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PREFACE

Charles Bazerman
University of California, Santa Barbara

Lifespan development of writing has an intuitive obviousness. Of course it takes 
a long time to develop as a writer! Of course even famous writers keep working 
at it and learning new things! Of course the five year old struggling with a pencil 
to form letters may thirty years later be the same person struggling with a plot 
outline or a corporate report! Of course students had writing experiences before 
getting to our classes and will have others after!

Yet in that obviousness we are tempted to a naiveté—that we know what 
skilled writing is and what an idealized developmental pathway to it might look 
like. Our idealized model might come from the writing life we have known or 
the writing life we wish we had known. Our idealized model might come from 
whatever school curriculum we were familiar with or might reflect individualis-
tic rebellion against school values and practices. Wherever our ideas about devel-
opment came from, they likely would be allied with our beliefs about knowing 
what writing is and what counts as skilled writers.

Even though I had spent many years researching the variety of writing, the 
history and distinctiveness of genres within evolving social conditions, the con-
tingences and situatedness of writing choices, and the creative ingenuity of writ-
ers forging new paths, I was still tempted to think we could draw something 
of a coherent picture of development. Somehow I had projected the fortunate 
writing experiences I had as a middle-class, suburban child passing through elite 
universities into a normalized picture—as though my complex development 
would somehow define endpoints of writing development, if not the exact way 
stations. How egocentric! How arrogant! How persistently naive!

But we all tend to be egocentric in our understanding of writing because we 
know largely what we have learned, or the imagined trajectories and idealized 
accounts of icons we cannot measure up to. There is no large, realistic picture 
available to us at this time, only the neighborhoods we have passed through. 
From that journey into a world that has become normal to us we make gen-
eralizations and idealizations about writing and writing development. Even if 
curiosity or scholarship or happenstance have introduced us to different writing 
worlds, we still carry with us our deeply naturalized understandings of writing. 
These understandings become reinforced every time we sit down to write be-
cause we activate the resources and visions we know as we strive to follow our 
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best lights in creating our best next text. This creative and determined growth in 
successive problem-solving increases the intensity and scope of our best lights, as 
we incorporate new tricks, strategies, and deeper understandings. Yet our vision 
remains limited to the space illuminated by those best lights.

Under such illusions I initially brought together a panel of wonderful schol-
ars that engaged in four years of illuminating discussion—Arthur N. Applebee, 
Virginia W. Berninger, Deborah Brandt, Steve Graham, Paul Kei Matsuda, San-
dra Murphy, Deborah Wells Rowe, and Mary Schleppegrell. The group, in their 
collective wisdom, moved the discussion to a broader and more comprehensive 
vision of principles of investigation that would make visible the great diversity of 
writing development trajectories (see Bazerman et al., 2017, 2018). We got far, 
but it remained only the invitation to a beginning.

The Writing Through the Lifespan Collaboration and this, their first vol-
ume, take up that invitation, cutting us loose from our moorings of normaliza-
tion into the great varieties of experience, the great varieties of trajectories that 
look so different. Even more challenging, writing itself is constantly evolving, 
growing through the creative inventions of writers who constantly remake writ-
ing and themselves in addressing the challenges in front of them. The Writing 
Through the Lifespan Collaboration also started from hopes of coherence of 
a great study that would contain multitudes, yet could be comprehended in a 
single large frame, like a Breughel painting. But bringing the inquiries togeth-
er rather than adding up pulls us in many directions. We have yet to find the 
practices, themes, processes, principles that can draw it all together with some 
clarifying structure. Some methods proposed here try to aggregate quantitatively 
or at least follow similar paths by proposing repeated methods for following the 
writers, but they are only bets to lead us into the obscure. If we are now finding 
uncontainable multitudes, we must first get lost within the multitudes to know 
its vastness and variety. At some point exploratory knowledge may, we trust, 
emerge in orders—not predetermined orders or orders forced by our lassoing 
various wild pieces and trying to tie them down. We trust that order will reveal 
itself within the material we find.

The leaders of the collaboration and editors of this volume, Ryan Dippre 
and Talinn Phillips, draw on the metaphor of bird murmurations to express a 
trust in emergent order. The order that emerges and coordinates motion in a 
flock forms not because any of the birds have a spatial sense of the whole or a 
plan for coordinated movement. The order emerges because each is attuned to 
the movement of a few of its close neighbors. To take this metaphor seriously is 
to hope that somehow the inquiry will be self-organizing as studies will position 
themselves in relation to neighboring studies and soon observable patterns will 
emerge. This is a plausible hope, a plausible strategy, rather than imposing a 
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dominant theory or frame to organize a normal science, or an incremental add-
ing of facts that will somehow add up to a great structure. In this particular case 
it is a strategy befitting the complex variety of writing development—responsive 
to so many variables and constantly inspired by human invention and creativity 
in protean and evolving situations. But as of the moment we are still seeing the 
birds flying in different directions, not sure whether self-organization will occur 
or whether some groups will start to identify some pattern at some level that 
will attract them to align with each other and form coherent clusters moving in 
coordinated harmony.

The metaphor of murmurations has a further implication that defines our 
current naiveté. The patterned fluid beauty of the murmurations of birds is per-
ceivable only by those that stand apart and view it from a distance. The ones that 
participate in the flock sense only what is immediately around them. Now we 
do not yet have that distance to see even if any patterns are emerging. We can 
see only those studies around us that attract us to align ourselves with. So now 
the first task is to watch in wonder at the rich variety they display, to see what 
we can point out to each other, to appreciate the vastness of how people find 
their separate paths to grow into writing creatures. In so doing we can expand 
our sights and see more that we can align ourselves with and move in response 
to each other.

While it is uncomfortable to venture forth on journeys where we don’t know 
where we are headed, yet it is a journey filled with inspirations. Writing evolves, 
textual worlds evolve, the social worlds that writing is part of evolve, people 
evolve as writers, and our research to understand this emergent world itself 
evolves perhaps in turn to change practice. What a broad and deep sky to explore 
together! How many best lights to follow and enjoy! What unknown orders for 
us to bring into awareness!

REFERENCES

Bazerman, C., Applebee, A. N., Berninger, V. W., Brandt, D., Graham, S., Jeffrey, J. 
V., Matsuda, P. K., Murphy, S., Rowe, D. W., Schleppegrell, M., & Wilcox, K. C. 
(2017). Taking the long view on writing development. Research in the Teaching of 
English, 51(3), 351-360.

Bazerman, C., Applebee, A. N., Berninger, V. W., Brandt, D., Graham, S., Jeffery, J. 
V., Matsuda, P. K., Murphy, S., Rowe, D. W., Schleppegrell, M., & Wilcox, K. C. 
(Eds.). (2018). The lifespan development of writing. National Council of Teachers of 
English.
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INTRODUCTION.  
GENERATING MURMURATIONS 
FOR AN ACTIONABLE 
COHERENCE

Ryan J. Dippre
University of Maine

Talinn Phillips
Ohio University

Increasing numbers of researchers in writing studies, literacy, and education are 
recognizing that studying literacy development over wider segments of time 
yields new and exciting insights that we cannot achieve through more traditional 
methods. Recent special issues (e.g., Writing and Pedagogy, 2018 and Literacy and 
Composition Studies, 2018) and edited collections (Bazerman et al., 2018; Fish-
man & Kimme-Hea, in press) that draw on longitudinal approaches are coincid-
ing with the production of impressive longitudinal work (e.g., Compton-Lilly, 
2014). Combined, this recent research suggests a growing interest in longitudinal 
and lifespan writing research. This volume calls for more lifespan writing research 
while also working to operationalize that research agenda. We examine method-
ological challenges and opportunities in lifespan research and suggest that a range 
of new insights and understandings about writing and literacy await us when 
we shift our perspective to how writing changes throughout the entire lifespan.

When Bazerman (2018) subtitled his recent chapter “A Heuristic for an Im-
possible Dream,” he did not exaggerate the difficulties of developing radically lon-
gitudinal studies of writing development—studies that might even follow writers 
throughout the course of their lives. Building the kind of multi-site, multi-gen-
erational study Bazerman proposes is indeed a daunting task. He asks, “how can 
we understand people’s varied pathways into writing and their varied pathways 
to achievement” (2018, p. 327)? He suggests that in order to trace these widely 
varying pathways of writing development—what Dippre (2019) has referred to 
as “rambling pathways” of development (p. 14)—that writing studies researchers 
could build “a rich body of longitudinal studies of writing development across 
the entire span of many people of many backgrounds and experiences” (p. 327). 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2020.1053.1.3
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Bazerman notes that a project such as this “may seem quixotic and perhaps impos-
sible in its magnitude, expense, and logistical complexity” (2018, p. 327), but he 
works through this complexity to trace the broad outlines of such a project.

Approaches to Lifespan Writing Research works to flesh out that outline as a 
next step toward aligned, integrated, multi-site longitudinal studies of writing. 
In each of these chapters our authors attempt to explicate their epistemologi-
cal stances, methodological choices, and theoretical reasoning so that resonance 
across research sites, methods, and findings can begin to be articulated, followed 
up, and built upon. If Bazerman’s initial challenge to the field requires a disre-
gard for what is easy—even, perhaps, for what is possible—the very complexity 
embraced by the project has also generated an embrace of collaboration and of 
joint attention to a difficult problem.

The complexity of researching writing through the lifespan emerges, in large 
part, from the fact that writing is itself complex (Bazerman et al., 2017, 2018). 
Writing is caught up in all facets of our lives, whether explicitly attended to or 
not. Whether we are writing to our senators or our child’s school, making a list 
of groceries, completing taxes, or writing a report for our employers, we are 
engaged in various spheres of social and material engagement, working with 
various audiences, and attending to various demands on our own and others’ 
time. But through it all, we are writing. Attending to writing through the life-
span needs to attend to all of this complexity somehow. The task of this volume 
is to present potential “hows” and begin to render the impossible slightly more 
possible for future research on writing through the lifespan.

Yet our aims for this volume are not just that it coheres in these ways, but 
that it actively generates murmurations, or a path forward for those engaged in 
lifespan writing research. Murmurations describes the coordinated movements 
of flocks of birds (especially starlings—footage is readily available online) and 
may involve up to thousands of birds moving together while also easily able 
to change directions and goals. Murmurations are simultaneously chaotic and 
deeply ordered—chaotic in that a murmuration changes continuously in shape 
and direction through time, yet deeply ordered in that the movement is seamless 
and unified and displays a common goal. Fluidity and unified purpose through 
chaos seem to us a plausible strategy for tackling such a complex research prob-
lem, a claim we unpack more fully in our conclusion.

WRITING THROUGH THE LIFESPAN COLLABORATION: 
A BRIEF AND PARTIAL HISTORY

The Writing through the Lifespan Collaboration had its start at the 2016 Dart-
mouth Summer Seminar for Composition Research and Conference. Charles 
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Bazerman, a Summer Seminar leader and a plenary speaker at the accompany-
ing conference, gave both a workshop and a closing address in which he shared 
about the lifespan work he’d initiated among senior writing studies scholars from 
multiple disciplines—the Lifespan Writing Development Group. Bazerman’s 
Dartmouth presentations encouraged researchers to turn their attention to the 
lifespan by “think[ing] longitudinally” about the work of studying writing. In 
response to Bazerman’s call, we, as participants in the Seminar and Conference, 
wrote a call for interested researchers to take up this challenge of longitudinal 
writing research that would truly capture lifespans. Our call yielded over forty 
researchers in over half a dozen different countries.

These initial participants met online in early 2017, followed by a face-to-face 
meeting at the Conference on College Composition and Communication in 
Portland, Oregon. In these meetings, the Collaboration decided to focus our 
attention on shared language and understandings that we might bring to bear on 
research across a range of theoretical and empirical approaches, as well as partic-
ipant age groups. The group turned to the earlier work of Bazerman’s Lifespan 
Writing Development Group and their principles for lifespan writing develop-
ment, as articulated in abbreviated form in Research in the Teaching of English 
and in greater detail in The Lifespan Development of Writing edited collection 
(Bazerman et al., 2017, 2018). Participants explored their understandings of 
these principles in blog posts at www.lifespanwriting.org. These online discus-
sions triggered further waves of online meetings about the themes emerging 
across the blog posts.

Through these online discussions, the Collaboration identified three themes 
to shape our inaugural conference on lifespan writing research in May 2018: 
theory, identity, and society. These themes led to over two dozen presentations 
and plenary talks during the conference from May 31–June 2, 2018, which in 
turn have led to this book.

In this volume, we build upon that conference, drawing in other voices from 
the diverse fields that research writing, to chart a course for future lifespan writ-
ing research. Part of this work involves developing a sense of what it means to 
take a lifespan perspective on writing research. Is there a meaningful distinction 
between lifespan writing research and longitudinal research? Is lifespan writing 
research a method? A methodology? A theoretical framework? A philosophical 
orientation?

Drawing on the work and insight of the Collaboration as a whole over sever-
al months, we arrived at a working definition of lifespan writing research, begin-
ning with an independent definition of each term:

Lifespan: Refers to the entirety of a lifetime—both chronolog-
ically (i.e., cradle to grave) and across the many social spheres 

http://www.lifespanwriting.org/
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that writers participate in (the term “life-wide” has also been 
used to reference this). To orient something to the lifespan is 
to locate change within a life-long and life-wide perspective, 
up to and including multiple lifespans (i.e., across genera-
tions).
Writing: Refers to acts of inscribed meaning-making. Any act 
of this sort necessarily involves multiple modes of semiotic en-
gagement and multiple dimensions of human activity.
Research: Refers to the accountable collection and study of 
records, or evidence of writing broadly construed (i.e., ret-
rospective examination of lived experience, textual artifacts, 
video capture of inscription, and so on). Different research 
traditions determine what counts as “accountable,” and differ-
ent research questions will direct what records to collect and 
analyze.

From these individual definitions, we developed this working definition of 
the lifespan writing research concept:

Lifespan Writing Research examines acts of inscribed mean-
ing-making, the products of it, and the multiple dimensions 
of human activity that relate to it in order to build accounts 
of whether and how writers and writing change throughout 
the duration and breadth of the lifespan. (Writing through 
the Lifespan Collaboration, 2019)

This definition, as we will see in this collection, allows for studies with a wide 
range of methodological approaches, theoretical orientations, and sub-popula-
tions to inform our study of writing through the lifespan, while also orienting 
all research toward a common goal (that is, a holistic understanding of writing 
from cradle to grave).

Thus, while lifespan writing research is often longitudinal and qualitative, it 
is not exclusively so. We will likely also find that focused studies on particular 
age groups and populations that are under-studied in writing research generally 
(e.g., Lee; Rosenberg; Bowen; Arya et al., this volume) may offer useful insights 
for a lifespan perspective on writing, as will some quantitative methods (e.g., 
Zajic & Poch or Costa et al., this volume). As the chapters in this collection 
show, our approach to lifespan writing research is methodologically expansive, 
embracing any method that promises to contribute to our understanding of 
writing development. We also suggest that when lifespan research is longitudinal 
and qualitative, it is still distinct in that it recursively, intentionally, and me-
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thodically looks forward, backward, and across in time as it works to understand 
the causes, triggers, and impacts on writing development in an individual’s life. 
Thus, the work of the Collaboration, from its inception to the chapters in this 
volume, suggest that the term lifespan refers to research oriented to both a life-
long and life-wide understanding of how writers write and of how they change 
as writers in their lifeworlds. Lifespan writing research as an area of inquiry must 
then endeavor to run across lifeworlds, across ages, across technologies, across 
social strata, and across populations, but always with the intention of attending 
to writing in all of its complexity from cradle to grave. 

Readers may have also noticed the conspicuous absence of the term “devel-
opment” from the definition above. This was a deliberate choice on the part of 
the Collaboration to further our broader aims of disrupting the writing norma-
tivities that proliferate, especially during formal schooling. And while, by defini-
tion, members of the Collaboration are highly invested in the value of writing, 
we don’t wish to suggest that a life without writing is somehow a failure. Thus, it 
is not that we are uninterested in development but that we are equally interested 
in change, in stasis, even in decline in one’s abilities. In short, we want to under-
stand what happens in people’s writing lives and why, regardless of whether what 
happens could be understood as “development” or not. Moreover, we argue that 
investigating writing lives—period—can enable those of us in writing studies to 
support more people becoming more versatile and capable writers.

GENERATING MURMURATIONS FOR 
AN ACTIONABLE COHERENCE

Since the beginning of the Collaboration, and perhaps because of the complexity 
that the Collaboration has tried to embrace, there has been a keenly felt need for 
a unified path forward in lifespan writing research. That is, the members of the 
Collaboration were not interested in merely developing studies that looked across 
wide swaths of time at different sites. These swaths of time, these sites, had to 
speak to one another in some way. It quickly became clear that we were unlikely 
to get these sites to synergize through a shared methodology, though methodology 
was certainly one avenue through which coherence could be built. Instead, we’ve 
focused on aligning sets of methods so that epistemological foundations, method-
ological choices, and the conceptualizing of results could resonate across studies.

