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P-CHAT

Our take on pedagogical cultural-historical activity theory (P-CHAT) 

is developed from the work of Paul Prior (see the QR code in Figure 2 for 

a more detailed description). In our program, we use P-CHAT to help us 

think about and study the complex genres that we encounter in the world. In 

traditional rhetorical models, one might describe the author, the audience, and 

perhaps some of the features of the genre. P-CHAT allows us to focus on any 

aspect of the myriad elements of textual production, so it is more robust than 

these other methods for investigating texts. The key terms in P-CHAT are: 

• Ecology • Activity

• Production • Reception

• Representation • Distribution

• Socialization

referenced in Figure 2], can be used as a tool to better understand the 

way shared stories are built through handwritten letters. Sundermeier 

primarily focuses on letters written by J. R. R. Tolkien (author of The 

Lord ef the Rings series) to his children, and also reflects on her own letter­

writing practices. Ellen, thank you so much for being here. 

Ellen Sundermeier: Thanks for having me. 

Edcel: So, to get us started, how did you come up with the idea for your 

article? 

Figure 1: You can listen to 

Ellen's A Conversation with a

Grassroots Author podcast 

episode by scanning this 

QR code ("Episode 6: Ellen 

Sundermeier"). 

Figure 2: Scan this QR code 

to read an article explaining the 

ISU Writing Program's version 

of P-CHAT (Walker). 
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thinking about the genre research and the kind of work that you did for 

the article. 

Ellen: Yeah, it was something that was really, I mean, personal to me. 

So, it was fun to be able to incorporate those things that I've kind of had 

as artifacts in my own house. 

Edcel: All right. So, can you talk a little bit about the review process of 

your article? 

Ellen: Yeah, absolutely. So, I went through a few drafts with the editors 

of the journal. And it was actually a really fun process because I think 

they helped me really think through how to bring in different learning 

outcomes and make my article maybe richer in the way it delved into 

them. I didn't talk about activity systems initially, for example, but they 

helped me to kind of articulate how there were many activity systems 

in play while Tolkien was writing these letters and kind of helped me 

flesh that out more. And I think they really gave me a new appreciation 

for how closely connected our learning outcomes are and how messy 

writing can be, but in really fascinating ways, so that process was really 

fun for me. 

Edcel: Wow, I'm really glad to hear that both the editor letters and the 

experience of like receiving that back and forth about your article was 

really positive. 

Ellen: Yeah, absolutely. Yeah, it was a really positive process and moved 

pretty quickly and ended up being really fun for me to kind of look at 

my writing through new eyes, I think. 

Edcel: Yeah, that's awesome. So, I wanted to ask, 

what kind of advice would you offer someone who 

maybe is thinking of writing a Grassroots article? 

Ellen: Yeah, so, as I mentioned earlier, I really 

love that the journal can allow you to write about 

things that are really personal and meaningful to 

you. So, I think if you're considering writing an 

article, in your initial brainstorming, spend some 

time thinking about what you love about literate 

activity and what genres are really exciting for you, 

and then kind of run with those ideas. And I also 

think that the journal allows for a fairly informal 

tone. So, I think it's a really fun opportunity to 

explore your voice and allow your personality to 

Figure 3: You can read Ellen's 

article, along with Edcel's work 

and other past articles of the 

Grassroots Writing Research Journal, 

in our online archive (ISU 

Writing Program). 
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