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ABSTRACT
A THEME-BASED LEARNING COMMUNITY
LINKING COMPOSITION AND HISTORY: AN ACTIVITY/GENRE THEORY
ANALYSIS
By
Julia Teresa Fogarty

Theme-based learning communities often link a composition course and a disciplinary
general education course. They aim to provide opportunities for students to “transfer”
skills learned in composition to writing activities in another course. They also aim to
provide students with disciplinary contexts for writing. Underpinning these two goals,
however, are very different and epistemologically irreconcilable views of language.
Cognitive views hold that language is a container for decontextualized knowledge and
skills; in contrast, social and situated theories of language treat meaning, and learning, as
a product of social activity, including disciplinary practice. This dissertation is an
account of a case study using ethnographic research methods that examines the
.underlying assumptions about language mediating social practices, especially student
writing, in a first-year college learning community linking history and composition.
Using a synthesis of activity theory and genre theory as a theoretical frame, the study
focuses on how language practices, including use of a theme, affect interdisciplinary
activity and student motivation. The findings suggest, in part, that interdisciplinary
practice and student engagement are dependent on the enactment of social practices

mediated by sociocultural views of language that grant students agency and opportunities

for situated practice.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

“This is the paper where I actually took Amelia and Doug and put them
together...I felt I could really pull what she said and what Doug said and
then my sources together and then what I thought and my voice and really
held [sic] it all together” (Robin).

Robin is describing her experience writing the final paper in the Survey of Early
Western Civilization and College Composition learning community that is the subject of
this dissertation. In 1984, the Study Group on the Conditions of Excellence in American
Higher Education sponsored by the National Institute of Education issued a set of
recommendations. Among them was a call to all colleges and universities to create
learning communities, interdisciplinary courses focused around specific intellectual
issues or themes. Today, learning communities are offered at over 500 institutions of
higher education and have become a wide spread educational reform movement (Smith et
al. 4).

This dissertation explores student literacy and learning in the history and
composition learning community in which Robin and ten other students in my study
participated during the Winter 2006 semester. Titled “The Power of the Past,” the course
is open to any student who has met the first semester College Composition I prerequisite.
The learning community follows a coordinated studies model, which means the two
courses are taught together by both instructors during the same weekly block of time.
Part of a fifteen-year-old learning community program at a Midwestern community
college, which I’ll call MCC, “The Power of the Past,” is a well-established course; at the

time of my study the same two instructors had taught it for nine consecutive winters.



College administrators see the course as successful for several reasons: it boasts higher
course-completion rates than its stand-alone counterparts, it fills quickly and often has a
waiting list of students, and, having taught the course together for so long, the instructors
had presumably achieved a high degree of course integration. Achieving such integration
or “interdisciplinary connections” is a benefit of learning communities frequently
expressed in the literature (Smith et al., Gablenick et al., Tinto et al.). While Robin’s
comments suggest that she experienced such a connection in the writing of her paper,
what this phrase means exactly and its implications for student literacy and learning
remain largely unexplored.

Institutions of higher learning have adopted learning communities as a strategy
for improving undergraduate education on many fronts, chief among them creating
greater curricular coherence and enhancing motivation and engagement for first-year
students. A common practice in learning community programs is to link a first-year
composition course to an introductory disciplinary general education course. Faculty
often find that disciplinary courses can provide a context for student writing; students are
more engaged in writing courses when they are asked to write about material and Wks
they are studying for another class. Faculty also see these learning communities as
opportunities to overcome students’ common perception that the writing they do in
composition is unrelated to the writing required in other courses. Students, they feel, can
experience in the discipline the writing skills and strategies they are learning in the
composition course. However, a great deal of writing research has revealed the highly
specialized nature of disciplinary and professional discourses. As a result, the extent to

which first-year composition can effectively prepare students for writing in other contexts



has come under scrutiny. Many theorists and practitioners are asking: is there a
generalizable techne, a set of writing skills and strategies applicable to most if not all
writing situations? Ofr, are the specific kinds of writing that students undertake in
academic and professional settings so differentiated as to render virtually useless most
general advice about writing (Russell, McCarthy, Herrington, Bazerman)? Far from
resolving the question, many composition faculty who teach in learning communities see
linkages, like the one in my study, as a way to bridge the gap between these two
positions. Zawacki and Williams cite such linkages as “the best arrangement” for
teaching writing within the context of another discipline, while at the same time showing
students how those skills “can transcend specific disciplinary discourses” (114).