Within this volume, our approach to coherence can be explained by a family 
of terms. First, the following chapters cohere through a shared phenomenon of 
interest. Each chapter draws on a range of methods, populations, and theoretical 
orientations to understand, in some way, lifespan writing in all of its complexity. 
But a phenomenon of interest, even one as capacious as lifespan writing, still has 
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limits since, at this point, lifespan writing is still largely an unknown. As Bazerman 
et al. (2018) note, many questions remain about the ways in which writers (and 
their writing) change throughout the course of a lifetime. The uncertainties of our 
phenomenon of interest call for openness in our embrace of theories and methods. 
Will phenomenological hermeneutics provide insight to lifespan writing? Will 
structural equation modeling? Would it be productive to align sociohistoric theory 
with large-scale data collection? These questions, and many others, are worth con-
sidering as the field’s understanding of what it means to write through the lifespan 
continues to grow. Even while we attend to a phenomenon of interest, then, we 
are careful to remain open to new approaches for examining that phenomenon.

Openness, as a concept, keeps lifespan writing a “big tent” research activity—
it encourages new approaches and new understandings that can contribute to a 
growing understanding of this phenomenon of interest. But openness alone does 
not wholly capture the inherent interdisciplinarity of lifespan writing research 
or the value of a big tent. The pursuit of coherence not only embraces openness 
but also actively resists regimentation. If, as Haswell (2012) suggests, “the true 
enemy is people’s love of regimentation,” then the nebulous nature of lifespan 
writing will regularly run the risk of being simplified, flattened, and rendered 
easy to measure via regimentation. Any attempt at coherence across methods, 
methodologies, theories, and orientations needs to actively deny regimentation 
in order to ensure that we’re researching the whole massive research object—the 
entire elephant, not just its parts. By attending to the phenomenon of interest of 
lifespan writing with openness while actively resisting regimentation, the Col-
laboration—and, by extension, this collection—seeks to develop a coherence 
across theoretical frameworks, methods, and findings.

The chapters in this collection explore new framings, methods, and approach-
es for lifespan writing research, propose new sites of study, identify provocative 
findings, and do so while both looking inward, toward a coherent series of con-
nections across studies, and looking outward, toward future research questions, 
sites, and methods. Like all effective research, the work of the next fourteen 
chapters both presents answers to pressing questions and uses those answers to 
develop new questions that future research —more informed, more responsive 
to other methods, more tied into a growing and coherent understanding of life-
span writing—can follow.

OVERVIEW OF APPROACHES TO 
LIFESPAN WRITING RESEARCH

This volume is organized into two parts that provide a detailed but coherent 
vision of the ongoing development of lifespan writing research, its limits, and 
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its possibilities. It is our hope that subsequent lifespan writing researchers will 
keep this robust multidimensionality in mind as they continue to expand our 
knowledge of what it looks like to write through the lifespan. One of the on-
going risks of working with such a massive research object is the too-human 
tendency for simplicity. While simplicity certainly has its value, we argue that 
the multidimensionality of lifespan writing needs to be valued and carefully at-
tended to so that our understandings of it do not flatten over time. To that end, 
we’ve drawn together authors from diverse fields invested in writing research 
and asked those authors to give special attention to methodology throughout 
so that we can both learn from each other and develop a deeper appreciation 
for bringing diverse methods to bear on lifespan writing. Our authors employ 
the diverse disciplinary discourses of fields including rhetoric & composition, 
education, sociology, psychology, medicine, and more. Their diversity begins to 
uncover the range of expertise needed for lifespan writing research and it is our 
sincere hope that the interconnected work of this volume encourages similar 
tendencies in future work.

We begin as we mean to go on: boldly. “Part 1: Embracing the Radical” col-
lects innovative and even radical frameworks and methodologies from different 
disciplines that have been developed in order to give writing studies the tools 
to tackle lifespan writing. With this section we demonstrate that, to capture the 
complexity of the lifespan, we must engage in ongoing methodological reflection 
and, in many cases, substantial innovation. In Chapter 1, Anna Smith proposes 
three orientations to lifespan writing research that would enable researchers to 
reflexively engage with their selection of methods and theory in conducting this 
kind of radical longitudinal research. Next, Ryan J. Dippre and Anna Smith 
(Chapter 2) suggest that treating context as protean and responsive to the ongo-
ing use of practices in context is a vital consideration for future lifespan writing 
research. Then Matthew C. Zajic and Apryl L. Poch (Chapter 3) draw our atten-
tion to the importance of quantitative research for lifespan research, introducing 
us to the possibilities that structural equation modeling offers lifespan writing 
researchers when set along a broad enough time frame. In Chapter 4, Magdalena 
Knappik provides a rigorous assessment of the affordances of the literacy autobi-
ography as lifespan research data while Jeff Naftzinger (Chapter 5) urges lifespan 
writing researchers to include everyday writing in their work. Drawing on time-
use diaries and interviews, Naftzinger uncovers the power of everyday writing 
as a concept for both researchers and participants at all stages of the lifespan. 
Lauren Rosenberg (Chapter 6) concludes “Embracing the Radical” by diving 
more deeply into the realities of interacting with qualitative research participants 
longitudinally. She also considers the ways in which revisiting participants might 
provide new insights for researcher and participant alike.
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But just as lifespan writing research needs radical departures from disci-
plinary confines (as exemplified in Part 1), “Part 2: Leveraging Our Traditions” 
capitalizes on what writing studies already offers by exemplifying targeted in-
novations to well established theories, methods, and frameworks. In Chapter 7, 
Lauren Bowen adapts sociohistoric methods to study the literate action of one 
older writer but does so with an innovative literacy tour approach. Yvonne Lee’s 
(Chapter 8) qualitative project suggests the possibilities of radically longitudinal 
work by attending to intergenerational connections in one family and James T. 
Zebroski (Chapter 9) offers autoethnographic examinations of the intersecting 
spaces of the social and the personal. In Chapter 10, Lara-Jeane C. Costa, Jef-
frey A. Greene, and Stephen R. Hooper draw on structural equation modeling 
to trace the relationship of executive function and written language from first 
through fourth grade.

The remaining chapters give particular attention to semiosis. Diana Arya, 
Anthony Clairmont, and Sarah Hirsch (Chapter 11) draw on students of vary-
ing ages, backgrounds, and socioeconomic statuses to examine critical mean-
ing-making and data representation, thereby bringing new modalities to our 
attention as we think about how writers grow and change over time.

Apryl L. Poch, Matthew C. Zajic, and Steve Graham (Chapter 12) take 
a lifespan perspective on understanding the writing skills of individuals with 
learning disabilities or with autism spectrum disorder, highlighting what is cur-
rently known about these two groups of writers and where research needs to go. 
Erin Workman (Chapter 13) then transforms the research tradition of concept 
maps for unpacking the psychological complexity of the literate lives that our 
research participants engage in. Finally, Kevin Roozen (Chapter 14) explores the 
continual becoming of people, practices, and social worlds through a longitu-
dinal case study of one undergraduate throughout his college experience. By at-
tending to the range of everyday inscription that his subject engages in, Roozen 
identifies the ways in which lifeworlds are integrated, laminated, and developed 
throughout the lifespan.

We conclude by demonstrating how these seemingly disconnected individ-
ual studies together suggest patterns of inquiry. We outline how the points of 
convergence in some of these chapters can be developed into lines of inquiry—a 
rigorous investigation of a concept or set of concepts that can be traced through 
the lifespan and scaled from a case study to a large data set—and posit that those 
lines of inquiry can generate the kinds of murmurations needed to keep such a 
diverse set of researchers, projects, and sites moving forward, together.

With these chapters we argue for the richness and diversity inherent to 
lifespan writing research and for the serendipities it creates. We hope that this 
wide-ranging volume encourages lifespan writing researchers to maintain an 
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openness and generosity to the unique contributions that diverse methods, 
research traditions, and disciplinary perspectives offer up as we jointly pursue 
lifespan writing.
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PART 1.  
EMBRACING THE RADICAL

Deepening our understanding of how writing changes across the lifespan is, 
on its face, a herculean task. Having named our massive research object, what 
now? The work of the Lifespan Writing Development Group (Bazerman et al., 
2018) made clear that a diverse array of expertise is needed in order to ful-
ly grasp the complexity of writing across the lifespan. The authors in Part 1 
take up that torch, articulating some radical new ways that diverse and evolving 
research traditions can provide important understandings and methodological 
approaches for lifespan writing researchers. These six chapters call on us to build 
exciting new frames for our work and to rethink research commonplaces such 
as “context” and “informing participants” so that our methods might more fully 
capture lifespan writing.

Anna Smith opens the collection by asking researchers how we orient our-
selves ontologically to our work. She asks us to avoid traditional comparative 
frameworks and instead to consider orientations through which writing develop-
ment is realized instead of just how, across times, spaces, and materials instead of 
in them, and with developing writers instead of simply about them. The second 
chapter, co-authored by Anna Smith and Ryan Dippre, argues for a much more 
complicated understanding of context as protean and always being construct-
ed by writers and their communities. They suggest that when researchers treat 
context as protean instead of static, we are encouraged to focus on the “mo-
ment-to-moment work of literate action” and to approach that work from an 
actor-oriented perspective. Apryl L. Poch and Matthew C. Zajic then provide an 
overview of what quantitative approaches can contribute to the study of writing 
development, focusing in particular on the uses of Structural Equation Mod-
eling and its uses for lifespan writing research. In the next chapter, Magdalena 
Knappik takes us on a deep dive into the “literacy autobiography,” arguing for 
its unique value for lifespan writing research. Drawing on sociological research, 
including German-language research that monolingual English readers wouldn’t 
otherwise be able to access, Knappik shows us how a richer understanding of 
the literacy autobiography as a constructed artifact reveals how writers are mak-
ing sense of their own literacy development. Jeff Naftzinger’s chapter explores 
the work of “everyday writers,” or writers who don’t really consider themselves 
writers but, like most of us, engage in various quotidian writing tasks. Naftzing-
er argues that by asking everyday writers to define the tasks of writing in their 
lives, that researchers can gain a richer understanding of writing throughout the 
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lifespan. Finally, Lauren Rosenberg explores the powerful, generative capacity 
of revisiting research participants. Expanding upon feminist research traditions, 
Rosenberg argues that by revisiting our participants, researchers can foster par-
ticipants’ agency, even leading to new and more deeply collaborative research 
projects.

The underlying premise of this section (and this book) is that we can’t bring 
something as large, diverse, and complicated as lifespan writing research to heel 
by simply doing the same old things. Taken together, these chapters nudge us 
out of our comfort zones methodologically and disciplinarily, asking us to reas-
sess our work and retool it to capture more. While other chapters in the book, 
at least in part, report findings from studies that are currently under way or that 
have already concluded, these first chapters especially aim to help those who are 
just undertaking lifespan writing research or who are beginning new projects by 
urging us towards richer, more multi-faceted work.
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CHAPTER 1.  
ACROSS, THROUGH, AND 
WITH: ONTOLOGICAL 
ORIENTATIONS FOR LIFESPAN 
WRITING RESEARCH

Anna Smith
Illinois State University

ORIENTING OURSELVES TO WRITING DEVELOPMENT

An orientation is consequential. The angle from which we witness an encounter 
like a car crash heavily influences our perception of what occurred. Did the 
blue car pull out first? Did the red one slow down? The answers to these ques-
tions are not just dependent on empirical evidence, but are also based on the 
relative perspective from which the accident was experienced. Conceptual and 
ideological orientations operate similarly. When reading the methodologies of a 
research report, for instance, the findings can often be anticipated. As part of the 
inherent bias in any research study, the perspective from which the researcher 
took on the project focused and constrained her field of vision theoretically and 
methodologically. For these reasons, when it comes to understanding a person’s 
writing over the lifespan, it matters—or rather, it’s consequential—what onto-
logical orientations the researcher brings.

Orientation often refers to a person’s attitude, beliefs, or feelings in rela-
tion to a particular subject or issue—in the case of lifespan writing, their per-
spectives on aspects of writing development. Do they emphasize product over 
process? Where do they look for signs of development? How do they feel about 
composing themselves, and how does that influence what they anticipate seeing 
and hearing from others? In this chapter, I also want to invoke a second mean-
ing: orientation as the relative position of an entity in reference to another. An 
orientation is a positional and relational construct. Orientation’s synonyms—
location, position, and situation—are similarly theoretically consequential for 
understanding literacies activity (cf. Vandenberg et al., 2006). It’s consequential, 
then, how writing researchers are angled ontologically toward lifespan writing 
and development in research approaches: What is assumed about writing and 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2020.1053.2.01
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its development and how does that play into how we position ourselves relative 
to the activity in lifespan research? What do these ontological orientations allow 
writing researchers to see, support, and sustain, and what is obstructed by these 
perspectives?

In this chapter, I suggest three ontological orientations for lifespan writing re-
search. As a positional question, these orientations are named with prepositions: 
across, through, and with. For each preposition, I provide theoretical groundings 
for the orientation and illustrate possible methodological ways forward with ex-
amples from long-term, longitudinal, and lifewide writing research to illuminate 
what comes into the frame with these perspectival orientations. These theoreti-
cal and methodological moves, I suggest, assist in embracing the complexity of 
writing (see Smith, 2018) in lifespan research approaches as they attune writing 
researchers to mobilities, scaling, and answerability across the lifespan.

Across, through, and with, as ontological orientations, are presented with the 
provocation that comparative frameworks have historically dominated method-
ological approaches in large-scale studies of writing development. Commonly 
used comparative research designs include setting the work of a cohort of young-
er writers, say 8-year-olds, alongside that of an older cohort of 12-year-olds, or 
looking across individuals’ development before and after an instructional in-
tervention or school grade promotion. When oriented to the comparative only 
within these designs, however, chronological time, age, or curricular sequence 
can play an a priori determining role in findings (see Smith, Hall et al., 2011); 
meaning, the later writing or older or more experienced writer is predetermined 
to be the more developed subject. The earlier writing or younger or less ex-
perienced writer is then compared against the other, positioning the younger 
writer and earlier writing in perpetual deficit in relation to the other regardless 
of the writing practices at play or features of the writing. Across methodological 
approaches in large-scale writing development studies, from the experiments of 
Flower and Hayes (1981), to the taxonomy of audiences and functions written 
by students in high school by the Britton et al. (1975) team, to process studies in 
writing workshop interventions (e.g., Calkins, 1983), writers’ development has 
been predetermined by being associated with the older student or later writing 
(see Andrews & Smith, 2011).

Comparative frameworks work well to answer questions regarding what is 
developing—such as differences in the degree of sentence complexity, the num-
ber of genres written, or the types of rhetorical approaches tried. If the later, 
older, and more experienced are assumed to be further developed, however, and 
analytic attention is focused solely on the comparative points in the design of 
research, the contours of change in the writing and writer’s activity between the 
two comparative points can become occluded. The complex relations of inter-



17

Across, Through, and With

vening variables, indirect influences, co-emerging life stories, and individuated 
pathways of development (Bazerman et al., 2017) can be left unexamined. If we 
merely compare point A to point B on a writer’s timeline, we miss the middle. 
I might go so far as to say we miss the developing writing altogether. A power 
of lifespan studies is that not only are time and space points A and B within the 
scope of the research, but so too are points C, D, E, F, G, etc. The lifespan—
both radically longitudinal and radically contextual (Dippre & Phillips, this 
volume)—is a much needed focus in writing studies, because, as argued by Ba-
zerman et al. (2017), research centering writing development that crosses times 
and spaces are rare and often occur across sub-disciplines, making them difficult 
to connect with each other. However, a lifespan writing study could still miss 
the in-betweens and the means or mechanisms of change and stasis in a writer’s 
development, if only oriented to compare points in time and space.

I suggest that one way to work both with and beyond comparison is to re-
flexively consider how writing researchers are oriented ontologically toward the 
methods and theories taken up in lifespan writing research even, or perhaps 
especially, when those are comparative. Writing researchers who have been en-
gaged in longitudinal and lifewide studies of writing have most likely grappled 
with many of the concepts discussed in this chapter. Rather than presenting 
these orientations as new ways of ontologically positioning ourselves, my in-
tention for this chapter is to present these prepositions as language that can be 
used to articulate ontological orientations to each other in ways that help us as 
writing researchers articulate the, at times, unstated assumptions of our research 
interests. It is a hope of mine that across disciplinary and methodological differ-
ence, as orientations are articulated, we may find common ground from which 
to build collective understandings of writing across the lifespan.

THREE ONTOLOGICAL ORIENTATIONS

How do writing researchers ensure “development” is not predetermined by 
chronological time or an existing curricular sequence? How do writing research-
ers study the dynamic in-betweens and embrace the complexity of writing across 
the lifespan? How do we as writing researchers account for and attune our-
selves to the emergent, multidimensional, and dynamic speeds and rhythms of 
change and stasis? One way to orient writing research to the in-betweens is to 
draw focus to the means and mechanisms through which writing development 
is realized. This is not just a question of research methods, however. Rather, it is 
one regarding what writing development is considered to be, or in other words, 
our ontologies of writing. Seeing writing development as a continual, dynamic, 
lifewide becoming (Prior & Smith, 2020), for instance, is an ontological per-
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spective that orients the researcher to consider not just what is developing in a 
locale, piece of writing, or time, but across times, spaces, and materials. Finally, 
I suggest we consider lifespan writing research as an activity not just about a 
developing writer, but research conducted with developing writers that can draw 
the writing researcher nearer to the contours of writing development by enabling 
intimate perspectives on writers’ lifespans. Each of these ontological orientations 
can position researchers toward the in-betweens of development across a life-
span, helping us to embrace the complexity of writing development.

