










































THE DEPTH AND DYNAMICS OF CONTEXT WJM'J

interpretation of Hamlet and wanted to provide it for her in order to get a good
grade. Cindy, on the other hand, wanted them to use the assignment to deepen
their understanding of the character, with the body biography the interpretive
medium for her evaluation of their work. The appearance of that deepened un-
derstanding inevitably varied from group to group and student to student, with
radically different interpretive products conceivably getting the same high
grades. This conception of schooling and grading, even well into the second se-
mester in Cindy's class, did not enter the thinking of these students, at least not
as revealed through their interaction with her in the transcript.

Negotiated Constraints

Their activity was also channeled by dispositions and structures that they nego-
tiated within the group. We next describe two factors that influenced their inter-
action, the individual group members' task orientation and the relational
framework that they formed and that affected the degree of cooperation possible
within the group.

Individual group members' task orientation. One factor that channeled
their activity was the sense of task orientation of different members of the group.
Rita provided the impetus for virtually all of the group's attention to working on
the body biography. After the outline of her body was finished, Rita said, "OK,
I'm going to make my own little outline on what we should do," a statement we
coded as SPP:S/F to indicate that she was making a final statement concerning a
strategy on how to proceed. After locating a pen, she then began directing the
group activity with an effort to find a role for each student (coded as SPP:R):

Rita: OK, all the way like around the bodies, [IWR:SR/E] I want to
do what they did on the chess piece, like write an "I am" poem.
[C:TIF/F] I'll do that. [SPP:R/F]

Jack: OK. [SPP:R/F]
Rita: Like "I am" - urn, I don't know I'll write that, and then I'll go

around the body and then - [IWR:SR/E]
Dirk: Be sure it's long enough and spaced out so we can fit the head

at die top. [IWR:SR/E]
Rita: Can anybody draw a skuJl? [SPP.-R/E]
Jack: Yeah. [SPP:R/F]
Rita: Do you know how at the end she dies? [T:D/E] We should

draw her head as a skull. [IGR:S/E]
Jade Skull and cross-bones? [IGR:S/E]
Rita: Because she's dead. [IGR:S/F]
James: I can do diat. [SPP:R/F]

Here Rita announced the tasks she expected the group to work on, and they fol-
lowed her plan. When Bob arrived several minutes later and asked what the
group was doing, Jack responded, "I don't know, Rita's running the show." Rita
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continued to direct the group, commandeering others' attention when she
thought they were not paying attention, as in an exchange that took place about
halfway through Thursday's class:

Rita: I think we need to put some kind of-[IGR:S/E] Are you lis-
tening? [SPP:O/F]

Dirk: Yeah. [SPP:R/F]
Jack: Who? [inaudible]
Rita: I think we need to put something about- [IGR:S/E]
Jack: Do what? [SPP:RC/E]
Rita: About how she - either she did know about the king's murder,

or she didn't [IGR:S/E] 'cause I didn't know if she did or not.
[T:I/E]

Jack: I didn't either. [T:I/E]
James: She looks Chinese. [IGR:A/F]
Bob: Cool. [IGR:A/F]
Rita: I think that Gertrude is kind of a baby. [T:E/E]
James: . She's what? [SPP:RC/E]
Rita: She's not being an adult. [T:I/E] She acts like a kid because

she, like, follows her new husband around. [T:I/E]
Dirk: Like a puppy dog. [T:I/E]

This excerpt typifies the way in which Rita directed the group's activity when it
concerned their interpretation and representation of Gertrude. Her task orien-
tation directed the group both procedurally and in terms of their attribution of
meaning to the character. Few other incidents in the transcript revealed other
students taking charge in this manner.

Relational framework. Rita's commanding role in directing the group's
academic efforts stood in decided contrast to her role in the relational frame-
work of the group's interactions. Rita's emotional vulnerability and lack of social
confidence made her an easy target for Jack's abuse. Rita's self-deprecating re-
marks (coded SPP:P) about her body were typically met with reinforcement
from Jack. After finishing her body outline, for instance, the group discussed
how to embellish it. Rita had just finished a bag of flavored corn chips and said:

Rita: Don't smell my breath whatever you do. [SPP:P/F]
Jack: You already ate one bag a minute ago. [SPD:D/F ] Rita, you're a

pig. [SPD:D/F] That's why we had to size down your thighs.
[SPD:D/F] We had to do a little constructive surgery. [SPD:D/F]

Rita: My crotch is not that low. [IGR:A/F]
Jack: No, that is a pretty low crotch. [IGR:A/E] DO you want me to

fix that for you? [SPP:R/E]
Dirk: Well, what are we supposed to do - draw you buck naked or

something? [SPD:D/E]
Jack No, Dirk, please. [C:SF/E]
Dirk: I'm pretty sure - [C:SF/E]
Jack: Don't go there, man. [C:SF/F]
Dirk: We'll just draw some lines like she had clothes on and that is

why her crotch is so low. [IGR: A/E]
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Jack: All right, tell me how high, Rita, like up in there? [IGR:A/E]
Rita: That's good, I don't care what it looks like. [IGR:A/E]
Jack: It's a good thing. [SPD:D/E]
Dirk: We'll draw the chi-chi's now. [IGR:A/E]
James: Man, that is, that is weird. [IGR:A/E]
Rita: No boobs. [IGR:A/E] (Laughter) I don't have any, and no,

you're not going to draw any. [SPP:P/F]
Dirk She lookin'- [IGR:A/E]
Jack: Yeah, she looks—we can reconstruct, but we can't reconstruct

that much. [SPD:D/F]

