genres talked to one another. . .

She’s an
ISU
student.

This is when
the Green A
shows up.

I’m the
Green A!

Okay.
That’s
on the
approved
list.

This is
where you
go, Green A.

. . .And they adapted to the rhetorical situations.
We all say the same thing.

I’m handy if you
have internet and
want to look at the
whole map.

I’m right on the
bus. So even if you
don’t have a smart
phone, you can still
find info on the go!

I’m a quick
guide when
you’re at the
stop.
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Angela had control over some genres. . .
That means
I have to
stop soon.

. . .But others controlled her.
Don’t even think about it!

This
genre’s
bossy. . .

I wish the bus
came right to
my home when I
wanted it.

Stop

Home

Sorry, little
lady. The bus
only goes
where I say
it goes, and it
only stops
now and then.
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Some of the genres were taken more seriously
than others. Hey, could you,
like, pay
attention to me?
Yeah, that’d be
great. . .

And they weren’t neutral.
El español está
debajo del ingles.
¿Por qué?

THESE SEATS ARE RESERVED FOR
THE ELDERLY AND PEOPLE WITH
DISABILITIES.
ESTOS ASIENTOS SE RESERVAN PARA
ANCIANOS Y PERSONAS CON
DESCAPACIDADES FÍSICAS

Don’t
make me
come
back
there. I
mean
business.

And why
are only
some of
the signs in
Spanish?

132 Grassroots Writing Research Journal

All the genres worked together with passengers,
bus drivers, and buses to make trips across town
possible. Plus, the Connect-Transit activity
system worked together with lots of other
activity systems.
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After a while, Angela metacognized herself into an
existential crisis.
So she took off the metacognitive thinking cap. . .

. . . And dealt with the hat hair.
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Glossary

Glossary System - An activity system is all the people, texts, tools, and
Activity
rules
that
work together
to system
achieve
a particular
objective.
Forrules
example,
Activity
System
– An activity
is all
the people, texts,
tools, and
that
if
mytogether
objective
is to make
a cool objective.
YouTubeFor
video,
I might
need
a book
work
to achieve
a particular
example,
if my
objective
is to
called
YouTube
for
Dummies
,
a
camera,
a
friend
to
co-star
with
me
or
make a cool YouTube video, I might need a book called YouTube for Dummies,
help
me film,
video-editing
software,
internet
access,
a computer,
etc.
a camera,
a friend
to co-star with
me or help
me film,
video-editing
software,
All
of
these
objects/people/ideas
work
together
to
make
my
objective
internet access, a computer, etc. All of these objects/people/ideas work together
(the
YouTube
video)(the
possible.
Ifvideo)
you remove
of them,
to make
my objective
YouTube
possible.any
If you
removethe
anyactivity
of them,
doesn’t
happen.
diagram
illustrates
this: this:
the activity
doesn’tThe
happen.
Thebelow
diagram
below illustrates
Tools: YouTube for Dummies,
camera, computer, internet,
software
Subject: I’m the subject
because I’m the one trying to
carry out the objective.
Rules: YouTube has
guidelines we have to
follow. If we don’t
follow them, they
might remove our
video.

Objective: Making a cool
YouTube video that goes viral

Community: My friends
and I are part of the
community, and of course,
we can’t forget our
adoring YouTube fans.

Division of Labor: My
friend runs the camera
while I perform a
dramatic interpretive
dance. Later, another
friend does the editing
for us.

Antecedent
Genre –-When
Whenwe
weenter
enter
research/writing
situations,
Antecedent Genre
newnew
research/writing
situations,
we oftenwe
often
think
back
to
situations
we’ve
been
in
before
that
seem
similar.
think back to situations we’ve been in before that seem similar. The texts we
The
textsinwe
produced
in those
pastantecedent
situations
are our
produced
those
past situations
are our
genres.
We antecedent
think about how
genres.
about
how weand
dealt
the earlier
andnew
how
we dealt We
withthink
the earlier
situation
howwith
we could
possiblysituation
deal with the
situation
similar ways.
example,
if situation
my biologyinprofessor
meFor
to write a
we
couldinpossibly
deal For
with
the new
similar asks
ways.
lab report,if
I might
think back
to lab write-ups
I did
high aschool
and try to
apply
example,
my biology
professor
asks me
to in
write
lab report,
I might
the techniques
usedwrite-ups
there to this
newinsituation
. . . which
or may
notthe
work.
think
back to Ilab
I did
high school
and may
try to
apply
techniques I used there to this new situation . . . which may or may not
CHAT definition 1 – CHAT stands for Cultural-Historical Activity Theory.
work.