Mobilizing ReseaRch Across the spans of life

When ontologically oriented to the social and situated nature of literacy practice, 
writing studies is very good at characterizing writing in—in a site, community, 
workplace, home, etc. In addition to an in orientation, I suggest writing research-
ers purposefully orient their work to studying across. An across orientation as-
sumes writing—its writers, artifacts, practices, etc.—are in constant motion (Kell, 
2009), and that writing in one location and time is not tethered or isolated to 
that context; rather, writing is a widely distributed, highly complex phenomenon 
(Prior, 1998; Shipka, 2011). The concept of across seems at the heart of lifespan 
writing research. Looking across the span of life—be it locations, genres, times, 
etc.—orients the researcher to how writers become across contexts, across practic-
es, across identities, across modalities, etc. (Prior & Smith, 2020), as well as how 
those becomings are enabled and constrained as writers move across life. Orienting 
ontologically to writing’s crossings mobilizes the researcher’s gaze and methods. 
For instance, a mobilized gaze on writing is one that is always looking for writing’s 
next crossing, following its lead where it wends its way Nordquist, 2017. Such a 
gaze is inclusive of lifewide writing across the lifespan. Everyday writing across 
contexts—lists, text messages, social media posts—are brought into the frame of 
interest. Naftzinger (this volume) argues that taking this type of orientation with 
methods such as time-use diaries not only accounts for writing across the life, but 
also serves to broaden conceptions of writing and who is a writer.

One way to orient methods toward how writing is mobilized across is by 
taking up a transliteracies approach (Hawkins, 2018; Roozen, 2020). A trans-
literacies approach is a flexible heuristic focused on “tracing connections and 
boundaries . . . [in] the activity of creating, maintaining, and disassembling 
associations across space-times” (Stornaiuolo et al., 2017, p. 73). In my work 
with colleagues Amy Stornaiuolo and Nathan Phillips in developing a trans-
literacies framework, we highlight that the modifier trans- signals attention to 
mobilities or how things are enabled or acted on to move across, as well as the 
interrelationships of people, material, and power on the move through social, 
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political, and material networks built into everyday life. We offer four “think-
ing devices” (Gee, 2014) or moves researchers can make to attend to change 
and stasis across phenomena—emergence, uptake, scale, and resonance (or 
the nonlinear, non-causal, and indirect relationships across time-spaces). To 
think about the (im)mobilities of literacies (inclusive of writing) we suggest 
questions for each of these moves. Derived from these questions, I suggest that 
an ontological orientation to across leads to trans- oriented questions such as: 
How do the writing, writer, and writing practices shift and travel over time 
and spaces in relation to differently available resources? What are the devel-
opmental pathways that emerge as a writer interacts within and across spac-
es? What are the developmental trajectories made possible across institutions, 
situations, and the writer’s lifespan? How do writing practices become shared 
and circulate across spaces and times? Attending to how people make mean-
ing across sociomaterial interactions through such questions, we suggest, can 
“foreground how people and things are mobilized and paralyzed, facilitated 
and restricted, in different measure and in relation to institutions and systems 
with long histories” (Stornaiuolo, Smith & Phillips, 2017, p. 72).

These types of questions are oriented to following the lead of the writer as 
they make their many life crossings—as they move across grades in school, as 
their practices travel from home to work, as their writing circulates online, as 
they compose across modes, etc. This presents a clear challenge for the lifespan 
writing researcher who, for practical and logistical reasons, can’t follow every 
lead. This is, perhaps, why the emphasis in this chapter is on having an onto-
logical orientation rather than any one particular method or approach. If re-
searchers are anticipating ontologically that writing development is a mobilized 
phenomenon, then they’ll approach each method and study design with this 
in mind. Take, for instance, the research of Wynhoff Olsen and VanDerHeide 
(2020), who were studying the development of students’ argument writing es-
sentially within a single classroom and genre. Oriented to writing’s mobilities, 
however, they introduced an intertextual method of analysis that they used to 
trace students’ writing across curricular opportunities, classroom conversations 
and interactions, and students’ lived histories and potential futures as discussed 
in interviews. This method entailed a backward mapping from a final written 
artifact across not just drafts, but observation notes, transcribed interviews, and 
anecdotal details gathered over the study. By orienting to writing across, they 
were able to trace the ways a shared curriculum diverged in the uptake across 
four young people’s writing practices, calling into question the fallacy of the 
standardization of writing. Such analysis does not just paint a picture rich in 
detail of students’ writing, but draws lines of connection across moments, loca-
tions, practices, and artifacts that fill the lifespan.
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Through: getting at Means and MechanisMs

In discussing approaches in longitudinal studies Saldaña (2003) shares that he 
intentionally uses the terms of “through” or “across” time instead of “over time,” 
explaining that “over time . . . suggests a sweeping temporal leap, while ‘across 
or through’ suggests a more processual immersion throughout the course of lon-
gitudinal research” (p. 8). Saldaña is suggesting that orienting toward through 
and across are ways to attend to developmental processes or the hows of change 
and stasis in a phenomenon. Since the preposition “across” was used to mobilize 
a perspective on writing across the lifespan, here I will employ the preposition 
“through” to orient us to the “processual immersion throughout” or the means 
and mechanisms of development. As an incredibly complex activity, just tracing 
what is changing across time and contexts is daunting. Because of this, many 
methods have been developed to characterize the “whats” of writing—products, 
processes, practices, craft techniques, etc. This complexity is increased as atten-
tion is angled to how that change is accomplished through time and activity. 
This goes for stasis as well; writing researchers not only trace what stayed the 
same, but ask: How did intervening factors through time and spaces influence, 
support, and sustain particular writing processes or practices or craft techniques 
across time, genre, writing situation, etc.?

There are many ways to orient toward the throughs of writing development. 
One particular place to look that has proven to be generative in long-term and 
longitudinal literacy studies is to sociohistoric and sociogenetic scaling activity 
(see Compton-Lilly, 2017). Lemke’s (2000) notion of temporal or timescales, for 
instance, is one particularly helpful construct to orient the researcher to consider 
how one space-time is co-produced through another space-time (or Point A and 
Point B). Lemke argues that different scales of time—from a moment to a class 
hour to a lifespan—make up and are made of each other. For example, an elderly 
woman attends a writing group at a café and brings a poem she wrote as a hymn 
for church for feedback. This activity is just a moment in time, but the activity 
is drawn from several histories of practice on longer timescales: writing groups, 
hymnal writing, schooling feedback practices, and the accumulation of her own 
writing experiences. Her activity is, at the same time, contributing to what writing 
means for each of those histories. Thus, paying attention to how writing activity 
scales through moments to longer timescales can help reveal how a writing prac-
tice, process, or pathway takes hold or is sustained or changes across the lifespan.

Long-term and longitudinal studies provide a special perspective as a form of 
lifespan research. In such studies there are either and/or both sustained embedded 
study alongside participants, and/or long expanses of time between data gathering. 
This “long view,” to borrow the term from Bazerman et al. (2017), provides an 
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opportunity for researchers to draw connections between events, practices, and 
artifacts through time to identify mechanisms of change that can be less directly 
observed at a shorter timescale. Researchers are also positioned to trace scaling 
activity, change, and stasis through timescales that are typically out of reach. In 
my work with Paul Prior (Smith & Prior, 2020), for instance, we used the concept 
of the laminated assemblage as a sociogenetic scaling construct to analyze and 
articulate the development of writing at Urban Word NYC, a Spoken Word and 
writing-focused out-of-school organization I was privileged to work with across 
several years (see Dippre & Smith, this volume, for more on contexts as protean). 
Orienting to the means and mechanisms through which writing developed at the 
organization and for four focal young men who frequented the out-of-school orga-
nization, I traced through scales of activity—from particular events and moments 
for the young men (such as a poetry performance that occurred spontaneously 
inside a Burger King one night) to the practices and participation structures that 
had become typified chronotopically (like poetry slams and writing workshops)—
to reveal chains of writing activity through time resonant with activity that might 
seem distant in times, spaces, and even tenor.

For the young men with whom I worked over the years, they too engaged in 
temporal scaling practices to effect change in their writing development. David, an 
Afro-Latinx young man for example, engaged in recurring temporal practices of 
reminiscence and anticipation (Smith, 2015) around the idea of “the same” to pro-
pel his writing across spaces and time. At the beginning of the study David called his 
early writing “vague teenage banter,” which he described as nonspecific, conceptual 
messages about what was bothering him. He mimicked the writing as, “Teenagers 
should speak up and say something.” Laughing, he shared in a confessional tone 
that what teens should say or why they should speak up was not explored. To com-
pose these pieces, he had the practice of writing out loud and in his mind while on 
trains and at home. He wrote print text as a post-composition transcription practice 
to keep record of his compositions. David also had a visual aesthetic commitment 
to transcribing the text as closely to a square shape as possible.

One day he had a seemingly innocuous interaction with a friend in a cafeteria. 
She told him all his personal writing was “the same.” This memory crystallized in 
his mind, and he reminisced on it several times over the next couple of years in 
order to counter that depiction of his writing. Starting that very night he went 
home and composed on the page for one of the very first times. He used both 
Spanish and English in specific, descriptive language to describe a scene and varied 
the line lengths—breaking the mold of his previous square texts. Such a drastic 
change in his writing approach was simple to capture empirically as from one day 
to the next there was an observable status in writing practice to a triggering event 
to a different writing approach. However, through the temporal scaling practices 
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of reminiscing on this event and anticipating the characterization of his writing as 
“the same” in the future, he sustained—or scaled—the moment to having lasting 
effects years later. Now an award winning writer and teaching artist whose writing 
spans genres, platforms, and modalities, he still refers to this moment in media 
interviews and talks about the importance of always looking for the ways to think 
of writing and lives as hybrid, liminal, and divergent—i.e., not “the same.” Ori-
enting to the means through which his writing was developing as it scaled across 
time drew analytic attention to these temporal practices, just as orienting to the 
mechanisms through which change was occurring for Urban Word NYC provided 
access to seeing how the organization’s typified practices scaled to other disparate 
traditions such as both schooling and Hip Hop.

Scales and scaling activity (both timescales and sociolinguistic scaling)—and 
the converse, what does not scale or is left in ruin (Tsing, 2012)—are just one way 
that change and stasis can be traced through Point A to Point B and beyond, or 
in other words, how writing researchers could orient attention and approaches to 
how writing development occurs through time and spaces. The invitation here is 
to consider how approaches in lifespan writing research can be oriented to both 
what is changing across time, as well as how changes in practices, processes, partic-
ipant structures, etc. through long timespans and across spaces come to be.

a WiTh oRientation alongside a life

The final orientation to consider is how the research endeavor itself is conceived 
with this key question: Are writing researchers conducting research on, research 
about, or research with people? Beyond the critically important argument that 
researching with is potentially a more humanizing orientation than researching 
about (Paris & Winn, 2014), there are fundamental implications for the phenom-
enon of study. Researching with a developing writer and with their families and 
communities makes writing researchers privy to critical in vivo insights and pro-
vides proximity to practice that cannot be otherwise articulated. In recognizing 
participants’ impressions, intentions, and affect, writing researchers can better dis-
cern how understandings of experiences across contexts inform actions and impact 
developmental pathways (see also Knappik, this volume). As Wilkinson (1986, 
p. 67) quipped, “Development obviously takes place, but it does not take place 
obviously.” Indeed, engaging in a with orientation can facilitate the orientations of 
across and through.

A parallel question can be asked: When conducting lifespan writing research 
are we studying the written products, writing processes, writing practices, and/or 
the developing writer? As a question of lifespan, it might seem obvious that the 
focus is on a developing writer (Dippre, 2016), but this is not a given with some 
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methods or research designs. With a with orientation, however, we might imagine 
how to augment and pair methods, to be reflexive and engage in a responsive 
praxis to better trace the developing writer across and through comparative points.

One way to orient to researching with is to consider Patel’s (2016) call for 
answerability in decolonizing educational studies. Being answerable, she explains, 
“includes aspects of being responsible, accountable, and being part of an exchange” 
(Patel, 2016, p. 73). In this case, researchers see themselves and their research as 
part of an exchange wherein they are not just accounting for their influence in the 
study, but act accountable to participants. Orienting toward answerability with re-
search partners positions writing researchers to “maintain coming-into-being with, 
being in conversation with” (Patel, 2016, p. 73) relations that keep researchers 
answerable to the individual or individuals, and to learning as dynamic, respon-
sive, and constant across contexts. Rosenberg (this volume) suggests the method 
of revisiting as a way to not only account for participants’ perspectives across time, 
but to elicit the “interconnectedness (or lack thereof) between researcher and par-
ticipant networks of texts, tools, actors, and activity.” Methods of this type posi-
tion the researcher alongside writers as co-producers of the research by maintain-
ing exchange and continuing in conversation with participants. Likewise Knappik 
(this volume) argues for an embrace of retrospective interviewing, arguing that a 
writing life lived is informed by the writing life as told. In this method and others 
such as the time-use diaries employed by Naftzinger (this volume), writers are 
made central and partnered with researchers rather than positioned as subjects of 
the researcher who is, in turn, positioned to define development for the partner.

Patel (2016) suggests a few areas that need attentive care when working to be 
answerable in research. First, she suggests that writing researchers hold themselves 
answerable to learning, meaning embracing its complexity, inclusive of the aspects 
of writing beyond inscription. She quotes Ellsworth (2004) who argued:

Learning never takes place in the absence of bodies, emotions, 
place, time, sound, image, self-experience, history. It always 
detours through memory, forgetting, desire, fear, pleasure, 
surprise, rewriting. And because learning takes place in 
relation, its detours take us up to and sometimes across the 
boundaries of habit, recognition, and the socially constructed 
identities within our selves. (p. 55)

In a study of writing development, being answerable to learning insists on a flexi-
ble, inclusive, and widening lens. If the major thrust of a study focuses on a person’s 
written products across time, for instance, a researcher is want to trace the written 
product across time, space, and meaning for the writer. Patel (2016) also encour-
ages researchers to be answerable to the contexts within and across which learning 
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is studied. Compton-Lilly (2017), for instance, discusses the unique perspective 
on children’s writing development that she gained through negotiating such an-
swerability while researching with children and their families in her 10-year longi-
tudinal literacy development research. By maintaining relationships with children 
and their families for several years she could trace not just the children’s individu-
ated writing activities, but how parents’ experiences and expectations across longer 
timelines became indexed in their children’s writing and learning pathways.

This came with a particular intensity as Compton-Lilly worked to maintain 
“coming-into-being-with” (Patel, 2016, p. 73) relations with her participants. For 
one young child, for instance, she was privy to know the parents who, during the 
course of the study, passed away while the child was too young to recall details 
about the parent. Researching with and being answerable to that child and their 
family meant staying in relationship with the family and passing along impres-
sions, memories, and stories about the child’s parent. Instead of distancing from 
research participants, as is often advocated, orienting toward researching with in-
stead of about suggests maintaining proximity through responsive flexibility in the 
modes of research (Smith, West et al., 2019). Endeavoring to engage in lifespan 
work, writing researchers will be studying with individuals whose “bodies, emo-
tions, place, time, sound, image, self-experience, history . . . memory, forgetting, 
desire, fear, pleasure, surprise . . .” (Ellsworth, 2004, p. 55) through time and 
across contexts become laid bare—a perspective on their learning pathways that 
no other individual has. This positions lifespan writing researchers not only with 
special insights, but more so with special ethical responsibility to tend and care for 
the relationship with participants (see Adsanatham, 2019).

CONCLUSION

The complexities and mobilities of writing practices across time and spaces 
challenge writing researchers to consider how we are ontologically oriented in 
researching lifespan writing development. In this chapter, I have suggested the-
oretical and methodological orientations that could assist in considering how 
writing development occurs through and across space-times, modalities, genres, 
communities, generations, etc. as we research with writers. These orientations 
embrace the complexity of lifespan writing by attuning researchers to aspects 
such as scale, mobilities, and answerability as we work toward coherence across, 
through, and with writers and writing.

The examples in this chapter are predominantly from an ethnographic and inter-
pretive set of methodologies with research designs already focused on development 
across, through, and with but these orientations can be taken up with other methods 
and in methods combinations. Across this volume, the range of such approaches 
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can be seen. For instance, Bowen (this volume) suggests a mixed method approach 
to lifespan writing research that features an observational “literacy tour” which em-
phasizes the spaces and materials across which writers write. A challenge offered 
to lifespan writing studies scholars then is to consider and perhaps reconsider how 
these orientations are applicable and would influence chosen approaches. Take, for 
example, longitudinal statistical approaches: How might a through orientation—
that embraces the widely variable experiences of writers through time—inform the 
statistical modeling and interpretation of the inevitably uneven statistical distribu-
tion? Both Zajic & Poch (this volume) and Costa et al. (this volume) take up sta-
tistical modeling for writing research in ways that contribute to this conversation. 
Writing researchers might also consider how these orientations might change as 
we think across the various disciplines, methods, and participant ages, generations, 
and populations that can sometimes be overlooked (see Bowen, this volume; Poch 
et al., this volume; Lee, this volume) and which lifespan writing research represents.
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CHAPTER 2.  