While serving as director of the group's academic work, Rita also served as the
subject of various insults, primarily from Jack. Jack's abusive remarks toward
Rita (and, as illustrated previously, Dirk) were central to a relational framework
that discouraged collaboration. On the fringes of these discussions stood James,
whose contributions were minimal and rarely acknowledged by the others, and
Bob, who was task-oriented when present but largely absent from the discus-
sion. The relational framework developed by this group did not support Cindy's
intention to have the body biography serve as a vehicle for the generation of a
cooperative interpretation of the character or a democratic community of learners.

Summary

By structuring the class to provide freedom of response and independence from
teacher direction, Cindy hoped to provide liberation from overly scripted re-
sponses and provide empowerment for students to grow through discussion
and representation. But the data suggest that the liberties taken by students freed
them not only from interpretive constraints but also from the need to develop
academic goals and engage in respectful collaborative production. Cindy's faith
that the students would take the initiative if granted freedom of direction ran
aground when her goals had little congruence with those of dominating stu-
dents such as Jack. The data presented thus far suggest that students who are not
engaged with school or school-related tasks can use their freedom in unproduc-
tive and at times destructive ways, even in tasks that are designed for the pur-
poses of encouraging them to explore, negotiate, and represent their indepen-
dent interpretations of challenging literature.

Processes of Composition

The data presented thus far reveal a group whose dynamics made the possibili-
ties for a fruitful collaborative effort highly problematic. Yet, as Figure i reveals,
they did complete an interpretation of Gertrude that met Cindy's criteria for the
assignment, even if Rita did produce a good part of it by herself over the week-
end. We next report on the processes they went through during their more
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productive exchanges during the class sessions devoted to the body biography.
Codes that describe the students' processes of composition fall in the categories
of Text and the three types of Intertext.

The activity framework we have described provided the context for the
group's work on their body biography. In Table 1, we report the categories identi-
fied for their contributions to their discussion. As noted, they spent much time
establishing the parameters for their work and then talking off-task after Rita as-
serted that she would take the project home to work on. Even with roughly one
third of their remarks coded as Off-Task, a relational framework often character-
ized by Jack's abuse, and a productive initiative provided almost exclusively by
Rita, two-thirds of their discussion did center on the play, the significance of
Gertrude, and their decisions about how to represent their interpretations
through both graphic and written symbols. In the next sections, we review their
processes of interaction when interpreting Gertrude through their written rep-
resentation and graphic representation.

Written Representation

The body biography assignment required the students to include both signifi-
cant quotes from the play and original writing that interpreted the character.
Previously reported discussion excerpts have referred to their decision to in-
clude an "I am" poem, a formula poem in which students are provided with a se-
ries of starters for each poetic line that they then complete (i.e., "I am /1
feel 11 touch /. . ."). Their discussion of both of these assigned written
representations were limited on the transcript, because Rita produced them over
the weekend. The group did, however, discuss an idea to include the word "lust"
prominently in their drawing. As was typically the case, Rita initiated the idea:

Rita: We need to draw a big - lust. [IWR:S/E]
Jack: A big lust? [SPP:RC/E]
Rita: Yeah, write the word "lust." [IWR:S/E] YOU know, Gertrude's

about like 45 - [T:D/F]
Bob: Where? Over here? [IWR:SR/E]
Rita: Somewhere, yeah. [IWR:SR/E]
Bob: Lust. [IWR:S/E]
Rita: Because what she - she was like 45 [T:D/F] and she's in like her

sexual peak. [IPK:WK/F] She's just a whore. [T:E/F]
Jack What? [SPP:RC/E]
Rita: Because I mean she is. [T:E/F]
James: Why don't we put - [inaudible]
Jack: What do you want to do, stamp it on her forehead? [IWR:S/E]
Rita: Yeah, she should have it stamped on her forehead. [IWR:S/E]
Jade Why do you think that? [SPP:RC/E]
Rita: I'm sorry, I just think it's really sick that she married her

husband's brother. [T:E/F]
Jade OK, but that doesn't necessarily make her a whore. [T:E/E]
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Following an effort to find a pen, the discussion continued:

Bob:
Rita:

Dirk:
Bob:
Jack:
Bob:
Dirk:

Bob:
James:
Rita:
Dirk:
Rita:
Dirk:
Bob:
Rita:
Dirk:

Draw the big word "lust. [IWR:S/E]
Where'd my pen go? Where's my pen? Where's my pen?
[C:MF/E]