The problem, however, is that these two positions, writing as a transportable skill
and writing as disciplinary practice, represent very different views of language, that is, a
cognitive view of language on the one hand and a social view of language on the other.
Briefly (and simply), cognitive theories hold that language is a container for information
and thus meaning is static and can be abstracted from social interaction. Learning, then,
is a matter of acquiring a discrete body of abstract knowledge and set of skills, including,
where writing is concerned, facility with pre-existing forms or genres, which can then be
transported to other contexts. In contrast, social and situated theories of language, based
on a growing body of work in cognitive studies, discourse analysis and sociolinguistics,
treat meaning as the product of social activity and practice, not as the content of linguistic
forms. Thus learning and understanding are processes that occur within social situations.
Writing, seen in this light, is a form of social action (C. Miller) whose meaning

constitutes and is constituted by a community of practice.



These learning community arrangements, then, raise important questions. What
are the views of language and writing that are mediating learning community courses?
This question, in turn, raises other questions since assumptions about language shape
social practices that, in turn, affect learning. What social practices are being enacted in
these learning community courses?

Generally, cognitive views of language lead to what Lave and Wegner refer to as
a teaching curriculum (96). A teaching curriculum is developed to instruct novices, is
mediated through the teacher’s activities, and by its nature is prescriptive. Social views
of language, on the other hand, typically generate what Lave and Wegner call a learning
curriculum, that is, one that consists of opportunities for participation in a community of
practice. In a learning curriculum, everyday practice is seen as a “field of learning
resources” (97). As with apprentices, novices or students have on-going access to other
participants and to “masters” or faculty as they gradually master or learn the
community’s practices, including activities involving technology such as writing. (See
Chapters Five and Six for a more thorough discussion of teaching and learning curricula.)

Inasmuch as learning community practitioners inevitably enact views of language
that mediate social practices, those practices raise yet additional questions, namely, how
are they affording and constraining students’ abilities to make interdisciplinary
connections? How are they affording or constraining students’ intellectual engagement
and motivation? These questions pertain, of course, not just to issues related to the
transfer of writing skills learned in composition but to issues involving writing in
disciplinary general education courses as well. A teaching curriculum, because it

typically enacts the transmission of knowledge and skill from teacher to student, can limit



student agency and participation to the writing out of acquired information and
knowledge for display and evaluation. Thus it can constrain or even preempt
interdisciplinary activity, including writing, and may adversely affect student motivation
and intellectual engagement.

As one means of examining the views of language and the social practices they
were mediating in “The Power of the Past” learning community, I chose to initially focus
my research on the learning community theme. Often selected with an eye to attracting
students, the theme is designed to foster “interdisciplinary connections” by bringing the
disciplines into relationship with each other. Typically the theme expresses an idea or
concept shared by the disciplinary discourses involved or it provides a conceptual lens
through which the disciplines might be commonly viewed. “Insiders and Outsiders in
American Culture” might, for example, be the theme connecting three courses: first-year
composition, Introduction to American Literature and Introduction to Political Science.
As a conceptual tool intended to facilitate interdisciplinary activity and student
engagement, the theme, the ways it is or is not functioning, can be an indicator of how
language practices are affording or constraining interdisciplinarity. The theme functions
primarily as an improvisational tool, as a resource for learning. Lave equates learning
with “improvisational development.” He notes, “Doing and learning...are open-ended
processes of improvisation with the social, material, and experiential resources at hand”
(13). The theme as a “resource at hand” fosters cognitive processes in which students
experience an immediate circumstance and then think about it and beyond it in new
terms, including interdisciplinary terms, interpreting, analyzing, and creating new

meaning and understanding. In order for the theme to function, however, in order for



interdisciplinary activity to occur, students must be granted opportunities for open-ended
improvisation. They must be granted the agency to participate in a community or
communities of practice in which they, together with their peers and teachers, can create
new forms of activity, including improvised interdisciplinary insights and
understandings. Such social practices carry with them certain assumptions about
language and language practices, as I've said, namely a conception of language in which
meaning is understood to be mutually constituted by individuals acting through and
within social relations.

To the degree that social practices in learning communities limit student agency
and opportunities to engage in practice, the theme cannot function. If social practices
enact a teaching curriculum as defined by Lave and Wegner, if learning is viewed as the
transmission of pre-existing, decontextualized knowledge and skill from teacher to
student, students have no space or agency to engage in improvisational activity, including
interdisciplinary language practices. In situated learning terms, improvisational
development, or learning, is constrained, even preempted.