ALWAYS ALREADY RELOCALIZED: 
THE PROTEAN NATURE 
OF CONTEXT IN LIFESPAN 
WRITING RESEARCH

Ryan J. Dippre
University of Maine

Anna Smith
Illinois State University

Writing is never without a context. Despite its prevalence, however, context is 
often backgrounded in the study of writing, rendered inert and uncomplicated 
by methodological choices. In this chapter, we wish to turn the spotlight on con-
text, consider its role in the production of writing, and writing’s reciprocal role in 
producing context. In our interests in writing across the lifespan, we argue, the 
relationship between context and writing becomes paramount: A defining feature 
of the “span” of life is the differing contexts across which and with which a writer 
moves. The Lifespan Writing Development Group (LWDG) center “context” in 
their attempt to “address the need for a vision of writing development that incor-
porates its complexities and many dimensions, and that accounts for the individ-
uality of trajectories that can lead to distinctive voices and expressions” (Bazerman 
et al., 2018, p. 21). As its first of eight principles to inform such a vision, they 
foreground: “Writing can develop across the lifespan as part of changing contexts” 
(2018, p. 22). The LWDG note that “the growing body of texts that becomes 
part of each social grouping’s resources and understandings forms the context of 
each new piece of writing, whether these are sacred texts and commentaries with-
in religious communities, the research literature in an academic discipline, the 
regulations of a government agency, or the records of a school (Bazerman, 1999; 
2013)” (2018, p. 24). In both the declaration of the principle and the elabora-
tion that follows, the LWDG frames context as a site of ongoing change as people 
move across their lives, and the role that writing plays in establishing and moving 
forward those contexts, even as those contexts establish and move forward writers 
along particular developmental trajectories.
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This framing of context by the LWDG resonates with many of its uses in stud-
ies of rhetoric (Bitzer, 1968; Burke, 1945), semiotics (Volosinov, 1978), material-
ity (Pigg, 2014; Prior & Shipka, 2003), and literacy (Dyson, 2008). Context, in 
much of contemporary writing research, is treated as a setting of and respondent to 
unfolding social activity. In this chapter, we put argue that context is a more active 
agent than even many context-attentive writing researchers have articulated, and 
that a full appreciation of the agentive power of context can reveal productive in-
sights for the ongoing study of writing through the lifespan. Drawing on New Lit-
eracy Studies and ethnomethodology, we develop an understanding of the protean 
nature of context in order to inform future lifespan-oriented writing researchers.

We take up the word protean to describe our vision of context because it high-
lights the highly variable character of context—the responsive flexibility that the 
so-called “background” of our social actions has to those actions. The term protean 
is derived from the Greek god Proteus, who was the warden of sea animals. He 
had the ability to shapeshift seamlessly, taking up forms as he moved. We see pro-
tean as a useful word located in interesting corners of literacy and writing research 
to articulate the complex social worlds within which writers and readers of texts 
live, work, and build. Bazerman (1989) draws on protean to expand upon the 
“ramshackle and ad hoc” process of reading student writing (p. 140). “In reading 
student papers,” he argues, “we watch people coming and going, hiding and fak-
ing, being and becoming, and sometimes those people are ourselves” (1989, p. 
139). The concept of reading as protean is a useful one for Bazerman, as it allows 
him to ask how the many “forms of life” that “leak through” (1989, p. 140) into 
the process of reading student texts should be shaping the reading of those texts, 
and the responsibilities that the teacher has to them. Delgado-Gaitan (1996) also 
draws on the word protean to articulate the transformative opportunities available 
to a complex, historically-layered, and dynamically-changing community. Like-
wise, Heath (2001) draws on the term to argue for seeing “literacy events” as never 
solely written or oral, but a dynamic confluence of literate forms that are always 
changing in relation to social situation and purpose. In each of these instances, 
protean serves to highlight the fluid, interactive nature of social action as well as 
the potential for transformation. Likewise, we hope that thinking of context as 
protean can launch the transformative possibilities of context to the fore of our 
thoughts when working to imagine writing through the lifespan.

A RADICAL RECONCEPTUALIZATION 
OF CONTEXT IN WRITING

Our reconceptualization of context begins with a conceptualization of social 
action that locates social structure in the moment-to-moment work of individ-
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uated actors. This framing draws on the ethnomethodological research program 
of Garfinkel (1967, 2002, 2006), Lynch (1993), and Cicourel (1964), among 
others. The ethnomethodological tradition argues that social facts—that is, the 
shared understandings of the world that make up society—are located in a place 
entirely different than the research sites of the then-reigning sociological pro-
gram, structural-functionalism. Structural-functional theorists, they argued, saw 
individuals as “cultural dopes,” producing “the stable features of the society by 
acting in compliance with pre-established and legitimate alternatives of action 
that the common culture provides” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 68). Ethnomethodol-
ogists, on the other hand, came to see social order as emerging from ongoing, 
local, joint work of people interacting with one another and the world around 
them—it is, in other words, always an accomplishment, rather than a free-stand-
ing structure. Society, for Garfinkel and the ethnomethodologists who followed 
him, is not something “out there” to be taken for granted, but rather the product 
of regular, ongoing work of participants from one moment to the next. When an 
ethnomethodologist looks for a social fact, then, they look to the moment of its 
shared construction amongst members of a group.

By treating the social world as an ongoing accomplishment, the ethno-
methodologists open the door to seeing contexts as also an accomplishment, 
something that is recognized, taken up, and understood by actors as they work 
together to produce social order. Central to the work of these creating and ac-
complishing contexts is through the work of practices—socially-recognized ac-
tivity through which we make ourselves understandable to others and ourselves 
(and, by extension, through which we come to understand what others are do-
ing). It is important, however, that we see practices as multiple (Scollon, 2001) 
and constantly in-flux, as always unfolding and responding to the actions of oth-
ers as we co-construct situations of social (and, by extension, literate) action. In 
other words, as I (Ryan, in this case) work to keep writing going (Brandt, 1990) 
in the production of this section, I am undertaking my usual practices of literate 
action, but unsure of how they will unfold in a number of ways. Will I effectively 
realize this sentence that I start to write, or will I have to delete and start again? 
Will I be interrupted from my task by a phone call, a need to eat, my child’s 
demands that I play with him? A practice’s end is inherently unstable, in other 
words, until it is reached. And, by extension, so is the context that is created by 
and co-constructs that practice.

Pennycook (2010) offers useful language about practices and their role in 
perpetuating social action. Pennycook’s work attends centrally to the locality of 
practices and, particularly, to language practices. A central concept for Penny-
cook is relocalization, which he uses to move toward “a notion of locality that 
includes theories of space and movement as part of a new way of thinking about 
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how we relate to place” (2010, p. 35). The phenomenon of relocalization draws 
attention to the work of similarity, difference, and repetition: by seeing differ-
ence and not similarity or repetition as the constant in the flow of social action, 
Pennycook suggests difference is the given and that similarity and repetition 
must make themselves understood against a background of dynamic difference. 
The sameness that emerges in a sea of difference locates a given speech act within 
time and place, within a history that members of a given group can use to con-
tinue the work of producing sameness out of difference “for another first time” 
(Garfinkel, 1967, p. 9). In the work of making the different similar again, in 
other words, a locality is (re)constructed—a context is built.

RELOCALIZATION AS PROTEAN: LITERATE 
ACTION FOR ANOTHER FIRST TIME

Pennycook’s framing of the local as being co-constructed anew in each instance 
of a given practice highlights the complex work of the production of social order 
that Garfinkel (1967, 2002) attempts to uncover with his “tutorials” and “exper-
iments.” Bringing students to see the actor-oriented perspective of clapping in 
time with a metronome, or encouraging students to experiment by acting as a 
boarder in one’s own home, bring into sharp relief the complex, interconnected 
work of organizing and maintaining social order and, through it, the context 
that such social order emerges from. Seeing context as part and product of the 
ongoing work of social order is not entirely new to writing research, whether it 
be in the rhetoric and composition tradition or the tradition of New Literacy 
Studies (Street, 2003), but past research has not yet highlighted the truly pro-
tean object that context is for all social actors, particularly for those engaged in 
the work of writing. Writing coordinates social action at a distance (Bazerman, 
2004), and so gives those involved in literate societies a sense of a broader struc-
ture through which they operate. When we complete a tax form, for instance, 
we can imagine a typified picture of the social actions of others that make that 
tax form do the things we intend it to do. For researchers following the work 
of Schutz (i.e., Miller, 1984), the underlying assumption of our understanding 
of this social action is that it emerges from our “stock of knowledge at hand” 
(Schutz, 1954, p. 8)—that is, the understandings of the world that we carry 
with us from one moment to the next. Other researchers drawing on more of a 
structural-functionalist paradigm (i.e., Devitt, 1991) may see our completion of 
a tax form as the result of our ongoing work to coordinate the many roles that 
we serve in as part of our broader participation in the structuration of society. 
In both of these models, we have something seemingly stable (a stock of knowl-
edge; an enduring social organization) that we turn to when producing writing. 
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The sense of stability enables us to understand the task at hand, to freeze the 
context into place as a rock upon which a text may be constructed.

Ethnomethodology challenges such stability, encouraging researchers to re-
ject such notions in order to turn to a closer look at the moment-to-moment 
work of lived practices in particular groupings. For ethnomethodologists like 
Livingston (1987), these practices could best be observed in perspicuous settings 
(Garfinkel, 2002), or sites that afforded easy access to viewing practices in use, 
such as bookstore lines at the start of the semester. Other ethnomethodologists 
have turned to the world of music (Sudnow, 2003) or the scientific laboratory 
(Lynch, 1993) in order to highlight the complex work of any given moment of 
practice, and its irreducibility to a pattern of social order or an indexed stock 
of knowledge in the mind. These researchers and others demonstrate that the 
stability of either social structure or stocks of knowledge prove insufficient to 
explain the complexity of keeping social action going on a moment-to-moment 
basis, and, worse still, that those explanations occlude the actor’s vision of what 
is seen as possible from one moment to the next.

Setting aside the stability of social structure and stocks of knowledge leaves 
context hanging in the wind—caught up in an unending sea of difference rem-
iniscent of Pennycook’s (2010) argument. Yet somehow, despite this ongoing 
difference, we encounter situations that are familiar to us. We sit down to eat 
dinner with family, we exchange polite greetings in passing on the street, we run 
the red light because the cop is never on this stretch of road at this hour, etc. 
Disconnecting from the stabilities indicated above highlights the ongoing differ-
ent-ness of each moment, but fails to account for recurrence. In other words, it 
takes care of the “first time” aspect of “each next first time” without accounting 
for the “next” (Garfinkel, 2002).

It is precisely this missing accounting that makes such a position so useful 
to understanding the complex co-construction of context from one moment to 
another. Because the “next-ness” of a given moment is not accountable in a sea 
of difference, researchers need to turn their attention to the mechanisms through 
which that next-ness is produced. Turning attention to the moment-to-moment 
work of literate action treats social order as inherently local, historical, and prolep-
tic, and cognition as a set of structures (Coulter, 1991) through which patterns of 
interaction are signaled and interpreted, opening the door for researchers to attend 
to how literate actors move in their work of producing writing from one moment 
to the next, and how they keep the work of context going in the process of that 
work. Smith and Prior (2020) call for such research arguing that the profound het-
erogeneity and thorough lamination of practices, people, artifacts, and environ-
ments in each moment of writing requires close tracing attuned to sociohistorical 
threads and potential futures. They charge writing researchers to remember that 
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as research contexts are protean and co-constructed, their common labels such as 
a classroom, home, or workplace “need to be seen as cultural ways of classifying 
many unfolding emergent assemblages” (Smith & Prior, 2019, p. 1).

If actors co-construct context as they construct social order, we can begin to 
think about the ways in which context participates in that co-construction. How, 
for instance, do the resources that actors talk and act into meaning in a given mo-
ment emerge from the talking and acting that went on in the moment before? In 
the moment that follows? Furthermore, how do these resources shape the talking 
and acting that goes on within that moment? If context is tied to history through 
the work of relocalization, how might the protean nature of that context enable 
actors to untie and retie various historic threads in the production of the moment? 
The protean nature of context enables a multiplicity of alternatives in any given 
moment of social action that might be recognized by members of the scene in 
question as legitimate and meaningful. In the next section, we articulate the ben-
efits and limitations of such a perspective, and offer some potential paths forward 
for taking up this work in lifespan writing research.

CONSEQUENCES OF CONTEXT-AS-PROTEAN 
FOR LIFESPAN WRITING RESEARCH

benefits

Thinking through context as a protean phenomenon brings with it several benefits 
for lifespan writing researchers. Perhaps most consequential is the way in which 
a protean nature of context draws attention to the moment-to-moment work of 
literate action. If context emerges from difference, if the basis of recurrence is social 
interaction, then researcher attention is directed to the ways in which actors create 
context together, from one moment to the next, over time. By thinking through 
the nuanced work of ongoing context-construction, researchers can attend more 
carefully to the subtle developmental work that occurs for writers across spaces and 
times. Smith (this volume) refers to this as being oriented as a lifespan researcher 
to details through which writing development occurs.

Such attention to moment-to-moment context construction can also pro-
vide researchers with significant insight into development from an actor-oriented 
perspective. Dippre (2016, 2017) has suggested elsewhere that the lived reality of 
writing across the lifespan—the felt experience of keeping writing going from 
one moment to the next—is the one constant that researchers can rely on when 
looking across the lifespan. Whatever the age, the social situation, or the kind of 
writing, there remains at the heart of things an active agent engaged in literate 
action for another first time. Treating context as protean, as responsive to the 
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needs of the moment, as transforming social action while simultaneously being 
transformed by that social action, helps researchers think through the eyes of the 
actor—what they are seeing, how they are seeing it, how the work to make order 
out of the next passing moment synergizes cognitive structures and social expec-
tations. Treating context as protean, in other words, highlights the actor-orient-
ed perspective on acts of reading and writing and, by extension, shows the ways 
in which seeming islands of stability come to be seen that way. At the same time, 
this treatment provides a way out of these stability-driven understandings, by 
turning the researcher to the production of the moment.

The protean nature of context also signals the agency that individuals have 
in any given moment. In this sense, treating context as protean calls attention 
to post-humanist (Accardi, 2015; Dippre, 2018) understandings of agency: that 
agency is circulated through situations as they are constructed and can land not 
only in individuals but in any of what Latour (2003) would refer to as an actant. 
As individuated actants co-construct a context and a social situation, they circu-
late agency in a range of ways, through a variety of objects. A protean context, 
responsive to the ways in which agency can circulate, can address the complexity 
of the agentive work of writers across a range of writing tasks over time.

Finally, a protean treatment of context renders each passing moment, each 
social situation, as deeply laminated (Prior, 1998), and with individuated actors 
orchestrating—that is, foregrounding and backgrounding—multiple lifeworlds in 
any given moment. Treating context as protean enables researchers to follow the 
actor-oriented perspective of the writer across these lifeworlds, to trace the ways in 
which literate practices move beyond social boundaries in order to make possible 
the production of texts for somewhat-recurrent and somewhat-new circumstances. 
Work by Prior (1998, 2018), Roozen and Erickson (2017), Smith and Prior (2020), 
and others has begun the tracing of practices over time, and continued attention to 
the laminated lifeworlds present in a given moment may prove particularly useful to 
researchers interested in tracing the development of practices over time.

pRobleMs

Attending to the protean nature of context brings with it some issues as well. The 
biggest challenge, by far, is that of data containment. Attending to the complexi-
ty of social action in a given moment requires an enormous amount of informa-
tion, and isolating events without disturbing the phenomenon of interest can be 
particularly problematic. This would be an issue in any given research involving 
a protean conception of context, but attending in such detail to writing through 
the lifespan exacerbates the problem: issues of data collection and data storage 
alone become nearly insurmountable in such instances.
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Lemke’s (2000) argument calls attention the necessary and highly conse-
quential work of data reduction in any study. In a lifespan study that recognizes 
the mutable and emergent boundaries of context as protean, drawing time and 
space boundaries around data or the representation of data is highlighted as 
an interpretive move on the part of researcher. In his work on longitudinal de-
signs, Saldaña (2003) argues that three concepts are effectual in understanding 
phenomena in a longitudinal study: duration, time, and change. Each of these, 
he explains, are contextual, produced moment-to-moment through practices. 
Boundary-making decisions about data collection—that is, the act of reducing 
data for analysis—will have to be made on-the-move, as researchers follow one 
unfolding activity after another (Stornaiuolo et al., 2017). But if such decisions 
need to be made on-the-move, if there are no clear a priori guidelines for those 
decisions, how might researchers effectively both make decisions and account for 
those decisions to other researchers? Principles for making such research deci-
sions in a context-as-protean framework have yet to be articulated.

A further issue with treating context as a protean phenomenon is scalability. 
The problems of data reduction indicated above hold true for a single-case study, 
let alone the work of multiple writers over extended periods of time. How might 
researchers attend to context as protean on a wide scale? In what ways might the 
complexity of context construction become analyzable to wider studies? Due to 
the massive undertaking of just perceiving let alone analyzing data drawn from a 
moment-to-moment approach, Lemke (2000) argues that “distributed communi-
ties of researchers” are needed, suggesting, “‘It takes a village’ to study a village” (p. 
288). No doubt the treatment of context as protean in future research will unveil 
some mechanisms through which this work may be scaled, but at the moment 
more questions remain than answers on how to appropriately scale this work.

Data reduction and scalability are perhaps the most pressing concerns of 
treating context as protean, but they are far from the only ones. In the next sec-
tion, we identify some ways in which we might begin to conduct research that 
assumes context to be a protean phenomenon and shapes its frameworks, meth-
ods, and sites accordingly. From these proposed early steps, we hope that future 
research can take on the work of identifying and resolving further problems in 
order to allow lifespan writing researchers to fully access the benefits of seeing 
context as inherently and unavoidably protean.