I mean, that's cool, [inaudible]
Lust? [IWR:S/E]
Where, like right here? [IWR:SR/E]
Are you going to write it? [SPP:R/E]
Like, have "lust," going from one leg to the other one - right
here. [IWR:SR/E]
What else? [SPP:S/E]
What about a lustful heart? Write "lust" in the heart. [IWR:S/E]
Lust is in the sexual organs. [IWR:S/F]
So are we going to take and draw lust? [IWR:S/E]
I am, right now. [SPP:R/F]
Use a pencil first. [C:MF/F]
Who's going to draw it? [SPP:R/E]
I will. [SPP:R/F]
I'll draw it. [SPP:R/F] I'll make it big. [IGR:SR/E]

This discussion reveals two key processes in the role of the discussion in
the development of their interpretation. One is in the way they draw on their
knowledge of human experience to inform their interpretation of Gertrude: Rita
thought she was a "whore" for her behavior, a point that Jack disagreed with. Rita
drew on her knowledge of sexual desire over the life span, as well as her own
sense of morality, to justify her judgment. Finally, the group discussed whether
lust originates in the heart or the sexual organs. Their symbolic representation
of Gertrude, therefore, came through the transaction of their own knowledge of
social behavior and their view of the character's behavior in the play.

The second noteworthy aspect of their discussion is the exploratory char-
acter of their talk (coded at Level 2 as E). As Barnes (1992) and others have ar-
gued, classrooms typically discourage the kind of groping, tentative thinking
aloud that leads to the development of more fully articulated, final draft ideas.
This excerpt reveals the way in which exploratory talk, mediated by exchanges
with other students, can lead to a final form of representation that all agree on.
In this case, the exploratory talk allowed the students to think out loud about the
character's behavior in the play, their evaluations of that behavior, their views of
that behavior in light of their knowledge of the world, and their ideas on how to
represent their response to the character through written symbols.

Graphic Representation

The group also produced 256 statements coded as Intertext - Graphic Represen-
tation. In a manner similar to their discussion about the symbolic importance of
the placement of the word "lust," the group discussed a number of ways to represent
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Gertrude's character through images. Their discussion of imagaic representa-
tion was nearly six times longer than their discussion of their written represen-
tation. As Figure 1 reveals, their use of written representations primarily con-
sisted of writing significant quotes outside the outline of Gertrude, with the
word "lust" and an "I am"poem the only interpretive uses of words. Most of their
efforts at symbolization (79 statements coded IGR:S), then, came through
graphic images.

The group spent a great deal of time discussing what they felt was a central
event in the play, the accidental poisoning of Gertrude by Claudius. They drew a
goblet falling from her hand to represent this incident on the literal level. This
depiction of the scene then led to a more symbolic effort to represent how the
poisoning served as a denouement to a series of events, passions, and relation-
ships within the play. As they discussed their depiction of the falling goblet, Rita
said, "I think we need to put something about how she really did like Ophelia,
but I don't know how." From there, the group decided to consider Gertrude's
loyalties in the play, particularly those toward three key characters: Claudius,
Hamlet, and Ophelia. They discussed her divided loyalties between Claudius
(her second husband and the brother of her first husband, King Hamlet) and
Hamlet (her son who disapproved of her second marriage and suspected
Claudius of murdering King Hamlet). They represented these loyalties in two
ways, both in her heart and in her head. The group decided to draw two hearts,
one split between Claudius and Hamlet and one devoted to Ophelia. Dirk ex-
plained to Bob what the divided hearts symbolized:

Bob: Working on her heart? [SPP:R/E]
Dirk: We're going to show like Claudius and Ophelia, and the bro-

ken hearts is going to be where she was disgracing, finding out
that Claudius was trying to poison her. [IGR:S/E]

Bob: So, which one is gonna be her - [IGR:S/E]
Dirk That one, yeah. [IGR:S/F]
James: What about King Hamlet? [IGR:S/E]
Dirk: [inaudible] Hamlet decided to have [Ophelia] as a [inau-

dible] and to marry her and then at the end [Gertrude] finds
out that Ophelia dies and she is heartbroken about this. [T:D/F]
And [Gertrude] is heartbroken about Claudius, trying to find
out, she finds out that Claudius was trying to kill her. [T:I/F]
That's what we're going to do. [IGR:S/F]

Dirk's account of the play was not entirely accurate in that Claudius in-
tends to poison Hamlet's drink, not Gertrude's. Gertrude is the one, however,
who drinks from the poisoned goblet while Claudius watches without interven-
ing in order not to implicate himself in the poisoning. The effect of Claudius kill-
ing Gertrude, however, is the same. In their presentation of the body biography
to the class the following week, Rita explained that in the divided heart, "One is
Hamlet, Claudius, and she is split between them. Then she has a big heart for
Ophelia because I really think she liked her."