Questions regarding the functionality of the theme are particularly salient in
learning communities linking composition with a disciplinary general education course
inasmuch as composition is typically not taught as a disciplinary course, one to some
degree reflective of discipliﬁary practice, but as a “how to” course in which presumably
transferable skills are taught. Disciplinary general education courses, on the other hand,
typically are reflective of disciplinary practice, even if as David Russell points out, they
operate at the far edge of disciplinary activity (“Rethinking™). What, then, is the view or

views of language underpinning these linked courses? Are students experiencing both



cognitive and social perspectives on language, perspectives that are epistemologically
irreconcilable? What social practices then, including writing, are those views mediating?
What is the nature of the enacted disciplinary and interdisciplinary practice, again,
including writing? How are these practices reflected in the functionality of the theme?
These important issues, which emerged during the course of my initial data analysis, led
me to expand my initial research questions beyond just a focus on the theme. Generally,
the research in this dissertation addresses the following questions:

1) What are the assumptions about language underpinning general education
learning communities, particularly those that include composition courses?

2) What are the social practices, particularly those involving writing, mediating
learning in these courses?

3) What is the role of the theme in helping students make interdisciplinary or
cross-course connections that contribute to their developing literacy and learning in the
courses that comprise the learning community?

4) What is the role of the theme in enhancing student engagement and motivating
students so that they appropriate the goals and subjectivities of the courses in the learning
community?

In my original research design, I had planned to explore similar questions solely
by examining student writing. However, I soon realized the student papers I was
collecting were not providing me with a complete picture of student learning. As Lucille
Parkinson McCarthy observes, language processes, including student writing, must be
understood in terms of the contexts in which they occur (127-128). I then revised my

research design to include class observations and student interviews as well as close



examination of student writing. And I looked to David Russell’s work which combines
activity theory with genre theory to examine how the theme is functioning. Classrooms
are particularly complex social environments; learning community classrooms, because
they involve the interaction of two or more such environments, even more so. Activity
theory can provide a much more accurate picture of what is happening to a student in
such a classroom because, as Russell and Yanez point out, it illuminates human activity
within interacting social networks (336). In Cultural Historical Activity Theory, learning
is seen as a social activity and so occurs within ever-fluid, ever-evolving cultural contexts
or activity systems which are historically mediated. Human beings act together in these
systems with each other and with tools to achieve the objects of the system. Churches,
families, schools, and disciplines are all examples of activity systems in which people
participate. For Russell and others, and this, too, is an over-simplification (see Chapter
Two for a detailed description of activity/genre theory), courses, too, can be viewed as
activity systems comprised of subjects who use tools to achieve objectives. In courses,
the subjects are students, the tools are the written genres and concepts used to do the
“knowledge work” (Jolliffe) of the course, and the objective is learning. As newcomers
to a course, students must learn to use the primary tools needed to participate in the
course, its written genres. Learning, the objective, is achieved through expanding
participation in the work of the course using writing/genres. Activity systems are also
dialectical. Change occurs through cooperation or conflict with others in the same or
different systems. A subject may appropriate a concept or genre from another system and
adjust it to her system’s goals. For instance, an education student doing a teaching

internship may appropriate a concept or genre from child psychology, such as a



psychological profile, to advance her expanding participation in the field of education.
This appropriation inevitably renders changes in the concept or genre and in the activity
system of the education course.

Learning in Russell’s model is not then a matter of knowledge learned once and
for all and then applied in another area. Rather learning is expanding involvement in an
activity system using writing, involvement that includes dialectical interaction with other
activity systems. Ideally, in a learning community, students can more easily appropriate
concepts, such as the theme, and genres across course boundaries to advance and deepen
their participation in each course, to make “interdisciplinary” connections.

Clearly my theoretical frame, activity theory in conjunction with genre theory,
assumes a social view of language, and I acknowledge my bias in that direction. Using
such a theory as a lens for examining language practices in learning communities which
may or may not share these assumptions may seem problematic; however, no lens, no
theory is value free. I would argue that activity/genre theory, because it illuminates tool
use, including writing, both within and across activity system boundaries such as courses,
provides a particularly powerful explanatory lens for examining student interdisciplinary
activity and engagement in learning communities. It can help provide empirical evidence
in the form of tool use, that is language practices including student writing, of students’
ability to make interdisciplinary connections, evidence which, as I explain in Chapter
One, learning community advocates are largely lacking.