PRACTICE ↔ CONTEXT: ONE WAY FORWARD

The beginning of our work to see context as protean lies in a rather blunt instru-
ment for supporting data reduction: focusing on one practice at a time. This work 
of focusing on particular literate practices (see Roozen, 2008 for instance) has had 
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wide analytical purchase for writing researchers in the past, and we suggest that 
a continued focus on single practices will be a useful mechanism to provide re-
searchers with a focal point while following literate action over a long span of time. 
Work by Dippre (2018), Roozen (2010), Woodard (2015), Rounsaville (2017), 
and others highlights the massive amounts of data that come from a careful look 
at a single practice or set of practices. Working through that data may provide a 
useful way for researchers to study writing over time while focusing on context 
and simultaneously honing approaches to reduce data in future, broader studies.

Such a focus on a single practice at a time may also suggest ways to scale up 
projects beyond the study of single writers. Focusing on particular practices (and 
how those practices get taken up and transformed across a range of subjects over 
time) can serve as a scalable mechanism through which development can be 
traced and, through it, the production of context over time. Studies of slightly 
wider scale than a case study—for instance, several stratified groups of writers 
assigned to particular researchers on a team trained to follow a particular literate 
practice—may offer insights for future, more complex studies on an even wider 
scale that accounts for the ongoing, protean nature of context over time.

Tracing one practice at a time would not require new methods, although a 
subtle tweaking of existing work might be required in order to make certain that 
context is treated as protean rather than as a stable given or a backdrop to the focal 
practice. Consider, for instance, the sociohistoric methodology enacted by Roozen 
(2008, 2009a, 2009b, 2010, 2019; Roozen & Erickson, 2017). This work high-
lights particular practices as they are repurposed (productively or not) in order to 
meet new demands across a range of lifeworlds. Roozen (2020), for instance, traces 
the emergent laminated trajectories (Roozen et al., 2015) of an engineering stu-
dent, Alexandra Griffith, across three years and through retrospective interviews 
and document analysis through to childhood, turning attention in particular to 
the practice of composing data tables. Composing data tables—from puzzles to 
schedules to science labs—is the mechanism through which Alexandra’s devel-
opment as an engineer is seen. As Roozen traced the development of the practice 
of data tables in engineering, he noted the boundaries of writing in an engineer-
ing context were mutable to a range of data table composing practices Alexandra 
brought to each new data table. In this work, Roozen focuses on the “histories of 
reuse across heterogeneous times, places, and representational media” to trace the 
ontogenesis of practices and persons. In other words, he conducts a sociohistoric 
tracing of similarity across the wide array of difference operating in Alexandra’s life. 
Roozen argues that analysis of practice should primarily focus on people’s mediat-
ed action in relation to particular sites and groupings, but not end there. Rather, 
the writing researcher must be attentive to the “extensive historical trajectories that 
flow into and emanate from such sites” (p. 4). Tuning this sociohistoric approach 
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to one that embraces fully the protean nature of context might further involve 
indexing Alexandra’s dynamic writing activity with other socially demarcated yet 
evolving time-space-mattering boundaries.

CONCLUSION

Beyond approaching context as a setting of and respondent to unfolding social 
activity, in this chapter we argue that context is a far more ephemeral and active 
agent in the co-construction of social action than we’ve seen typically taken up in 
writing research. Each site of writing, we argue, must be approached as dynam-
ic, complex, mediated, and historically-layered, and a writer’s developing writing 
should not be considered outside of its concurrently developing context. This ap-
proach, we suggest, is one that treats context as protean.

Thinking about context as protean, as always variable and as the result of the 
ongoing construction of social order, does no favors to anyone hoping to simplify 
lifespan writing research. However, a protean sense of context opens up interesting 
and productive problems for understanding writing, its production, and the devel-
opment of writers over time—problems that can be answered with new methods, 
theoretical viewpoints, and conceptual frameworks. Later chapters of this collec-
tion indicate some movement toward envisioning context-as-protean. Bowen (this 
volume), for instance, turns to specific decisions that writers make when materially 
constructing contexts for writing, which calls attention to the complex assemblag-
es through which literate action emerges. Lee (this volume) turns attention to the 
broader historical and social contexts of writing across generations, showing how 
material affordances, changing social configurations, and changes to broader social 
structures create literate opportunities that resonate across generations of literate 
lives. Such steps toward articulating the protean nature of context in a range of 
sites and methods offers initial but productive steps toward embracing the study 
of writing in its deeply social, material, and historical complexity.
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As echoed throughout this edited collection, writing researchers are well aware 
of the complexities involved when adopting lifespan approaches to the study 
of written language. Writing researchers come from a wide array of fields (e.g., 
composition studies, rhetoric, psychology, education, and special education) 
that adopt different methodological approaches to answer a variety of research 
questions. A central issue to unpacking the complexities underlying the devel-
opment of written language across the lifespan requires examining the available 
tools and methods offered by different research designs to pose and answer dif-
ferent types of research questions.

Typically, research approaches are categorized as quantitative or qualitative. 
Quantitative approaches generally focus on numbers (e.g., counting frequencies 
or measuring the associations between different skills) and reduce complex phe-
nomena into measurable instances that can be analyzed using statistical analysis 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Gelo et al., 2008). Qualitative approaches usually 
collect non-numerical data (e.g., texts, visuals, graphics, videos, or transcripts 
from interview and focus groups) that can be analyzed using inductive, inter-
pretative analytical approaches (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Gelo et al., 2008). 
These two approaches are often contrasted against each other as deductive vs. 
inductive, hypothesis-testing vs. hypothesis-generating, prediction vs. interpre-
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tation, generalization vs. contextualization, and explanation vs. comprehension 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Gelo et al., 2008; Haig, 2013; Todd et al., 2004). 
Yet, juxtapositions aside, both approaches contribute to lifespan development 
research (Menard, 2008), suggesting that both approaches might inform ongo-
ing lifespan writing research.

In this chapter, we offer a conceptual overview to quantitative research ap-
proaches with a focus on quantitative longitudinal research designs. While quan-
titative approaches will not answer all questions pertaining to lifespan writing 
development (see Bazerman, 2018), they are able to address many questions 
about how writing develops across the lifespan and, in some cases, consider re-
search questions that qualitative approaches cannot. Furthermore, developmental 
methodologists have long applied quantitative approaches to issues concerning 
lifespan development (McArdle, 2010; Menard, 2008). We hope this chapter 
provides lifespan writing researchers with a starting point for mobilizing such 
methods to meet their research needs and a greater understanding of what such 
methods bring to lifespan writing research. Throughout the chapter, we empha-
size conceptual understanding over technical jargon, especially as encouraging 
conceptual understanding fosters long-term statistical literacy (Harlow, 2013).

The first section broadly overviews quantitative longitudinal research ap-
proaches by drawing from recent longitudinal design frameworks (e.g., Bauer 
& Curran, 2019). In the next section, we introduce the concepts underlying 
structural equation modeling (SEM), a statistical, theory-driven framework 
commonly used to address both cross-sectional and longitudinal research ques-
tions. We discuss foundational SEM issues and provide examples based in writ-
ing research. The final section discusses longitudinal SEM through specific ap-
plication of two different types of statistical models—autoregressive models and 
latent growth curve models (LGCMs).

LONGITUDINAL QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH DESIGNS

Longitudinal quantitative research designs and their analytical choices are guided 
by collecting numerical data and fitting statistical models. These statistical mod-
els are informed by theory, the research questions asked, and the types of data 
collected to make inferences about populations based on representative sample 
data. Scientific fields also use statistical models for theory building and for ex-
ploring the relationships between different variables using predictive, explanato-
ry, and descriptive approaches (Shmueli, 2010). Singer and Willet (2003) offer a 
non-technical description of what statistical models aim to represent:

Statistical models are mathematical representations of popu-
lation behavior; they describe salient features of the hypoth-
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esized process of interest among individuals in the target 
population. When you use a particular statistical model to 
analyze a particular set of data, you implicitly declare that this 
population model gave rise to these sample data. Statistical 
models are not statements about sample behavior; they are 
statements about the population process that generated the 
data. (Singer & Willet, 2003, p. 46)

Though statistical models underlie many quantitative approaches, the appro-
priate analytical approach differs based on the specific research questions asked 
and the sets of data collected. A robust set of available designs, methods, and 
tools fit under the umbrella of quantitative methods, and the following provides 
a categorized overview of different longitudinal research designs and some asso-
ciated methodological approaches. Guided by the categorical approach taken by 
Bauer and Curran (2019), the remainder of this section introduces longitudinal 
quantitative approaches by focusing on two types of longitudinal data: time-to-
event data and repeated measures data. These approaches can be useful to writ-
ing researchers to address research questions that may focus on whether or not 
an event occurred (e.g., a memorable writing experience during a particular time 
period of life); when it occurred (e.g., when do memorable writing experiences 
occur in postsecondary education?); and when changes occur in specific behav-
iors, attitudes, or feelings over time (e.g., does writing anxiety or apprehension 
change across time and context?).

tiMe-to-event data

Research questions based on time-to-event data focus on evaluating whether 
a particular event happens or when that event might take place. One way of 
addressing these questions is survival analysis (also named event history anal-
ysis, failure time analysis, hazard analysis, transition analysis, and duration 
analysis), a collection of flexible statistical methods specifically for describing, 
explaining, and predicting the timing and occurrence of events (Allison, 2010, 
2019). For example, researchers might be interested in understanding more 
about when an event occurs, such as when students begin formal cursive or 
typing instruction in schools or when individuals first start writing via social 
media or instant messaging.

The event of interest falls at the center and focal point of survival analy-
sis and is generally a qualitative change that occurs at some specific, observed 
point in time (Allison, 2010). This event may be simply observed and require 
little additional formal operationalization (e.g., the purchase and subsequent 
use of a cellular phone or other device for text or instant messaging), it may re-
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quire considering multiple criteria to determine the exact timing (e.g., develop-
ment of emergent literacy skills based on multiple accounts of different reading 
and writing behaviors), or it may require considering underlying quantitative 
variables to better specify the event occurrence (e.g., high social media writing 
activity may be contextualized by looking at the amount of writing being done 
across different social media platforms). Additionally, if events can happen 
multiple times, further consideration can be made regarding which occurrence 
to focus on (i.e., the first occurrence or a later occurrence) and to what degree 
events can be considered similar (i.e., can two events be qualitatively similar 
but differ in degree of their impact on some additional factor?) (Allison, 2010). 
Furthermore, survival analysis requires specifying a given interval of time for an 
event to have occurred, and these intervals may be specified given the research 
questions but also may vary given the underlying interests of the questions 
(Allison, 2010, 2019). For example, if researchers were interested in model-
ing the event of the first meaningful writing experience undergraduate stu-
dents have during their postsecondary education, they might specify the origin 
point as the start date of students’ first quarter or semester at college. However, 
if researchers were interested in understanding to what degree a meaningful 
writing experience preceded college entry or if their postsecondary experience 
was related to an event prior to college entry, then an earlier origin point may 
need to be considered. Further consideration should be made if concerns about 
censoring—that is, when an event fails to occur or demonstrates an unknown 
event time—are warranted and if the presence of censoring might influence the 
data collection or analysis.

Methods for survival analysis differ depending upon how much a researcher 
knows about the timing of an event. If the exact timing of an event is known, 
then continuous-time methods are appropriate (i.e., time is treated as continu-
ous when the occurrence of events is known with a very high rate of precision). 
These methods may be appropriate for examining questions pertaining to occur-
rences of events during specific writing activities or the tracking of daily writing 
habits. However, if the timing of an event is only coarsely known (i.e., in months 
or years rather than seconds or days), then discrete-time methods are more ap-
propriate (i.e., time is not continuous, and the events are known with lower rates 
of precision). These methods may be more appropriate for answering questions 
about an event that takes place over longer periods of time, such as the likeli-
hood of first enrolling in a writing in the disciplines course in postsecondary ed-
ucation. Though the difference between the two methods appears to be a matter 
of conceptual semantics (as days may sound coarse for one event but precise for 
another), the selection of continuous versus discrete time methods has method-
ological implications for treating, analyzing, and interpreting the data (Singer & 
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Willet, 2003). One approach to distinguishing between the two sets of analyses 
entails looking to the number of ties within the data (i.e., an occurrence of two 
individuals experiencing an event at the same recorded time; see Allison, 2010). 
Discrete-time methods are better designed for handling high rates of ties, as the 
presence of ties has an extremely low occurrence rate under continuous-time 
methods (Singer & Willet, 2003). Consequently, survival analysis is a useful 
approach for when your research questions pass the “whether and when test”: If 
your research questions include either word—whether or when—you probably 
need to use survival methods (Singer & Willet, 2003).

Repeated MeasuRes data

While research questions involving time-to-event data approaches focus on 
whether or when a particular event takes place, research questions involving re-
peated measures data focus instead on evaluating how abilities change over spe-
cific time periods. Like time-to-event data approaches, numerous methods and 
frameworks exist from which to study questions related to change in abilities 
over time. Bauer and Curran (2019) group approaches using repeated measures 
data into categories that depend upon the intensity of data collection (i.e., the 
number of times data are collected) and the number of units (i.e., abilities and 
items) being collected, resulting in three overarching research design categories: 
1) time series analysis (intensive data collection involving few units); 2) intensive 
longitudinal data (intensive data collection involving many units); and 3) panel 
data (non-intensive data collection involving many units).

Both intensive data collection designs entail assessing one or more units on 
a high number of occurrences over a specified duration. The number of units 
included in these data collection points differentiates the focal point of these two 
approaches. Time series focuses on prediction or forecasting of a particular out-
come and makes use of prior observations to predict expected change in the out-
come at future time points. Intensive longitudinal data maintains a similar level 
of intensity but includes more units of data beyond a single outcome of interest 
to collect data on a higher number of individuals. Intensive longitudinal studies 
can include recording study units over many time points, often into the tens, 
hundreds, or thousands (see Walls & Schafer, 2006; Walls, 2013). Examples 
of such approaches include daily rating scales that might include self-reported 
ratings about different types of writing behaviors, like types of writing activities 
(e.g., text messaging or journal writing) or feelings about writing (e.g., instances 
of writing apprehension or motivation).

However, when only a handful of time points are included in a research 
design, a non-intensive panel data approach is most commonly used. This panel 
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data approach is often what researchers imagine when thinking more generally 
about longitudinal data collection (Bauer & Curran, 2019) and formed the basis 
for initial longitudinal research rationales (Baltes & Nesselroade, 1979). Panel 
data are often collected across a small number of time points on a relatively 
large number of units with the ultimate goal of describing change over time. As 
with previous models, the topic of change is another nuanced concept, as differ-
ent frameworks exist for considering mean-level change versus individual-level 
change, both of which are briefly discussed next.

Mean-level Change

Examining mean-level change puts the focus on group-level average change for 
a specific outcome over multiple time points. For example, researchers might be 
interested in the extent to which handwriting abilities change from preschool 
through secondary school. As such, these approaches draw on marginal models 
(Heagerty & Zeger, 2000) that estimate linear mean-level change (i.e., repeated 
measures analysis of variance, repeated measures multivariate analysis of vari-
ance, and analysis of covariance) and non-linear mean-level change (i.e., gener-
alized estimating equations).

Individual-level Change

Researchers are often interested in examining not only how change may hap-
pen across specific groups but also to what extent individuals demonstrate 
variability in their change over time. Individual-level change is often first un-
derstood as a simple model that includes three or more time points to estimate 
a unique starting point (the intercept) and the trend of change over the re-
maining time points (the slope). But examining differences in individual-level 
change over time requires another choice about what the underlying question 
is regarding the nature of change in individuals for a given outcome: Are the 
differences in change due to differences of degree (i.e., quantitative variation) 
or differences in kind (i.e., qualitative differences between different change 
trajectories) (Bauer & Curran, 2019)? Differences by degree to investigate 
quantitative individual-level differences include approaches like multilevel 
models, mixed effects models, and LGCMs. Differences in kind to investi-
gate qualitative individual differences include approaches like growth mixture 
modeling. Furthermore, additional models like general growth mixture mod-
els allow for exploration of differences by degree simultaneously with differ-
ences in kind when researchers are interested in examining research questions 
related to both degree and kind of differences. See Bauer and Curran (2019); 
Hoyle (2012); Little et al. (2000); and Muthén and Shedden (1999) for more 
thorough overviews.
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applications of longitudinal Modeling appRoaches 
foR lifespan WRiting ReseaRcheRs

Writing researchers interested in lifespan writing development may develop a 
variety of research questions requiring the use of time-to-event data or repeat-
ed-measures data approaches. Bazerman et al. (2018) offer a range of poten-
tial conceptual ideas to apply such methodological approaches, particularly as 
the complexity of the underlying factors involved with writing development 
are dynamic and not expected to develop in a rapid, linear fashion. Specifically, 
they emphasized that “writing needs time to mature, in fact decades, though at 
various moments motivated writers may make rapid progress on some dimen-
sions. When and where those moments occur, however, may be hard to predict” 
(2018, p. 378). Survival analysis may be one useful approach to take to under-
stand when these moments occur and how difficult they might be to predict 
among different writers. As survival analysis can take into consideration addi-
tional predictors of these moments (not discussed at length here; see Allison, 
2010, 2019 and Singer & Willet, 2003), researchers can explore what factors 
may predict these experiences across distinct lifespan segments.