The discussion of the character's head followed and paralleled that of the
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heart. Early on, Rita had decided to draw the head as a skull. Later they decided
to divide it into three sections and devote each to a character central to
Gertrude's feelings and, as Rita said during their class presentation, among
whom she felt "torn" about:

. Bob: Do we divide her head in the middle? [IGR:S/E]
Rita: Yeah, you know why? [IGR:S/E]
Bob: Because she loves Claudius, she loves Hamlet Senior. [IGR:S/E]
Rita: We should crack it. [IGR:S/E] YOU know like when cartoon

characters like are skiing and they like hit something —
[IPK:WK/E]

Bob: Oh yeah, and it like separates. [IPK:WK/E]
Rita: - and their whole body is like cracked, and they go like -

[IPK:WK/E] Because she's got all these different parts, or -
[IGR:S/E]

Here they drew on world knowledge (coded as Intertext - Prior Knowledge:
World Knowledge) of cartoon programs to inform their representation, if not
their interpretation, of the character. They used this fragmented head as the ve-
hicle to depict her divided feelings about these three central characters in her life.

The transcript following this discussion reveals the inequity in the contri-
butions of the students to the interpretation. Rita and Bob continued discussing
how to depict the head, while Jack and Dirk got involved in a discussion of a car
wash taking place over the weekend, eventually distracting the others away from
the group activity:

Bob:

Rita:
Jack:

Dirk
Jack:
Dirk:
Rita:
Bob:
Rita:
Dirk:
Jack:
Rita:

Dirk:
Jack

Dirk:
Jack:
Bob:
Dirk-
Jack:
Rita:

I say we do three. [IGR:S/E] You'll have to take the head apart,
though, to do that. [IGR:S/E]
Yeah, get that crack out of there. [IGR:S/F]
Dirk, man. They had a little car wash Saturday at [a local
Christian school]. I went up there and they about filled the
floor boards with water, [OT]
I heard about that, [OT]
Who did you hear about it from? [OT]
It was like, what was it like? [OT]
Three pieces? [IGR:S/H]
Yeah. [IGR:S/H]
Are you going to put it in three pieces? [IGR:S/H]
It was on the west side of Norman, [OT]
It's over here, [OT]
What are we going to put in each one of the three pieces?
[IGR:S/H]
It was on the northwest corner? [OT]
No, it was on Robinson and 24th. Across from Buy for Less. At
Hardee's or something, [OT]
By that new Buy for Less? [OT]
NO. At Robinson, [OT]
No, I'm gonna take this apart and - [IGR:S/H]
Hardee's. [OT]
No, it was on Robinson and 24th. [OT]
That's Hardee's. [OT]
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In this excerpt, the less productive aspects of the group's activity frame-
work made collaborative composing difficult. It also shows the limitations of
simple frequency counts in the tabulated results and the lack of the coding
system's sensitivity to nuances of the discussion. The figures, for instance, reveal
that Jack produced a total of 228 on-task remarks and 116 off-task, whereas Rita
produced 193 on-task remarks and 83 off-task. Jack's ratio of on-task to off-task
remarks was just under 1.9:1, whereas Rita's was 2.33:1, frequencies and ratios that
are not substantially different and that suggest similar degrees of engagement in
the activity. The codes do not reveal, however, that Jack's on-task remarks tended
to consist of going along with other students' ideas rather than initiating ideas or
substantively building on contributions of others. The coding of Jack's remarks
as final might suggest interpretive authority in composing the body biography,
yet his final remarks most frequently confirmed another student's contribution.
Jack's contributions came primarily in terms of the body biography's appear-
ance (IGR:A) in contrast to Rita's and Bob's attention to the symbolic meaning of
the interpretation (IGR:S). While on-task, Jack did not particularly contribute;
while off-task, he did not particularly interfere. We saw him instead as leaning on
his intellectual shovel while other crew members worked, contributing little to
the construction of meaning yet satisfied to receive credit for the group effort.
Rita's on-task remarks, however, led the group both procedurally and substan-
tively. A simple contrast of the numbers, then, is somewhat misleading in mea-
suring their relative contributions to the effort.

A second limitation of the methodology concerns what is and is not cap-
tured on tape. In class, the tape recorder failed to record softly spoken discus-
sions taking place beneath the more audible off-task talk of Jack and others.
While Jack and Dirk were talking about the car wash, for instance, Rita and Bob
could be heard discussing the body biography in the background, though not
loudly enough for transcription. The reliance on tape-recorded discussion also
did not allow us to capture or analyze the extensive work that Rita completed
over the weekend. The transcripts, then, underrepresent the contributions of the
various group members in quantifying their statements during their production.