Activity Theory is an exploration of how people, objects, and ideas work
together to carry out objectives (see Activity System for an example). But
CHAT definition 1 - CHAT stands for Cultural Historical Activity
the “Cultural” and “Historical” part talks about how the objects, ideas, and
Theory
. Activity
Theory
is cultural
an exploration
how people,
objects,
genres we
use reflect
certain
values atof
a certain
point in
history.and
The
fact that I made grilled cheese for dinner, for example, reflects my cultural
values in this historical moment . . . I don’t have much time, so I made
something quick . . . I’m not vegan so eating cheese is okay with me… there’s
not a global cheese shortage on, so I could afford to buy it . . . I eat it without
a fork because that’s a cultural norm for grilled cheeses . . . etc.

don’t have much time, so I made something quick. . . I’m not vegan so
eating cheese is okay with me . . . there’s not a global cheese shortage
on, so I could afford to buy it . . . I eat it without a fork because that’s
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a cultural norm for grilled cheeses . . . etc.
CHAT definition
Some folks
folksfind
findititeasier
easier
understand
CHAT
CHAT
definition 22 -– Some
toto
understand
CHAT
if if
they
they
break
it
down
into
seven
different
sub-concepts:
socialization,
break it down into seven different sub-concepts: production, distribution,
distribution,
reception, ecology,
and representation.
reception,
representation,
ecology, production,
activity, andactivity,
socialization.
Let’s revisit the
Let’s revisit the example of making an YouTube video and look at it
example of making an YouTube video and look at it through these sub-concepts:
through these sub-concepts:
Socialization: I
emailed my friends
to set up a time to
film, and we
interacted with one
another the entire
time we filmed.
Socialization also
introduced us to
the YouTube genre
in the first place.

Distribution: We use YouTube to
make our video available to the
world. Having internet access
allows us to get the video to
YouTube.

Ecology: We filmed our
video in my living room.
The lighting, our inability to
move the TV, and our
desire not to disturb the
neighbors with our loud
music impacted the final
production we made.

Reception: Once our video is
online, people will react to
it—they might like it, ignore
it, share it, post it to Facebook,
or add it to a list of the worst
videos of the year.

Really Awesome
YouTube Video

Production: I
use a camera,
a computer,
and friends to
help me make
the video. It
takes about
four hours.

Activity: Creating
our video involves
planning, discussing,
setting up a time to
meet, filming, refilming, editing,
moving files around,
uploading, etc.

Representation:
My video is of a
very dramatic
interpretive dance.
We could have
chosen to make
our subject matter
seem sillier, or
maybe we could
have filmed it
somewhere else to
make it represent
different themes.

Existential Crisis
Existential
Crisis-–The
Themental
mentalbreakdown
breakdownthat
thatresults
resultswhen
whensomething
something
forces
you
question
foundations
ofthe
life,
the universe,
and
forces
you
toto
question
thethe
veryvery
foundations
of life,
universe,
and everything.
everything.
Like
that
time
you
saw
your
kindergarten
teacher
at
the
Like that time you saw your kindergarten teacher at the grocery store and
grocery
andorfound
out that
hethe
or school
she didn’t
livetime.
at the school all
found
outstore
that he
she didn’t
live at
all the
the time.

Genre – There are many ways of defining genre. I have three favorites:
1. A typified response to a recurring situation . . . for example, when I apply
for a job (the recurring situation since I haven’t found a single job that
seemed to stick yet), I write a resume (the typified—or typical—response
to the situation). A less typified response to the I-need-to-apply-for-a-job
situation would be sending the employer a very desperate “please please
hire me!” letter via carrier pigeon.
2. A genre is a text that makes a particular action possible (or impossible).
For example, if I want to send my husband to the grocery store to get our
food for the week (and make sure that he doesn’t just buy a week’s worth
of macaroni and cheese), I might make a grocery list telling him what to
buy. On the flip-side, my landlord’s no-pet policy makes it impossible (or
at least a very bad idea) for me to own a puppy.
3. A genre is a “stable-for-now” category. As communities change and need
to carry out different actions (or the same actions in different ways), the
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genres they use to make those actions possible often evolve. If you looked
at a take-out menu from fifteen years ago, you might see the restaurant’s
address and a phone number. These days, that same take-out menu
might also include a QR code, a website URL, and an invitation to “like”
the restaurant on Facebook or follow it on Twitter.
Metacognitive – Metacognition is just a fancy way of saying thinking about
your own thinking. I liked to put on my metacognitive thinking cap any time I
think it might be useful to figure out how I should try to learn something rather
than just what I should be learning. For example, instead of just thinking, “I
need to figure out how to make grilled cheese,” I might think, “There are
YouTube videos that teach you how to do everything. I can learn how to make
grilled cheese from YouTube. I’ve used YouTube to make other foods, and
I’m usually able to follow their instructions pretty well.”
Rhetorical Situation – In simple terms, the rhetorical situation is the who,
what, where, when, why, and how that impact your writing/communication. If
I wanted to tell my mum I’d arrived home safely from her house, for example,
I might text her. My goal is to in- form her (the who) at her home (the where)
that I’m home (the what). But because it’s 10 at night (the when), I text her (the
how) since she might be asleep already, and I don’t want to wake her (the why).
Subvert – When you subvert a genre, you purposefully break some of the
conventions or rules of that genre. Subverting a genre can be risky because
people might take it to mean that you don’t understand the rules of the genre,
or they might not like that you’re breaking the rules. However, bending the
rules of a genre sometimes lets you do something original and unexpected
that catches your audience’s attention more than playing by the rules.
Uptake – Uptake is the process we go through to “take up” a new idea
and think about it until it makes sense (if we get that far with it—sometimes
we don’t!). Our uptakes are highly individual because we all have different
past experiences that impact the way we see the world. Say your instructor
comes in and says, “There will be an ice cream social for our class on Friday
afternoon.” One student thinks, “I bet there will be waffle cones!” Another
thinks, “Awesome! Class must be cancelled.” Still another laments, “Ugh,
forced socialization!” Notice that the instructor didn’t say any of those things,
but because of each students’ past experiences or beliefs about ice cream
socials, they take up the news to mean very different things.
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