On the other hand, researchers might also use these moments to predict dif-
ferent types of writing outcomes. Graham’s (2018) writer(s)-within-community 
model offers a range of potentially impactful factors that underlie writing devel-
opment across different writing contexts. Though the theoretical basis for these 
factors is established, further empirical work is needed to examine how different 
underlying profiles based off these factors affect writing development differently 
over time and to what extent individual change in writing abilities may be mea-
sured using operationalized approaches to both the sociocultural and cognitive 
components of writing. Such an emphasis on connecting theory with data is at 
the heart of SEM, which we discuss next.

SEM: A FLEXIBLE STATISTICAL FRAMEWORK

SEM is a flexible statistical modeling approach that allows for rigorous exam-
ination of specified hypotheses connected to research questions about both 
cross-sectional and longitudinal research designs, and it is applicable across a 
wide array of disciplines (Hoyle, 2012; McArdle & Nesselroade, 2014). SEM 
is not a single statistical technique or model. It is an analytical process that 
covers several related procedures that posit multiple structural equations (i.e., 
mathematical statements that represent the strength and nature of specified, 
hypothetical relationships among sets of variables) to depict relationships and 
effects between observed and unobserved (or latent) variables (Hoyle, 2012; 
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Kline, 2016; Mueller & Hancock, 2019; Newsom, 2015). In other words, SEM 
provides a framework for answering theory-based, researcher-specified questions 
about relationships between abilities measured at a single time point or across 
multiple time points. As a model-based approach, it confers unique advantages 
to researchers of various fields that are unavailable in more traditional statistical 
techniques. Furthermore, though its capabilities have become more advanced 
in recent years, SEM can still serve as a framework for conducting other well-
known univariate analyses (e.g., t-test, analysis of variance, regression, and mul-
tiple regression) and several multivariate analyses (e.g., path analysis and confir-
matory factor analysis) (Grimm et al., 2017).

soMe necessaRy teRMinology: Model paRaMeteRs, 
covaRiances, and latent vaRiables

Though our focus falls on the conceptual understanding of SEM, in order to 
clarify how SEM estimates relationships and effects between different variables, 
we briefly cover three statistical terms: model parameters, covariances, and latent 
variables. While SEM includes many other technical terms, these terms specifi-
cally cover some of the core terminology used across different SEM approaches.

First, a model parameter is a component of a statistical model that is general-
ly not known to the researcher (i.e., a component that can be estimated) that can 
represent information about the relationships or effects between variables in that 
model (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2006). Parameters are not specific to SEM re-
search, as parameters often generally reflect unknown aspects of statistical mod-
els that represent the phenomena under investigation. The goal of SEM is to 
estimate these parameters to answer underlying questions and hypotheses about 
the constructs under investigation (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2006). For example, 
in order to examine the relationship between two variables, a researcher would 
need to estimate their association given available data about those two variables.

Second, a covariance is a measure of the joint variance (the amount of shared 
variability present) between two (or more) variables that represents the strength 
of the linear association between variables and their variabilities (Kline, 2016). 
SEM primarily analyzes the variance-covariance matrix for a given dataset (i.e., 
a matrix that contains all of the variances and covariances of included variables). 
The importance of the variance-covariance matrix can be further seen by how 
SEM is often referred to as covariance structure analysis, covariance structure 
modeling, or analysis of covariance structures (Hoyle, 2012; Kline, 2016). How-
ever, non-covariance-based SEM approaches do exist, including latent class anal-
ysis (i.e., analysis of mixture models that contain exclusively observed categorical 
variables for a latent variable).
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Third, a latent variable is an underlying characteristic that cannot be observed 
or measured directly, and instead requires at least one observed variable to esti-
mate it (Bollen & Hoyle, 2012). Other terms for latent variables in the literature 
include unmeasured variables, latent factors, unobserved variables, or constructs, 
all generally meaning that they represent variables that are not immediately iden-
tifiable within a given dataset or that cannot be directly observed (or measured) 
from a sample of a specific population (Bollen, 2002; Raykov & Marcoulides, 
2006). Latent variables can be both a priori and a posteriori and can be consid-
ered continuous, categorical, or hybrid depending on whether it is the presence 
of the latent trait that is the focus of the theory or if the latent trait has multiple 
gradations (Bollen, 2002). SEM has the capacity to measure relationships be-
tween multiple variables, regardless of whether they are observed or latent, while 
accounting for measurement error that is not accounted for when only investigat-
ing observed abilities (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2006). SEM accomplishes this by 
quantifying and removing the measurement error from the measurement of the 
latent variable, while simultaneously investigating relationships between distinct 
observed and unobserved abilities (Lei & Wu, 2007). Some examples of latent 
abilities include personality, attitudes, motives, emotions, and reading, as each are 
often measured using multiple observable measures to represent an underlying 
hypothetical construct (Bollen & Hoyle, 2012). Writing ability can similarly be 
thought of as a latent variable, as writing assessments are often tools that research-
ers use to make inferences about unobservable writing abilities. Multiple data 
points or assessments of specific writing abilities may provide a better estimate of 
an individual’s unobservable writing ability, as assessments may capture different, 
smaller components of the larger unobservable ability.

steps to iMpleMenting seM

Different research designs require researchers to collect and analyze data using 
often very different approaches (see Gelo et al., 2008). SEM follows the research 
traditions of quantitative methodology, but different SEM approaches are used 
to answer different types of research questions, which requires different types of 
statistical models (see McArdle & Kadlec, 2013; Mueller & Hancock, 2019). 
However, most SEM approaches follow a similar overarching implementation 
framework, as described by Hoyle (2012). This brief-but-thorough overview of 
the implementation framework follows data acquisition and data preparation to 
include four required steps (specification, estimation, fit evaluation, and inter-
pretation and reporting of findings) and an often required fifth step (respecifica-
tion). We review these next in order to provide context to the types of questions 
researchers face when implementing SEM.
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First, specification begins with a model (the formal statement positing the 
relationships to be explored within the given data) designed using theory-driven 
hypotheses. Model selection requires considering the different types of models 
available that would best fit the data collected (and how these data are related to 
the intended research hypotheses). Within the model, the researcher designates 
what variables will be included (both observed and latent variables) along with 
the relationships between the variables (i.e., unidirectional, allowed to covary, 
or unrelated) and their parameters (either fixed to a specific value or free to be 
estimated by information provided within the model). Specifying parameters 
requires attention to the need for model identification (i.e., all parameters must 
be identified by either being fixed or free, which is dependent on the number of 
observed variables included in the model).

Second, estimates are provided for parameters that are specified to be freely 
estimated as opposed to parameters that are fixed to specific values. The goal of 
estimation is to establish a model that minimizes the residual differences be-
tween the observed and the estimated covariance matrices given by the data and 
the model. Multiple estimation methods can be used depending on the charac-
teristics of the data (e.g., the scales of the variables, distributional assumptions, 
and missing data), though most are iterative (i.e., they begin with one set of 
starting values for all free parameters and search for values that reduce the dis-
crepancy between the model and the data).

Third, fit evaluation assesses how well the generated model represents the 
data by taking into consideration the discrepancy between the observed and 
implied covariance matrices. If fit appears poor (i.e., there is a large discrepancy 
in the covariance matrix) or is misspecified, then the model may be discarded 
or respecified (meaning that a new model may be generated to test a different 
underlying hypothesis; see fifth step). Different fit tests provide various fit sta-
tistics to make decisions regarding both absolute fit and comparative fit (i.e., 
how well one model fits in relation to other tested models) as well as corrections 
for parsimony.

Fourth and fifth are interpretation and reporting of findings and respecification, 
though the order in which researchers engage these steps depends on the results 
from fit evaluation. If a model does not demonstrate good fit, then respecifica-
tion may be necessary to shift the focus to an exploratory approach to assess if 
alternative models may be better suited to the data. Choosing when to pursue 
respecification and what fit evaluation statistics to consider when deciding to 
move into either respecification or interpretation is a highly debated topic that 
cannot be thoroughly addressed in this brief overview. Nonetheless, readers need 
to be aware that the choice to consider respecification of a poorly fitting model 
requires a specific, theory-driven rationale.
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If evaluation results in support for the originally specified model (or a respec-
ified model), then interpreting and reporting the findings are done based on the 
stated hypotheses. Core components requiring interpretation include the basis 
for the model, the inclusion of and findings for specific parameters in the model, 
and how well the model accounts for uniqueness (i.e., variance) in the observed 
data. The way in which findings are interpreted depends upon the approaches 
taken during the implementation framework, as interpretation of a theory-driven 
model is more straightforward and meaningful than potentially uncertain ratio-
nales underlying exploratory models. Theoretical perspectives or previous empir-
ical work should drive these interpretations, and researchers may need to consult 
further equivalent models (i.e., models that appear identical to the given model in 
terms of fit but include estimated parameters that contradict the chosen model).

This implementation framework outlines the overarching steps that research-
ers follow when using SEM to address specific research questions. Across these 
steps, researchers must make determinations (grounded in theory and empirical 
research) about their analyses beyond solely inputting numbers into a statisti-
cal program. Doing so allows researchers to understand better the relationships 
(or associations) between and among variables. However, while this framework 
briefly touched on some more technical aspects around planning and navigating 
the use of SEM, it did not adequately cover many of the technical decisions that 
researchers must make during the process (see Hoyle, 2012, and McArdle & 
Kadlec, 2013, for further technical discussions).

exaMples of WRiting ReseaRch using seM appRoaches

SEM is not a novel technique to writing research, yet only a few studies have ad-
dressed research questions using cross-sectional SEM research designs with dif-
ferent groups of individuals. Parkin et al. (2020) modeled the effects of an oral 
language latent factor on different level of language factors (including writing) 
and evaluated the effects of lower language levels on higher levels of language. In 
doing so, they found that a psychoeducational assessment demonstrated expect-
ed theoretically driven relationships that showed some variability in the relation-
ships between language levels when comparing students in general and special 
education. De Smedt et al. (2018) investigated gender and achievement effects 
within the context of how cognitive and motivational challenges mediate and 
correlate with students’ writing performance across different groups of students 
(boys and girls, and low, average, and high achievers). Their results highlight 
group-level differences in the relationships between these skills and suggest that 
research take into consideration different learner characteristics when consider-
ing how these skills relate to and predict writing skills.
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Numerous other studies have adopted SEM approaches to examine writing 
skill development predominantly across the school-age years. Kim and colleagues 
examined if data from kindergarten and first grade students supported the theo-
retical relationships between writing, oral language, reading, and cognitive abili-
ties (Kim et al., 2011; Kim, Al Otaiba, Puranik, Folsom, & Greulich, 2014; Kim 
& Schatschneider, 2017). Limpo and colleagues examined relationships among 
transcription, higher-order writing processes, and writing performance in middle 
school students (Limpo et al., 2017) and compared relationships between tran-
scription and self-regulation in late elementary and secondary students (Limpo 
& Alves, 2013). Berninger and colleagues investigated the relationships between 
writing with other language skills in typically developing writers (Abbott & Ber-
ninger, 1993; Berninger, Abbott et al., 2002; Graham et al., 1997) and writers 
with specific learning disabilities (Berninger, Nielsen et al., 2008; Nagy et al., 
2003). Each of these studies generally sought to examine if theoretically driv-
en questions about writing skills held for other skills among different groups 
when examined using highly specified modeling approaches. In all, they sought 
to examine if data supported the theoretically held beliefs about the relationships 
between writing skills and related linguistic, cognitive, and social cognitive skills. 
Though some studies included multiple samples from different age groups, these 
examples all discussed data collected from cross-sectional research designs.

SEM APPLICATIONS FOR LONGITUDINAL 
DATA ON LIFESPAN WRITING

Writing, like many skills, does not simply develop at one point in time. Writing 
skills are shaped across time and context. Understanding the ways in which in-
dividuals develop and apply these skills over time is a focal point of interest to 
lifespan writing researchers. In addition to its flexibility for analyzing cross-sec-
tional data, SEM can be equally useful and appropriate for analyzing longitudi-
nal data. As with cross-sectional SEM, one of the goals of longitudinal SEM is 
to identify models composed of a minimal number of estimated parameters that 
fit the data well, ideally with the intention of making predictions about future 
actions of individuals and groups of individuals or that identify sample char-
acteristics associated with the development of a construct. SEM is a powerful 
tool for researchers interested in modeling the relationships between observed 
and latent skills over time (see Wu et al., 2013), and many different analytical 
tools are available to researchers interested in modeling longitudinal data (e.g., 
Grimm et al., 2017; Little, 2013; Little et al., 2000; McArdle & Nesselroade, 
2014; Newsom, 2015). From the available modeling approaches, we selected 
two approaches we consider to be foundational to SEM that serve as illustrative 
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introductions to the concepts underlying longitudinal SEM: autoregressive lon-
gitudinal models and LGCMs. Though presented separately, it is important to 
note that many SEM approaches for longitudinal data can incorporate features 
from both autoregressive models and LGCMs (Bollen & Curran, 2004; Curran 
& Bollen, 2001). However, for simplicity, we introduce and discuss them sep-
arately.

To assist with understanding how relationships between variables are mod-
eled in the autoregressive model and LGCM examples, path diagrams are pro-
vided for each example (Figures 3.1–3.3). Though SEM is often represented 
using mathematical equations, path diagrams can also be used to visually depict 
these relationships (Ho et al., 2012; Little, 2013). Different path diagram com-
ponents (i.e., parameter estimates and variables) are often labeled and named 
using Greek letters to convey their functions, though naming conventions can 
often differ. Little (2013) provides a cheat sheet for some of the commonly used 
Greek letters, and the conventions used for diagrams in this chapter draw from 
Little (2013) and Ho et al. (2012). The use of path diagrams was a deliberate 
choice for this chapter in order to visually depict the modeled relationships rath-
er than rely on matrix algebra and mathematical equations, but path diagrams 
do not always provide as much detail as these mathematical representations. As 
cautioned by many methodologists (e.g., Kline, 2016; Little, 2013; McArdle, 
2012; Mueller & Hancock, 2019), path diagrams are not a substitute for the 
equations they seek to represent, and researchers should be prepared to learn 
more about the mathematics underlying SEM after understanding the concepts 
(e.g., Harlow, 2013).

autoRegRessive longitudinal Models

Are writing skills at one point in time predictive of writing skills at later points 
in time? Are specific writing skills predictive of other writing skills at different 
points in time? Questions specific to examining the degree that skills are pre-
dictive of themselves or other skills across time are well suited for autoregressive 
longitudinal models, a modeling approach used across disciplines for decades to 
investigate the relationships among specific variables over multiple time points 
(Biesanz, 2012; Little, 2013).

Autoregressive models conceptualize that performance at a specified time 
point is a function of earlier assessments of that variable plus new unique er-
ror that occurs with each time point (McArdle & Bell, 2000). Put differently, 
autoregressive models investigate the extent to which a future value for some 
variable is predicted from previous estimates of that variable. (Furthermore, re-
gressive refers to the direct linear pathways between variables across time points, 



52

Zajic and Poch

and auto refers to the pathways between the same variables across timepoints.) 
Even with only one observed variable across multiple time points, this variable 
can be modeled as either only an observed variable or as a latent variable based 
on its observed variable, with the benefit of treating the variable of interest as 
latent to account for measurement error in the overall model (Biesanz, 2012). 
Autoregressive models can be useful to examine not only the predictive relation-
ships within a single variable but also the cross-lagged relationships between 
multiple variables (i.e., the degree to which different variables can covary with 
or predict each other across multiple time points; Biesanz, 2012). Such cross-
lagged approaches allow for temporal precedence in data collection to help as-
sess for causal relations rather than correlational relations, as the cross-lagged 
specification sets up the framework for identifying causal relationships between 
abilities measured across multiple time points (Biesanz, 2012).

Figure 3.1. a) Path diagram example of an autoregressive model of one abili-
ty measured over three time points (T1-T3). Squares (□) represent the observed 
variables while circles (○) represent the unobserved latent variables. Curved, 

double-headed lines (↔) represent variances. Straight, single-headed lines (→) 
are directed, regressive relationships between observed or unobserved variables. See 
text for further information about specific parameter labels. b) Path diagram of 

handwriting skills assessed over three time points (showing only latent variable and 
autoregressive parameters).
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Path diagrams shown in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 represent a first-order, single 
measure autoregressive longitudinal model and a cross-lagged, dual measure 
autoregressive longitudinal model, respectively. In Figure 3.1.a, an ability is 
depicted as having been assessed across three separate time points (T1-T3). 
Each latent variable represents the time-point-specific ability of interest, which 
is accounted for by the observed variable and the unaccounted-for error (or 
variance). In this example, the time-point-specific latent variables are based 
off a single observed variable (and the relationship between these is set to 1, 
as the observed variable is functioning as an indicator for the latent variable 
that is not freely estimated). The focal point of Figure 3.1.a falls on the re-
gressive parameters between time points (i.e., β2,1 and β3,2), as these represent 
the stability of individual differences across the two adjacent time points. For 
any given time point, the performance of a variable of interest is the product 
of this regressive parameter, its value at the earlier time point (T1-3), and its 
unexplained variance (σ2

1-3) and unaccounted-for error (σ2
Error). Figure 3.1.b 

shows what this path model would look like if applied to the measurement 
of handwriting skills measured over three time points. For simplicity in this 
example, we have included visual representations of the latent variables and 
regressive parameters only.