The transcript did, however, provide some information on the thinking
behind the additional symbolic representations that Rita produced over the
weekend. When they returned to class the next week, she explained to the group
the decisions she had made:

Jack: Where's our little writing that goes around her? [1 WR:D/E]
Rita: I know, I haven't done that yet. [SPP:R/F]
Jack: Rita, what are you thinking? What did you do, blow it off

again? [SPD:D/E]
Rita: Well, I've got it written down. I just - [IWR:D/E]
Dirk: I see, you closed in the hip a little bit. [IGR:A/F]
Rita: Yeah. [IGR:A/F]
Jack: Oh, the king, the king of hearts. [IGR:A/F]
Rita: Guys, does it look crappy? -1 mean is it OK? [IGR:R/E]
Jack: The king of hearts. Pretty sweet. I think it looks pretty sweet,
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Rita. You did well. [SPC:A/F] Did your little sister help you?
[SPD:D/E]

Rita: The reason why I crossed her fingers is because, is because I
thought that I was going to explain that. I think she's real,
she's crossing her ringers because she's hoping that everything
will work out between everybody. [IGR:S/F]

Jack Did your little sister help you? [SPD:D/E]
Rita: No, I did it last night. [SPP:R/F]
Jack: You done good, Rita. [SPC:A/F]
Rita: It looks kind of stupid b u t - [IGR:R/E]
Jack: You done plum good. [SPC:A/F]
Rita: I didn't know what to draw down here. I was like - damn, now

what do I draw? So, I just - [IGR:SR/E]
Jack: So, the Queen. [IGR:S/E] Q for queen, right? [IWR:S/E]
Rita: Yeah - [IWR:S/F]
Jack: And here she is. [IGR:S/E]
Rita: I drew some hair because my body kind of looked like it

needed it. [IGR:A/F]
Jack: That's what I thought - I thought she should have hair.

[IGR:A/F]

James: Besides they didn't have chemotherapy back then, f OT]
Dirk: So she's crying because of Ophelia? [IGR:S/E] Ophelia was

killed. [T:D/F]
Rita: Idon'tknow, she's kind of confused. [IGR:S/E]
Jack: She's crying because Rita said she was crying. [SPC:A/F]

This excerpt reinforces much of what we have presented and discussed
thus far. Rita, as noted, did the bulk of the work. Her insights about the play pro-
vided the blueprint for the representations that went into their body biography.
Jack, though showing some appreciation and support for the fact that Rita did
work for which he would receive credit, balanced his praise with derisive com-
ments. His on-task remarks followed but did not build on Rita's ideas and were
coded as final although they did not initiate ideas. James made a single contribu-
tion, an attempt at humor that went unacknowledged. Rita, in spite of having
drawn an elaborate and accurate reproduction of a Queen playing card, revealed
her insecurity about her work appearing to be "crappy" and looking "stupid."
And Jack explained the character's tears as an executive decision of Rita's that
needed no further explanation.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we sought to understand the backgrounds that the students
brought to Cindy's class and the body biography activity, the framework that
structured their activity, the students' levels of engagement with schooling and
the assignment, the type of talk that they engaged in, and the ways in which they
constructed meaning for the play through their body biography production
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within the social framework of their school, classroom, and small group. We do
not present this group as representative of all small groups, but rather as repre-
sentative of the kinds of groups that often form within heterogeneous, regular-
track classes in public high schools. From Cindy's class, three groups' discussions
were tape-recorded in addition to the one examined here. Of these groups,
two functioned cooperatively (see O'Donnell-Allen & Smagorinsky, in press;
Smagorinsky & O'Donnell-Allen, 1998, in press), and one was characterized by
the sort of disaffection exhibited in this group. Our purpose in presenting the
dynamics within this group is to reveal the ways in which students can negotiate
and restructure constraints during collaborative group work in ways that are in-
congruent with the ways anticipated by the teacher in organizing the class and in
planning particular activities.

Through our analysis of the body biography discussion and related data,
we found the following:

1. Episodes of collaborative group work take place within a school culture
and classroom and small-group idiocultures. Each setting provides an
overriding motive for performance that both suggests social and academic
goals for the students and is negotiated by subgroups operating within it.

2. During particular episodes within classrooms, students work within ac-
tivity frameworks that are both imposed and negotiated. The imposed
frameworks that we identified in this group's interaction (time, assign-
ments, materials, propriety) were dynamic rather than static; as noted,
Cindy revised her original time frame for completing the body biography
and tried to convey that the assignment was open to interpretation. These
imposed frameworks provide much of the structure for group produc-
tion. The negotiated frameworks are considerably more fluid and idiosyn-
cratic, depending on the chemistry of the individuals who come together
and their construction of both the task and context of production. The re-
lational framework contributes to the degree to which a democratic com-
munity develops within a group and the degree of equity that results from
the group's sense of community. The group described in this study, we
would argue, completed a product that succeeded in meeting the terms of
the assignment, yet did so in a way that was neither socially nor academi-
cally equitable, and thus not democratic or communitarian. They per-
formed this way within an overall environment that encouraged them to
value and collaborate with one another. The disjuncture between the
group's degree of equitable social process and the degree to which their
product, the body biography, met Cindy's expectations for the activity
raises dilemmas for teachers who value collaborative activity yet who
pragmatically assess the product and not the process of group work.

3. The vehicle of the body biography enabled the group - four of whom with
a history of difficulty in school - to construct a meaningful interpretation
of a complex character from a difficult work of literature. By this we mean
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that their on-task discussion of how to represent Gertrude focused on
symbolic representation more than literal (by a ratio of 79:17 in their
graphic representation and 10:9 in their written representation) and in-
volved both evaluation and interpretation of the characters in the text
(coded T:E and T:I). The inequitable relational framework, however,
placed more of the interpretive responsibility on some students than on
others. Finally, the students drew on different types of prior knowledge to
inform their representation of their character.