One other study does utilize activity/genre theory to examine student activity in
learning communities. Patricia Harms, in her dissertation “Writing-Across-the-

Curriculum in a Linked Course Model for First-Year Students: An Activity Theory



Analysis,” examines student learning and literacy in a pre-professional learning
community at Iowa State University. However, Harms’ research site, a linked course
combining first-year composition and Introduction to Engineering Graphics and Design,
differs from mine in several key ways. First, Harms’ site is a linked course, meaning the
instructors coordinated assignments but did not team teach. I wanted to observe the
language practices enabling or constraining students’ ability to make interdisciplinary
connections in a fully integrated, team-taught course. Second, because learning
communities were originally created to foster curricular coherence within general
education programs, and because most learning communities continue to combine
general education courses, I’m interested in exploring student literacy and learning within
that milieu. Third, students in general education courses often lack the motivation a
major can provide. As Russell and Yanez point out, students may not perceive the
relevance of these courses to their future career goals (334). This may be particularly
true of community college students, who often see education in more vocational terms
than their four-year-school counterparts. Therefore, they may lack the motivation that
Harms observed in engineering students to engage fully as participant-writers. The
literature makes frequent mention of learning communities as a means of fostering
meaningful engagement through increased curricular coherence. I wanted to examine the
language practices, then, in general education learning communities that motivate
students to engage more fully as writers and to make meaningful interdisciplinary
connections. Particularly, I wanted to examine the functionality of the central theme as

an indicator of those practices.
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In the rest of this chapter, I discuss the problematic nature of “interdisciplinary”
language practices in learning communities that include composition inasmuch as
composition is not typically taught as a disciplinary course. (For this reason, I tend to use
the term “cross-course connection” rather than “interdisciplinary connection.”) AsI've
noted, this situation has implications for the views of language mediating social practices
in composition courses and thus for the functionality of the theme. My discussion will
include a brief history of composition in order to contextualize current composition
practice, including practice in “interdisciplinary” settings. I also include a brief note
about interdisciplinary language practices in learning communities that include so-called
“content” courses such as history. I discuss as well the history of the theme in learning
communities as a means of further contextualizing my study. Iinclude a brief discussion
of my research site as an activity system and a brief description of my research
methodology. Finally, I describe the significance of my research.

Composition in Learning Communities and Interdisciplinary Language Practices

While composition has recently attained disciplinary status, as I’ve noted it
typically is not taught as a disciplinary course. Thus, the nature of language practices
enacted in first-year composition and their relationship to the rest of the university has
remained ambiguous. Indeed, ambiguity has long characterized the relationship between
writing instruction and the rest of the academy. Many rich and complex histories of this
relationship have recently been written. Among them are those proposing that
composition’s relationship to the rest of the university has been largely determined by its
relationship to literary studies (Berlin, Crowley, S. Miller). Berlin, for example, argues

that English studies were founded on a pair of binary oppositions which elevated poetics
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and the consumption of texts above textual production and rhetoric. Before the
establishment of English departments in the late Nineteenth century, rhetoric had held
sway in the college curriculum in the United States. Decision-making rested with elite
citizens, that is, mostly white male property owners. Those in governing positions knew
the importance of using rhetorical means to persuade voters and to conduct commerce.
When their sons attended college, they, too, were schooled in the production of oral and
written discourse needed to carry on the business of religion, government, and trade, the
sources of their status and power. The ability to produce all sorts of rhetorical texts—
legal, economic, political, ceremonial—was seen as far more important than the ability to
interpret texts. As Berlin notes, “Learning to read literary texts [was] not necessary and
sufficient preparation for writing any and all varieties of rhetorical texts” (“Rhetorics”
xvi).

This changed, however, in part, as a result of the Enlightenment and its
correspondence theory of language. If there exists a one-to-one correspondence between
words and things where the word or sign represents the thing, then rhetoric, the study of
linguistic practices and their influence on meaning, is at best useless. Those who spoke or
wrote the truth had no need for rhetoric (Berlin, “Rhetorics” xvi). As Berlin notes, since
the creation of English departments in the late Nineteenth Century, poetics and the
consumption of literary texts has been the dominant paradigm (3). Citing Raymond
William’s work, he chronicles how literature became not a source of learning but a
source of taste and sensibility (5). This shift corresponded with the rise of the bourgeois
class. The ability of this class to experience and appreciate literature’s qualities became a

mark of their superiority (5). Robert Scholes concurs that textual consumption of texts
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came to have higher status than production, “just as the larger culture privileges the
consuming class over the producing class” (qtd. in Berlin, “Rhetorics” 13). Learning to
read literary texts now was considered sufficient preparation for writing.