In Figure 3.2.a, there are now two different abilities assessed at each time 
point (T1,A-T3,A and T1,B-T3,B), and the focus falls on both the predictive as-
sociation within variables (autoregressive parameters) and the predictive as-
sociations across variables between timepoints (cross-lagged parameters). The 
regressive parameters depicting the relationships between the same variable 
at different time points (i.e., βB2,B1, βB3,B2, βA2,A1, and βA3,A2) can be interpreted 
as was done with the regressive parameters shown in Figure 3.1 (i.e., they 
represent the stability of individual differences across the two adjacent time 
points for that variable). However, the cross-lagged regressive parameters focus 
on the relationships between the two different abilities across time points, as 
these parameters (i.e., βB2,A1, βB3,A2, βA2,B1, and βA3,B2) represent the predictive 
relationship of one variable assessed at an earlier time point on the second 
variable assessed at a later time point (while controlling for the first vari-
able). Additionally, the covariances between the unexplained variance (i.e., 

) capture the extent to which changes in one variable are 
associated with changes in the other variable for that given time point. Figure 
3.2.b shows what this path model would look like if applied to the measure-
ment of handwriting and spelling skills. Again, for simplicity, we have in-
cluded only visual representations of the latent variables, regressive parameters 
(both autoregressive and cross-lagged), and the covariance parameter between 
T1 skills.
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Figure 3.2. a) Path diagram example of a cross-lagged, autoregressive model of two 
abilities (A and B) measured over three time points (T1-T3). Squares (□) represent 
the observed variables while circles (○) represent the unobserved latent variables. 
Curved, double-headed lines (↔) can represent either variances (if they start and 

end within the same square or circle) or covariances (if they start and end on differ-
ent squares or circles). Straight, single-headed lines (→) are directed, regressive rela-
tionships between observed or unobserved variables. See text for further information 

about specific parameter labels. b) Path diagram of a cross-lagged, autoregressive 
model of handwriting and spelling skills assessed simultaneously across three time 
points. Only the latent variables, the autoregressive and cross-lagged parameters, 

and the covariance parameter between T1 skills are shown.
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Using Autoregressive Models for Writing Research

Not many studies have used autoregressive models to analyze longitudinal writing 
development. One example by Abbott et al. (2010) adopted the multiple levels 
of language theory to examine the relationships within writing (autoregressive) 
and between writing and reading (cross-lagged) using an overlapping cohort 
design that included students in first grade through seventh grade.

The authors examined the longitudinal development of five measures 
(handwriting, spelling, word reading, text composition, and reading compre-
hension) in two cohorts of students using three different models. Model 1 
analyzed three measures—handwriting, spelling, and text composition—with 
both specified autoregressive and cross-lagged parameters. Model 2 analyzed 
three measures—handwriting, spelling, and word reading—with both spec-
ified autoregressive and cross-lagged parameters between time points. Mod-
el 3 analyzed four measures—word reading, spelling, text composition, and 
reading comprehension—with both specified autoregressive and cross-lagged 
parameters between time points. As such, each model included three distinct 
types of paths: a) between-measure correlations for each grade level, b) with-
in-measure autoregressive longitudinal paths between adjacent grades, and c) 
longitudinal cross-lagged paths between each measure for each set of measures 
at adjacent time points. Additionally, the authors used observed rather than 
latent variables due to minimal measurement error and a high degree of mea-
sure reliability (Abbott et al., 2010, p. 286).

The authors reported results for both standalone autoregressive models 
and autoregressive models with additional cross-lagged components. For the 
autoregressive models, the authors reported that individual differences across 
measures appeared consistently associated longitudinally between adjacent 
years from grades 1 to 7. Additionally, they found that the magnitude (i.e., the 
strength) of the associations differed upon the level of language, in descending 
order from word-level (spelling and word reading), text-level (reading com-
prehension and text composition), and subword-level measures (handwriting).

The models that included specifications for both the cross-lagged and au-
toregressive parameters demonstrated better model fit (i.e., better represent-
ed the data) than models with only the autoregressive parameters specified. 
Model 1 estimates highlighted some stability in measure-specific individual 
differences across grade levels with some unreliable longitudinal relationships 
between certain skills (e.g., handwriting with spelling and text composition) 
and unexpected reliable relationships between other skills (e.g., spelling and 
composition). Model 2 estimates highlighted consistent measure-specific in-
dividual differences across grade levels for handwriting, spelling, and word 
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reading; a significant association (though small) between spelling and word 
reading; and no relationship between word reading and handwriting. Mod-
el 3 estimates highlighted consistent measure-specific individual differences 
and associations between different measures (e.g., spelling and word reading) 
across grade levels similar to those observed in Model 2 as well as new findings 
for consistent measure-specific individual differences (e.g., text composition 
and reading comprehension), associations between different measures (e.g., 
spelling and word reading; word reading and text comprehension), and no re-
lationships between other measures (e.g., reading comprehension and spelling; 
text composition and word reading).

Abbott et al. (2010) provides one example as to how autoregressive models 
can be beneficial to longitudinal writing research. Their study focused explic-
itly on modeling the relationships within and between specific writing and 
reading skills across time to consider if data supported the multiple levels 
of language theory. Their findings offered a comprehensive examination of 
the relationships between multiple skills associated within writing and across 
reading and writing. These relationships highlighted not only the importance 
of multiple subskills within writing but also the extent to which different lev-
els of language appear related across writing and reading domains at adjacent 
time points across the elementary and secondary school years (Abbott et al., 
2010). However, this application of longitudinal SEM is but one of numerous 
approaches available to researchers.

latent gRoWth cuRve Models (lgcMs)

Autoregressive models highlight relations between multiple variables over time 
but do not emphasize information about individual- or group-level perfor-
mance. What if, instead, our research questions focused on the trajectories of 
change in writing skills over time? What if we wanted to model overall change 
between scores and ask questions about whether this change is related to an 
individual’s initial skill level or to their growth in writing skills over time? 
LGCMs represent a different class of models that focus on the extent to which 
individuals demonstrate change in specific abilities over time rather than solely 
performance-related bidirectional effects. The LGCM framework allows for 
evaluating hypotheses specific to between-person differences in within-person 
change and goes by many different names (e.g., multilevel models of change, 
latent trajectory analysis, latent curve modeling, and mixed effects or random 
effects models of change) (Shiyko et al., 2012).

LGCMs treat multiple observed time points of the same variable as indi-
cators of (usually) two latent constructs that represent how individuals change 
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over time. These latent factors include an intercept (i.e., the ability level at 
a single time point of interest and often the first time data were collected) 
and a slope (i.e., the change in an individual’s ability over time). LGCMs use 
multiple time-point trajectories produced by individuals across different time 
points to provide a parsimonious representation of these trajectories via de-
scription of the average change trajectories and the degree to which inter-indi-
vidual differences (i.e., between-person differences) in change occur. LGCMs 
allow for exploring a variety of different types of research questions related to 
the growth individuals demonstrate in a given ability measured over multiple 
time points and can range from simple to more complex models. LGCMs offer 
the flexibility of SEM with the advantage of modeling a variety of different 
random effects (e.g., means, variances, and covariances of individual differenc-
es for both the intercept and the slope) (Preacher, 2019).

Figure 3.3 depicts a path diagram of a simple LGCM representing the as-
sessment of one ability across four time points. While the path diagram may 
share some visual similarities to the autoregressive models shown in Figures 
3.1 and 3.2, the LGCM path diagram contains important distinctions. Work-
ing from the bottom of the diagram, the observed variables and associated 
errors are no different from those depicted in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 (i.e., a skill is 
measured four times). However, the two latent variables (labeled Intercept and 
Slope) are conceptually different from the latent variables depicted in Figures 
3.1 and 3.2. Both latent variables contain unidirectional paths to each of the 
observed variables. Each path is labeled with a lower-case Lambda (λ) with 
subscripts to differentiate between different paths (e.g., λ4,1 represents the path 
for the fourth observed variable for the intercept, while λ4,2 represents the path 
for the fourth observed variable for the slope). The fixed values in brackets for 
this illustration represent what these path parameters would be set to when 
estimating a simple LGCM. While the fixing of each intercept path parameter 
to 1 follows the same rationale as used with the autoregressive models (in that 
each observed variable is acting as an indicator for the latent variable that is 
not freely estimated), the rationale behind fixing the slope paths is slightly dif-
ferent. In this example, each slope path parameter is fixed to a value between 
zero and three based on the time parameter (i.e., the fixed value represents the 
order of the time points beginning with zero as the first time point). These val-
ues may be fixed in this manner or left free to be estimated from the data (e.g., 
to assess for nonlinear growth, then these values would be freely estimated 
or partially fixed to allow for nonlinear estimation of time point slopes). The 
triangle represents that the initial intercept and slope values are assumed to 
be latent variables with fixed means (μIntercept and μSlope) but random variances 
(σ2

Intercept and σ2
Slope) and covariances (σSlope, Intercept).
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Figure 3.3. Path diagram example of a simple LCGM of one ability measured over 
four time points (T1-T4). Squares (□) represent the observed variables while circles 
(○) represent the unobserved latent variables. A triangle () represents a constant 
value. Curved, double-headed lines (↔) can represent either variances (if they start 
and end within the same square or circle) or covariances (if they start and end on 

different squares or circles). Straight, single-headed lines (→) are directed, regressive 
relationships between observed or unobserved variables. See text for further infor-

mation about specific parameter labels.

Bollen and Curran (2006) offer three guiding questions to assist with think-
ing about research questions involving trajectories of change for a given sample 
of individuals for a given skill. First, what is the trajectory of the entire group? This 
initial question seeks to characterize the entirety of the dataset and does not con-
sider potential subgroups or other distinctions within the data. This approach 
is needed to help understand what potential underlying trajectories exist for the 
entire dataset before more specific questions are asked. Second, are distinct tra-
jectories needed for each case? This question requires considering how subgroups 
may demonstrate trajectories different from the overall average trajectory. By 
accounting for subgrouping factors, potential distinctions between different in-
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dividuals are considered alongside the differences observed within individuals 
across time. Third, are there additional variables that can be used to predict indi-
vidual trajectories? After establishing both an average trajectory and the presence 
of meaningful variation in this overall average trajectory (particularly in terms 
of both the intercept and slope), what other information could be useful for 
predicting these observed distinctions? This approach takes into consideration 
additional information that may be meaningful to predicting and understand-
ing why distinct trajectory patterns exist within a given dataset for a construct 
measured multiple times.

LGCMs further offer the capability of examining research questions relat-
ed to a wide range of different types of longitudinally oriented research ques-
tions (Grimm et al., 2017). LGCMs deal with investigating individuals in the 
same abilities over a number of distinct time points, allowing for investigations 
into intra-individual differences (i.e., how do individuals change across time 
points with respect to this ability?). LGCMs allow for testing different modeling 
approaches that assume different patterns of change for observed abilities and 
provide a structured approach to investigating such inter-individual differences 
within the context of earlier mentioned intra-individual changes (Grimm et al., 
2017). As changes in multiple constructs can occur both simultaneously and se-
quentially, approaching questions about these inter-relationships requires simul-
taneous analysis of multiple variables alongside evaluations of how variables may 
precede, covary, and/or follow changes observed in another variable (Grimm et 
al., 2017). Furthermore, the flexibility of the SEM framework allows for con-
sidering different predictors for both intra-individual change and inter-individ-
ual differences in intra-individual change, such as allowing for the inclusion of 
multiple groups or the specification of time-invariant covariates (i.e., variables 
that occur at specific points in time that are included at only specific time points 
rather than reassessed at multiple time points).

Using LGCMs in Writing Research

Similar to autoregressive models, LGCMs have not yet been widely adopted for 
analyzing longitudinal writing development. However, Costa et al. (this volume) 
provide an investigation into the growth trajectories of written language and 
executive functions in 205 elementary-age children across first through fourth 
grade using LGCMs. Interested readers are directed to Chapter 10 for the full 
study, but what is of interest to this chapter is their consideration regarding key 
issues of model fit and estimation. Though their findings suggested interesting 
results relevant to the relationships between individual variability in written lan-
guage (i.e., spelling, alphabet knowledge, and writing fluency) and executive 
functions (i.e., attentional control and planning) over time, they highlight par-
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ticular concerns about model convergence and model fit, both of which show-
case the complexity of issues that can occur when interpreting results from SEM. 
Even with their stated limitations, Costa et al. (this volume) present a worth-
while approach to using LGCMs for analyzing longitudinal writing data.

CONCLUSION

As highlighted by the Lifespan Writing Development Group (Bazerman et al., 
2018), writing develops in a complicated, multifaceted process that should not 
be expected to happen rapidly or linearly. To address research questions related 
to the development of writing and writing-related abilities across the lifespan, 
researchers need to be diverse in their questions and their methodologies. This 
chapter offered a review of longitudinal quantitative approaches that writing re-
searchers may draw on to investigate writing development across the lifespan. In 
doing so, we highlighted the application of SEM as a comprehensive framework 
whose structure provides researchers with the means to answer quantitatively 
oriented research questions via deductive, theory-driven, hypothesis-testing, and 
predictive approaches.

SEM and longitudinal quantitative research approaches more generally pro-
vide lifespan writing researchers with valuable tools to test and answer research 
questions about how writing develops and changes from early development 
through late adulthood across cognitive and social contexts. Quantitative meth-
ods have a longstanding history and continue to guide much of the methodolog-
ical foundations across a wide array of fields within the social sciences (see Haig, 
2013). The consideration for the broader role of quantitative methods—as well 
as the specific role of advanced approaches like SEM—provides frameworks 
to researchers interested in analyzing data collected over many different types 
of research designs. Broader longitudinal quantitative approaches aligned with 
time-to-event data and repeated measures data allow researchers to postulate 
and analyze an array of questions ranging from the importance of carefully de-
fined events on later development to ways in which skills predict performance in 
similar or associated skills over any set period of time. SEM further provides re-
searchers with a robust framework to specify carefully articulated research ques-
tions about data based on theoretical beliefs (and provides researchers with the 
capabilities of considering nuances in the data that are only covered briefly here) 
(see Kline, 2016 and Wu et al., 2013).

We hope this chapter has sparked an interest in readers from different disci-
plines with different methodological backgrounds in the multitude of roles that 
longitudinal quantitative approaches may have to help answer questions about 
the development of writing across the lifespan. However, quantitative methods 
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do have their limitations and may not always be the best approach to take. 
Though SEM can be used for causal hypotheses, not all SEM approaches are 
causal in design, which can lead to overconfidence in data interpretation (see 
Hoyle, 2012; Jöreskog, 1993; or Kline, 2016). Additionally, the use of SEM 
does not magically transform correlational data into causal conclusions. Findings 
must be replicated across multiple datasets to avoid the capitalization of chance 
factors that might have been due to specific features of a dataset rather than the 
constructs under investigation (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2006). Furthermore, 
numerous researchers have called for additional considerations into the role of 
mixed methods in ongoing interdisciplinary research. These researchers argue 
that fewer distinctions may exist between quantitative and qualitative methods 
than many believe (see Haig, 2013) or that research designs may be strengthened 
by taking novel approaches that consider a wide array of methodologies (see 
Gelo et al., 2008 and Todd et al., 2004). Lifespan writing researchers should 
consider novel techniques across different approaches that may best answer their 
research questions and should build from findings across different lines of inqui-
ry in the general pursuit of better understanding the ongoing development of 
writing abilities across the lifespan.
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MAKING SENSE OF A PERSON’S 
LITERATE LIFE: LITERACY 
NARRATIVES IN A 100-YEAR-STUDY 
ON LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

Magdalena Knappik
University of Wuppertal, Germany

A longitudinal study sets out to collect data continuously as time passes; it as-
sembles a whole picture by collecting a large amount of data at different points 
in time (Bazerman, 2018). Being retrospective in nature, literacy narratives may 
initially seem counterintuitive to the purposes of a longitudinal study. However, 
they offer invaluable insights into the processes of people making sense of their 
literate lives, and of the meaning they attribute to literacy as they tell and inter-
pret their lives. If collected at different points in time and carefully connected 
to longitudinal data, literacy narratives may serve an important function in a 
longitudinal study on literacy development. In this chapter, I will demonstrate 
why we should try to make this connection, and how it can be achieved in data 
collection and analysis.

Literacy narratives are personal narratives or life stories with a specific focus 
on literacy development. Definitions of literacy narratives range from fictional 
to non-fictional texts; from written to oral texts; from texts elicited in a class-
room setting, closely informed by a pedagogical agenda, to texts elicited in a 
research setting; and from texts that follow a biographical arc, such as in Brandt 
(1994, 1995, 1998), to texts that will zoom in on a few pivotal life events. 
For instance, Eldred and Mortensen (1992) define literacy narratives as fictional 
texts—“stories that foreground issues of language acquisition and literacy” (p. 
513). Alexander (2011) and Carlo (2016) view the literacy narrative as a genre, 
while Lawrence (2015, p. 304) considers literacy narratives to be “personal ac-
counts of literacy-related experiences.” In this chapter, I will refer to non-fiction-
al texts only. This does not mean I treat literacy narratives as factual, but that I 
consider them to be meant by their creators to be understood as non-fictional.