Our analysis problematizes notions of teaching that emphasize the power
of context in changing students' orientations toward school. We present the stu-
dents in this group as evidence that a consideration of context must go beyond
what happens in individual classrooms and take into account the social worlds
of the students and their prior experiences within the school culture. To return
to our framing theory, the establishment of a predominant motive for a class-
room - progressive or otherwise — does not preclude other motives from surfac-
ing or developing. The social framework of a class, although providing a sanc-
tioned set of channels to guide and direct performance, leaves room for negotiating
goals and processes among individuals. Within the idioculture of a classroom,
then, alternative idiocultures may develop that subvert or complicate the overall
dynamics of the interactions. We see the discussion within the group as an illus-
tration of how, even given principled teaching, engaged learning does not neces-
sarily follow. As teachers who believe in the tenets of progressive pedagogy, we
have learned from this study that we need to attend to the full range of possible
responses that students might have to an open-ended structure, including those
that we find counterproductive.

Our study suggests the need to reconceive the notion of engaged reading.
Most theorists view engagement as primarily a relationship between readers and
texts, with the classroom environment providing a structure that facilitates a
meaningful engagement. Through this study, we see engagement in a much
more social sense, including readers and texts but extending to relationships be-
yond them. Lensmire (1994) argued that notions of engagement require "the
participation of all children in the community's important activities" (p. 147) so
that each has a voice, contributes to the classroom, and is heard by others. In this
sense, engagement requires each student's engagement with each other, thus es-
tablishing an environment of mutual care and concern. Furthermore, the
teacher must participate in these caring relationships, both as a leader to ensure that
students are mutually respectful and supportive and as a learner who is attentive
to students and their contributions. In Lensmire's view, then, notions of engage-
ment that focus primarily on students and texts are insufficient, underplaying
the social relationships through which texts are written and read. Rather, en-
gagement can only be understood in terms of the ways in which people in class-
rooms transact with one another.

We wish to extend Lensmire's (1994) view of engagement further, broadening
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it to take into account students' prior experiences with school and other contexts
for literacy development. As this study illustrates, even in a classroom where the
teacher negotiated with students an environment to promote engagement with
texts and caring relationships with each other, some students did not participate
wholeheartedly in activities designed to facilitate their academic and personal
growth. Progressive classroom environments cannot be disconnected from stu-
dents' other experiences with school and literacy and cannot necessarily change
the whole climate of student engagement with school. We argue instead for a
notion of engagement that takes into account learners' cultural and social histo-
ries and views their relationship with texts in terms of this vast web of experi-
ences that they bring to particular classroom episodes. Engagement, like other
aspects of activity, is "nested" (Cazden, 1988, p. 198) in multiple social contexts
that must be acknowledged and accounted for.

Author Note

This research was funded by grant #1195-39 awarded by the NCTE Research Foundation.

References

Allen, P. G. (1983). Studies in American Indian literature: Critical essays and course designs.
New York: Modern Language Association.

Applebee, A. N. (1993). Literature in the secondary school: Studies of curriculum and in-
struction in the United States (NCTE Research Report No. 25). Urbana, IL: National
Council of Teachers of English.

Atwell, N. (1987). In the middle: Writing, reading, and learning with adolescents. Ports-
mouth, NH: Heinemann.

Barnes, D. (1990). Language in the secondary classroom. In D. Barnes, J. Britton, & M.
Torbe (Eds.), Language, the learner, and the school (4th ed.,pp. 9-88). Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.

Barnes, D. (1992). From communication to curriculum (2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.

Bazerman, C. (1994). Systems of genres and the enactment of social intentions. In A.
Freedman & P. Medway (Eds.), Genre and the new rhetoric (pp. 79-101). London: Tay-
lor & Francis.

Bazerman, C. (1998). Discursively structured activities. Mind, Culture, and Activity, 4,
296-308.

Beach, R. (1993). A teacher's introduction to reader-response theories. Urbana, IL: National
Council of Teachers of English.

Beach, R., & Marshall, J. (1991). Teaching literature in the secondary school. San Diego, CA:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

Bernstein, B. (1975). Class, codes, and control (Vol. 3). London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Calkins, L. M. (1991). Living between the lines. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Cazden, C. B. (1988). Classroom discourse: The language of teaching and learning. Ports-

mouth, NH: Heinemann.

552

 by guest on August 18, 2011jlr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jlr.sagepub.com/


THE DEPTH AND DYNAMICS OF CONTEXT PĴ H
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APPENDIX A

The Body Biography

For your chosen character, your group will be creating a body biography - a visual and
written portrait illustrating several aspects of the character's life within the novel.

You have many possibilities for filling up your giant sheet of paper. I have listed
several, but please feel free to come up with your own creations. As always, the choices
you make should be based on the text, for you will be verbally explaining (and thus, in a
sense, defending) them at a "showing" of your work. Above all, your choices should be
creative, analytical, and accurate.