Rhetoric and the production of texts, then, was relegated to the level of the
mundane, work-a-day world. Created in response to personal or commercial and legal
exigencies, its very usefulness underscored its low status. In the university, composition
came to be taught as a remedial course, first instituted at Harvard in 1885 in response to a
perceived literacy crisis among entering Harvard first-year students, many of whom were
returning Civil War veterans demanding access to higher education. By the turn of the
century first-year composition was standard in almost every college in America (Berlin,
“Rhetorics” 28). Thus, “illiterates” could enter higher education and toil in the lower
reaches of English studies departments until they achieved the necessary reading and
writing skills, and, as Sharon Crowley argues, the tastes and sensibilities expected of an
“educated” person. At this point, students were deemed ready to begin academic work.
Thus composition came to be viewed as providing a service to the rest of the university
and to industry as well, once the German university model took hold as the producer and
transmitter of increasingly specialized knowledge (Graff 129).

Until roughly the early 1970s, the formal teaching of writing in composition
courses continued to be defined as low status work preparing students for writing in the
academy and in their future professions. However, as disciplinary knowledge has grown
more specialized and these specialized discourses have become increasingly
differentiated from each other, this definition of composition has become more and more

problematic. Moreover, because composition from its inception has remained located in
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and informed by literary studies departments, writing pedagogy has continued to reflect
literary communication practices and ideas of taste which have further isolated it from
other disciplinary discourses (Bazerman and Russell xii).

Not only has increased disciplinary specialization called into question
composition’s relationship to the rest of the university, in recent decades so have radical
changes within the field itself. Developments in cognitive psychology, together with the
proliferation of postmodern theories of social construction, poststructuralism,
antifoundationalism, and liberatory education, have transformed composition studies into
a scholarly discipline in its own right and, for many practitioners, have altered the role of
composition in the university. Enlightenment notions of knowledge and language held
that good writing involved the careful arrangement and clear expression of pre-existing
ideas for the benefit of one’s reader. These new postmodern theories, in contrast, re-
emphasized the social situatedness of the individual at the center of the writing process
and the social construction of knowledge. In postmodern theory, which is informed by
feminism and social theories of language, like those of Vygotsky, Bakhtin, and Geertz,
truth arises out of the interaction of writer, language, reality, and audience. “The
elements of the communication process thus do not simply provide a convenient way of
talking about rhetoric. They form the elements that go into the very shaping of
knowledge” (Berlin, “Contemporary” 242). According to John Paul Gee and others, this
interaction of writer, language, reality and audience represents a “universe of discourse,”
within which accepted truths operate. Individuals are shaped by discourses but also
participate in the shaping of discourses and therefore are potentially powerful forces for

social change. In many respects, as Berlin states, these theories “can be seen as an effort
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to recover the tools of rhetoric in discussing the material effects of language in the
conduct of human affairs” (“Rhetorics” xvii).

This “social turn” in composition, as Richard Fulkerson notes in his recent
overview of the field, has resulted in widespread disagreement over the goal of teaching
writing in college (679). In his article, “Composition at the Turn of the Twenty-First
Century,” Fulkerson observes four different perspectives on composition currently abroad
in the field, each with its own aim or purpose: Current/Traditional Rhetoric,
Expressivism, Critical/Cultural Studies, and Procedural Rhetoric. Current/Traditional
Rhetoric continues to assume a positivist view of knowledge and language. From this
perspective, college writing is concered with communicating already arrived at truths
using appropriate modes of discourse: exposition, narration, description, and
argumentation (Berlin, “Contemporary” 239). Fulkerson points out that this approach no
longer appears in lists of current composition pedagogies (657) and is rarely mentioned
any more in journals or conference presentations. While considered passé among
composition theorists, evidence suggests that this approach is still widely taught (Ohman,
Mejia). Expressivism in comp studies originated as a reaction to Current/Traditional
Rhetoric. Its focus is on the individual writer and assumes truth is found through internal
apprehension more than empirical sensory evidence. Fulkerson, quoting Chris Burnham,
notes that the aim is to “foster...aesthetic, cognitive, and moral development” rather than
to improve writing or engage in critical thinking. Writing is a way to pursue personal
development and self-knowledge (667).

Critical/Cultural Studies approaches, under which Fulkerson includes feminist

and postcolonial composition, want to liberate students from dominant discourses.
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Fulkerson quotes Ann George to show that the aim is not to improve student writing but
to engage students in “analysis of the unequal power relations that produce and are
produced by cultural practices and institutions. ..and it aims to challenge this inequity”
(660). For many Critical/Cultural Studies theorists, academic writing itself is oppressive,
rendering students’ own languages “incorrect” and perpetuating unequal systems of
power and privilege by rewarding those whose cultural “ways with words” match the
university’s white middle or upper class language practices (S. Miller, Crowley,
Stuckey).

Lastly, Fulkerson divides Procedural Rhetoric into three subcategories:
argumentation, genre-based composition, and composition as an introduction to an
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