After completing this portrait, you will participate in a "showing" in which you
will present your "masterpiece" to the class. This "showing" should accomplish these ob-
jectives. It should:

• review significant events, choices, and changes involving your character
• communicate to us the full essence of your character by emphasizing the traits

that make her/him who s/he is
• promote discussion of your character, (esp., regarding gender issues in the

novel)

Body Biography Requirements

Although I expect your biography to contain additional dimensions, your portrait
must contain:

• a review of significant happenings in the novel using visual symbols
• an original text
• your character's three most important lines from the novel

Body Biography Suggestions

1. Placement - Carefully choose the placement of your text and artwork. For ex-
ample, the area where your character's heart would be might be appropriate for il-
lustrating the important relationships within her life.

2. Spine - Actors often discuss a character's "spine." This is her/his objective within
the novel. What is the most important goal for your character? What drives her/his
thoughts and actions? This is her/his "spine." How can you illustrate it?

3. Virtues & Vices - What are your character's most admirable qualities? Her/his
worst? How can you make us visualize them?

4. Color - Colors are often symbolic. What color(s) do you most associate with your
character? Why? How can you effectively work these colors into your presentation?

5. Symbols — What objects can you associate with your character that illustrate her/
his essence? Are there objects mentioned within the novel itself that you could use?
If not, choose objects that especially seem to correspond with the character.

6. Formula Poems — These are fast, but effective, "recipes" for producing a text be-
cause they are designed to reveal a lot about a character. (See the additional hand-
outs I gave you for directions and examples.)

7. Mirror, Mirror,... - Consider both how your character appears to others on the
surface and what you know about the character's inner self. Do these images clash
or correspond? What does this tell you about the character?

8. Changes - How has your character chanced within the novel? Trace these chances
within your text and/or artwork.
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APPENDIX B

Coding System With Examples

Level i

Social Process - Production

Role (SPP:R) - statement about the student's role within the group's cooperative work.
Dirk: Do you want me to draw just the shoe?
James: Yeah, 'cause -

Strategy (SPP:S) — statement that describes a method for proceeding with the interpretation.
Rita: OK, I'm trying to figure out what we need to do on it.

Order (SPP:O) - statement that directs other students in how to behave.
Rita: If you rip that thing I'm gonna kill you.

Physical (SPP:P) - statement referring to students' physical attributes in relation to pro-
ducing the representational text.
Rita: Hey, don't make me look real fat. Well, I've got sweats on and

stuff.

Request Clarification (SPP:RC) - statement in which a student asks someone to clarify or
elaborate on a prior statement.

Jack: Do what?

Social Process - Constructive

Affirmation (SPC:A) - statement that affirms the worth of another group member's
contribution.
James: You can be anything you want for the most part.

Courtesy (SPC:C) — statement that conveys considerateness toward another.
Jade Thank you, Lisa.

Self Assessment (SPC:SA) — statement in which a student refers to his or her own abilities
in producing the representational text.
Jack: Me and Dirk are awesome artists, so don't worry about it,

Rita.

Social Process - Destructive

Discourtesy (SPD:D) - statement that conveys a lack of consideration for another.
Jack: Rita, you're a pig. That's why we had to size down your thighs.

We had to do a little constructive surgery.

Resistance to Discourtesy (SPD:RD) — statement that reveals an affront to discourteous
statements by others.
Jack: Dufus. Deer. Is that good for you there D? D. Dork [SPD:D]
Dirk: Dirk. [SPD:RD]
Jack: D for Dork. [SPD:D]
Dirk: Dirk [SPD:RD]
Jack: D for Dork. [SPD:D]
Dirk Dirk. [SPD:RD]
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Context

Teacher-Imposed Framework (C:TIF) - reference to a structure provided by the teacher to
order, direct, and focus students' production.
Cindy: You guys need to include more things? Have you gone down

this list of all the stuff? Have you talked about that?
Dirk: We're doing it. Now on this medallion here, can we just like -

what you want us to do with it? Do you want us to put like -
James: Can we draw a face on there?
Dirk: A face or can we put a name or what?

Material Framework (C:MF) - reference to a corporeal structure that in some way con-
strains and enables the students' means and method of production.
Dirk: Whose pen is this, yours or mine?
Rita: Not mine-no, wait, that is mine.

Temporal Framework (C.TP) - reference to the time limitations that bound students'
production.
Rita: You guys, we're not coming in for Overtime - I'll do some of

this over the weekend.
Jack: Rita's like - sacrifice. We're not coming in. You're right, I ain't

coming in.
Rita: She should have given us like two periods to do this in.
James: Shoot, I can't do this, I gotta work.

Social Framework (C:SF) - reference to students' understanding of the rules of propriety
that govern social interaction in the dassroom.
Jack: Lay down so we can do this, come on. We prefer a girl to do

some tracing.
Rita: Lisa, are you going to come and trace me?
Jack: Lisa, come trace her because, you know, we don't want to stir

anything up.

Text

Description (T:D) - summary or description of a character or action from the source text
with no effort at inference.
Rita: Do you know how at the end she dies?

Interpretation (T:J) — inferential statement about a character or action from the source
text.
Rita: She's not being an adult. She acts like a kid because she, like,

follows her new husband around.
Dirk: Like a puppy dog.

Evaluation (T:E) — statement that provides an evaluation of the actions of a character in
the source text.
Rita: I just think it's really sick that she married her husband's

brother.

Intertext—Prior Knowledge

World Knowledge {JPK:WK) - relating the text under consideration to knowledge of the
world outside class.
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Bob: No, real pearls don't dissolve.

History (IPK:H) - reference to knowledge of the historical period in which the source text
is set.
Rita: What is an Elizabethan?
Cindy: OK, Elizabeth was the Queen when Shakespeare was writing.

And so that's what the time period was named after.

Transmedia (IPK:T) — reference to other versions of the same text being studied or inter-
preted, such as the film version of Hamlet viewed in class, with the reference re-
capitulating, summarizing, or interpreting the text.
Rita: Remember that deal she had around her neck?
Jade Yeah, a locket?
Rita: Uhhuh.
lack: No, it wasn't really a locket, it was like a medallion.
Rita: A picture.
Bob: It was like a medallion.
Jack: It was like a medallion, dude.

Intertext—Graphic Representation

Appearance (IGR:A) - reference to the images of the representational text (i.e., the body
biography) with attention to its appearance (neatness, straightness, messiness,
etc.).
Bob: Don't you think it'd be better with the markers?
Jack: Well, we're just fixing it right now.

Spatial Relationship (IGR:SR ) - reference to the images of the representational text with
attention to the manner in which they fit together in a cohesive whole.
James: How about on the hand?
Rita: How about that, she can be holding it in her hand.

Description (IGR:D) - reference to the images of the representational text (i.e., the body
biography) with attention to its capacity to represent the story pictorially; that
is, faithfully to the story without figurative embellishment or interpretation.
Jack: We've got to draw wine spilling out -
Dirk Yeah, that's what I was about to say.

Symbol (IGR:S) - reference to the images of the representational text (i.e., the body biog-
raphy) with attention to its capacity to represent the story and its characters
and action through a medium not literally conveyed by the original text.
Rita: Hey, but don't you think that would be a good idea if we drew

the head as a skull because she dies in the end?
Jack: Yes.
Dirk: Yeah.

Reflection (,IGR:R) - reference to an effort to step back from the representative text and
consider the representative potential of the graphic portion.
Jack: Is that good? I don't know if it is or not because -

Intertext- Written Representation

Spatial Relationship (iWR:SR ) - reference to the linguistic portion of the representational
text with attention to its capacity to fit together with the graphic images to
form a cohesive whole.
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Rita: Like "I Am"-um, I don't know I'll write that, and then I'll go
around the body and then -

Dirk: Be sure it's long enough and spaced out so we can fit the head
at the top.

Description (IWR:D) - reference to the linguistic portion of the representational text with
attention to its capacity to represent the story faithfully without figurative em-
bellishment or interpretation.
Jade Is that what she wrote down?
Rita: No, I'm going to write down, "Mother, you have my father

much offended."

Symbol (IWR:S) - reference to the linguistic portion of the representational text with at-
tention to its capacity to represent the story and its characters and action
through analogies not literally conveyed by the original text.
Rita: We need to draw a big - lust.

Reflection (IWR.-R) - reference to an individual's effort to step back from the representa-
tional text and consider the representative potential of the written portion.
Jade How's that for your wine and your pearls?
Bob: Good.

Off-TaskTalk

Off-Task (or) - personal talk unrelated to the text under consideration.
James: Where do you work?
Jack: Oh, for a doctor, he has some horses that I take care of.
James: What doctor?
Jack: Dr. Harvey.

In addition to these categories, we labeled statements inaudible when we could not
figure out their meaning from the available context. Such statements often were uttered
to students who were not in the group, but who were passing by on their way to get mark-
ers, go to the washroom, or who otherwise momentarily took leave of their own groups.

Level 2

Exploratory (/E) - tentative efforts at interpretation or evaluation. Exploratory talk in-
vites elaboration from others by asking questions and suggesting possibilities.
It is marked by a "groping towards a meaning" (Barnes, 1990, p. 28) through
thinking aloud and is marked by such terms as might, could, possibly, maybe, I
think, and other qualifiers that indicate that an idea is under development and
being offered for consideration by others.
Jack: Whew, sweet - wait, time out — before we go any further on

this side, what do you want to do? Do you want to make her
holding the cup?

Rita: Or dropping the cup - 1 don't mind, I don't care.
Bob: You can just like put the cup like underneath her hand.
Jack (In a high-pitched voice) "I'm poisoned - oh."

Final (/F) - interpretations or evaluations that express a fully formed idea and do not in-
vite further discussion.
Dirk: We're going to outline the feet now, fellas.
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