People’s recollections of their past—or, in our case, of their literacy de-
velopment—are necessarily shaped by a number of factors, for example their 
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memories, or the overall meanings they attribute to their lives. And yet, literacy 
narratives offer insights into the meaning literacy takes on for writing individ-
uals across different contexts and life events. However, to make use of literacy 
narratives, we need to be careful not to stop at the content level when we analyze 
them (Lawrence, 2015). To avoid dismissing literacy narratives on the grounds 
of their constructedness, we need to focus on exactly this quality—their con-
structedness—to deepen our analysis of the content.

I will make my argument for literacy narratives in four steps. First, I will 
argue why we should use literacy narratives in a longitudinal study. It is import-
ant, though, to consider that they cannot be treated as just facts about a person’s 
literate life, as I will show in the following section. I will then highlight some key 
decisions that need to be considered when planning for the collection of literacy 
narratives and their connection with longitudinal data. Finally, I will suggest 
ways to deepen the analysis by including methodologies that focus on the con-
structedness of the narrative, using the neighboring field of life history research 
as a source for useful approaches to analysis. Life history research shares many of 
the interests of literacy narrative research: an interest in people’s perspectives on 
their (writing) lives, on their meaning-making, and on their interpretations of 
their lives and writing development trajectories.

WHY WE SHOULD USE LITERACY NARRATIVES 
IN LIFESPAN WRITING RESEARCH

I want to point out four ways in which literacy narratives can be important for 
longitudinal lifespan writing research: First, they give us insight into a person’s 
sense-making of their literacy development. Second, they tell us about social 
value systems towards literacy and thus provide important context for other 
data in the longitudinal study. Third, literacy narratives might themselves serve 
as sponsors of literacy development (Lawrence, 2015). Finally, a longitudinal, 
multi-site study on lifespan writing allows us to compare literacy narratives from 
very different social and institutional contexts and thus gain a deeper under-
standing of the genre itself.

The first contribution that literacy narratives offer to lifespan writing research 
is that they tell us about a person’s sense-making of their literacy development. 
Autobiographical narratives tell us about the present of the narrator rather than 
their past (Bruner, 1991; Freeman, 2007; Schütze, 2007). In creating a coherent 
story, segmenting and ordering their past, research subjects are making sense of 
their present. If we follow this train of thought, we can use literacy narratives 
to gain profound insights into the present of a writer at one point in time and 
to find out about the meaning that person attributes to literacy—an important 



69

Making Sense of a Person’s Literate Life

dimension of literacy development (Bazerman et al., 2018, p. 371). The literacy 
narrative’s potential then would be the in-depth and structured analysis of a 
person’s evaluation and sense-making of their literacy development at a given 
point in time.

In addition, literacy narratives may themselves be sponsors of literacy, as 
Lawrence (2015) points out. She argues that the genre of literacy narrative may 
be viewed as a scene for literacy development, in the sense that the “productive 
rhetoric” of the narrating event may actually sponsor literacy development: She 
points out that is important to view

[t]he rhetorical practices of literacy narratives (autobiographi-
cal or otherwise) as sponsors of literacy—as material conditions 
that enable and constrain what and how literacy is thought, 
felt and lived by researchers and teachers, as well as by re-
counters of literacy narratives. (Lawrence, 2015, p. 306)

In a similar vein, Rosenthal (1995) talks about the “healing effect of bi-
ographical narrating” (p. 167; translation by MK). The process of creating and 
owning their life story, to experience the validation of their version of their life 
through an avid listener, and maybe just this very process of creating coherence 
and presenting their life story as the “history of a proper person” (Linde, 1993, 
p. 17) might have a healing or sponsoring effect on the narrator.

Furthermore, literacy narratives provide important insights into cultural and 
social value systems towards literacies and literacy development. Both master 
and little narratives (Alexander, 2011; Carlo, 2016; Daniell, 1999) can serve as 
key analytical tools for this. We can look out for both master and little narratives 
in a longitudinal study in order to learn more about cultural and social expec-
tations about literacy at specific points in time. This might provide important 
context for analyzing other types of lifespan writing research data.

We might also compare literacy narratives across diverse populations to find 
out more about the culturally different and the universal structuring principles 
of the genre of literacy narratives. It might be interesting to research shared and 
changing systems of coherence, such as the “success story.” It would also be 
possible to compare literacy narratives from education systems where this is not 
a well-known genre (and almost never a school-based assignment), to literacy 
narratives that were created in education systems where literacy narratives are a 
very common assignment.

Literacy narratives provide a rich source of data for lifespan writing research. 
However, we have to be careful not to treat literacy narratives as documents 
about a person’s past. The next section will show the factors that shape a literacy 
narrative and that need to be taken into account when analyzing them.
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LITERACY NARRATIVES AREN’T FACTS ABOUT A PERSON’S 
PAST: THE CONSTRUCTEDNESS OF LITERACY NARRATIVES

Literacy narratives cannot be taken as documents that provide facts on a per-
son’s (literate) life. Both life histories and literacy narratives are genres that 
entail strong cultural expectations as to the content and the shape of the sto-
ries that can be told. At its heart, a literacy narrative—and a life history—is 
expected to be a story of positive development, of learning, and of mastering a 
skill (literacy), or a life. There are two consequences of this: first, some things 
cannot be told in a literacy narrative; and second, some things will only be 
told because of the generativity of the genre. Webb-Sunderhaus (2016) uses 
the term tellability to draw attention to stories that are culturally favored, and 
to the stories that tend to be omitted or suppressed: “Tellability is a lens for 
evaluating which narratives are worth telling and for further assessing who can 
tell which narratives in what context” (p. 12). She critiques the portrayal of 
combined poverty and illiteracy in studies on marginalized persons that leave 
no room for their actual involvement with literacy, which might happen “in 
ways that are untellable in public discourse” (2016, p. 13). Likewise, Bowen 
(this volume) highlights how ageist ideologies frame age with intellectual and 
bodily decline and shows how this might shape our perception of writing in old 
age negatively. Also, writing development research tends to frame the gains of 
literacy development in a rather unchallengedly positive way, as Viruru (2003) 
critiques. As a consequence, any losses in that process, such as a loss of oracy, 
are not tellable and will not be told.

Some things might also not be remembered. The ability to recall memories 
at all could be enabled and limited by existing social frameworks, as Halbwachs’ 
(1992) notion of collective memory conveys. He posits that the availability of 
frameworks within which memories can be placed is a precondition for people 
having those memories at all: “Many stories and histories simply cannot be told 
when the social frameworks are not there” (cited in Plummer, 2007, p. 402). For 
example, being homosexual only became a part of told life histories when the 
social frameworks to talk about being homosexual had been built and claimed 
by the LGBT community.

The genre itself provides a strong framework for the ways in which a lit-
eracy narrative will be told. This becomes most apparent when analysis is ap-
proached with a narratological lens. Both literacy narratives and life histories 
can be viewed and analyzed as “stories,” as narrative texts with a plot, subscrib-
ing to the linearity of time as a structuring principle, with “nuclear episodes,” 
“thematic lines,” and “characters” (McAdams, cited in Plummer, 2007, p. 399-
400). Nuclear episodes are “specific autobiographical events which have been 
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reinterpreted over time to assume a privileged status in the story” while thematic 
lines are “recurrent content clusters in stories” and characters are “recognizable 
stereotypes” (Plummer, 2007, pp. 399-400). Norman Denzin (1999) points out 
that life histories usually are centered around a crisis-like event, something that 
Denzin names “epiphany.” These genre-typical frameworks are productive or 
generative; thus a particular literacy narrative might be shaped in the way it is 
because genre conventions ask for it.

The generativity of the genre also shapes the interaction between listener 
and narrator, which influences the way a story is told and the self that is created 
in the process. Linde (1993) shows how life histories (she prefers the term “life 
stories”) are shaped by the social demand of coherence: A story needs to be told 
in a coherent way in order to be comprehensible and narrators need to present a 
life story as a coherent course of events “in order for the participants to appear as 
competent members of their culture” (Linde, 1993, p. 16). There is also an inter-
nal demand for coherence, that is, “our own individual desire to understand our 
life as coherent, as making sense, as the history of a proper person” (Linde, 1993, 
p. 17). Narrators refer to systems of coherence or “popular versions of expert the-
ories and systems” (Linde, 1993, p. 18), that they think they might share with 
their audience. And, with different audiences, narrators refer to different systems 
of coherence. Similarly, Angrosino (1989) highlights the role of the audience in 
the creation of the story. In his view, the story is a “document of interaction,” the 
interaction is a “drama” between narrator and listener—“the process that creates 
the narrative” (1989, p. 4). Correspondingly, the narrated self that is created in 
this process is seen as fluid and changing, “not a timeless, finished product but 
. . . rather a fragment of an evolving process” (Angrosino, 1989, p. 105).

As a consequence of both the limitations and the generativity of the genre, 
there will be one prevailing form of the literacy narrative if it is given as an as-
signment: the success story. Daniell (1999), Alexander (2011), and Carlo (2016) 
make use of Lyotard’s term “master narratives” to explain the potency of these 
cultural narratives. The most common master narrative in the field of literacy 
narratives seems to be the “success story,” wherein literacy development is seen 
as a key to social and financial upward mobility and success and students tend to 
position themselves favorably within this frame. But Daniell (1999), Alexander 
(2011), and Carlo (2016) also encounter “little narratives,” or stories that may 
counter and resist master narratives within their research.

All of these factors shape the form of literacy narratives yet this does not 
make them unsuitable for lifespan writing research. If we take this very quali-
ty—their specific constructedness—into account and make it part of the analy-
sis, then we can gain valuable insights into the meaning of literacies for people 
and their lives.
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COLLECTING LITERACY NARRATIVES: KEY DECISIONS

Before we start collecting literacy narratives as data in a lifespan study, we need 
to carefully consider several aspects that each allow for different research strat-
egies. I want to highlight five of them: the different possibilities for collecting 
literacy narratives within a longitudinal study, the different forms they might 
take (written, oral, and visual), the prompts we might use to elicit a biographical 
arc, the impact of different listeners, and the institutional contexts for literacy 
narratives across sites.

collecting liteRacy naRRatives Within a longitudinal study

To make the most use of literacy narratives as part of a 100-year longitudinal 
study, I advocate for two types of data collection: a) the planned collection of 
literacy narratives across different contexts with different populations and at sev-
eral points in a person’s life; and b) the analysis of literacy narratives that occur 
as a by-product in an ethnography. Plummer (2007) distinguishes three types of 
data collection: everyday naturalistic, researched, and reflexive-recursive. “Every-
day naturalistic” are life histories that occur as part of everyday interactions with 
subjects in an ethnography (Plummer, 2007, p. 396). “Researched” means that 
a researcher elicits a life history, usually with a prompt, while “reflexive-recur-
sive” is a term to signify life histories that are more self-aware of their process of 
construction (Plummer, 2007, p. 396). They are often done by a researcher, for 
example as part of an autoethnography (e.g., Zebroski, this volume). We should 
both collect “researched” literacy narratives and “everyday naturalistic” stories 
on literacy development as part of ethnographies. Ethnographies will provide 
rich context data for the analysis of the literacy narratives that occur within them 
and literacy narratives will also allow insights into social and cultural values 
towards literacies that will then provide interesting context for analyzing other 
ethnographic data. It might also be interesting to compare researched and every-
day naturalistic forms of literacy narratives.

WRitten, oRal, visual and MateRial foRMs

Literacy narratives are multimodal and may consist of written, oral, visual, or 
material forms and any combination thereof. Literacy narratives might be oral, 
in particular if they are everyday naturalistic types of data. Orally presented lit-
eracy narratives might create a more accessible space to persons who developed 
oracies rather than literacies in their lives, or to persons who developed both. To 
collect oral forms of literacy narratives could also serve to value oracy. This could 
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be particularly important in light of Webb-Sunderhaus’s and Viruru’s critiques 
of literacy development research as being prone to overlook and/or devalue ora-
cies or less socially valued forms of literacies. We could also try to elicit oracy 
narratives, i.e., stories about the development of a person’s oracy and compare 
them to literacy narratives. Whilst this might be a worthwhile research objective 
in itself, this might also shed light on both productive and suppressing inter-
relations between oracy and literacy development. We also might combine the 
collection of visual and material data with written or spoken narratives. Bowen’s 
suggestion (this volume) to do literacy tours with the research participants when 
listening to their narrative enables the narrators to include material objects into 
their story that serve a function for their writing activities, such as writing desks, 
clocks, and much more. It is important to be open to the multimodality of lit-
eracy narratives when deciding which type of data to collect so that participants 
are able to express the complexity of their experiences.

pRoMpts

It is important to ensure that the narratives we collect have a biographical arc. If 
the narrative only focuses on a few select episodes in life, it might become diffi-
cult to extract developmental trajectories. To achieve this, we need to construct 
our prompts carefully. In my study with 58 literacy narratives written by stu-
dents who did not know literacy narratives as a genre or assignment (Knappik, 
2018), this was accomplished by using a prompt with cues like “over the course 
of your life” or “in your life” (“Write your writing biography. Which kinds of 
writing have you encountered over the course of your life?” were the first two 
sentences of the prompt). The narratives took on the form of written life histo-
ries with a focus on literacy development. If we successfully elicit literacy nar-
ratives with a biographical arc (or “literacy life stories”) we can make better use 
of existing methodologies for analyzing a person’s sense-making of literacies in 
their life, (e.g., Linde, 1993 or Rosenthal, 1995) as I will discuss below.

Multiple audiences

To account for the social expectations on literacy that different listeners/research-
ers might represent, we could ask participants to tell their literacy narratives to 
multiple listeners, including some that might share their economic, cultural or lo-
cal backgrounds and some that might represent other backgrounds. We could also 
ask participants to interview other participants about their literacy development. 
As this might be tiring for research participants, this research strategy might only 
be feasible if some time has passed between the points of data collection.
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context: being aWaRe of assignMents

As the literacy narrative is such a well-known and ubiquitously practiced genre 
within US higher education, we should actively collect literacy narratives in in-
stitutions in different contexts where literacy narratives are scarcely known as a 
genre and contrast them with literacy narratives collected in the US. We should 
also consider collection sites outside of institutions since we might encounter 
different varieties of narratives if the genre is not a well-known writing assign-
ment. For instance, success stories were not the master narrative in my study, 
even though it was conducted in an institution of higher education. Instead, 
narratives of resentment towards the types of literacies that the narrators devel-
oped were quite common. There were also stories that mourned the loss of other, 
more joyful types of writing as part of their portrayal of development (Knappik, 
2018). It will be interesting to compare literacy narratives across contexts where 
they are well-known genres and where they are not.

ANALYZING LITERACY NARRATIVES: MOVING 
BEYOND THE CONTENT LEVEL

Literacy narratives are clearly shaped by genre and by broader institutional and 
cultural factors. Those factors both limit and enable individuals to use literacy 
narratives for making sense of their literacy development and the meaning of 
literacies in their lives. To unlock the potentials this holds for lifespan writing 
research, we need to equip our analysis with tools that are able to recognize 
meaning beyond a content level. Methodologies within life history research pro-
vide excellent tools for this. In this section, I will present two of them: (1) a sto-
ry-focused approach that will foreground narratological devices in the narrative 
to highlight which parts of a (literacy) narrative might be subject to social frame-
works rather than individual experience (Linde, 1993); and (2) a methodology 
that combines a story-focused and a content-focused approach in order to find 
out which guiding principle a narrator uses to make sense of their (literate) life 
(Rosenthal, 1995). I present both of them to show that there exists a range of 
approaches to analysis that move beyond the content level. Linde’s is more nar-
ratological while Rosenthal decidedly advocates for an inclusion of the content 
level into the analysis, albeit in a very sophisticated and form-conscious way. 
Both Linde and Rosenthal argue that the sequentiality of a life story1 is the most 
important guiding principle of the analysis of life stories, as they view the way 

1  I choose to use the term “life story” in this section because Linde uses the term “life story” 
and Rosenthal uses “Lebensgeschichte” in German, which translates directly to “life story.”
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a life story is structured as a most important tool to understand the processes of 
meaning-making expressed in this structuring.

linde: the cReation of coheRence

Linde’s (1993) approach is very useful to gain a deeper understanding of socially 
established principles that speakers (and listeners) presuppose when they create 
and make sense of a life story. In her investigation of principles of construction 
and coherence in life stories, Linde presents a wide array of useful linguistic 
vocabulary to describe and analyze the discourse units of a narrative. Draw-
ing on Labov & Waletzky’s (1967) definition, the following are typical parts 
of narratives: “the optional abstract, the orientation, the narrative clauses, and 
the optional coda” (p. 69). These parts are usually sequential. Narratives often 
also include evaluations—why the story was worth telling—which may occur 
at different locations throughout the narrative. In a narrative, the evaluation “is 
socially the most important part” because it conveys “how [its addressees] are to 
understand the meaning of the narrated sequence of events and what kind of 
response the speaker desires” (Labov & Waletzky, 1967, p. 72). It will be very 
productive to look out for evaluations in literacy narratives since they will tell 
us about the expectations of the narrator and what we as researchers represent 
to them in regard to literacies. Research on literacy narratives suggests that the 
“success story” might be one of the main systems of coherence that narrators 
draw on when telling a literacy narrative. This is important in particular for all 
research interested in developmental aspects. A success story will usually de-
scribe at its core some kind of development. This means that we need to recon-
struct the narrator’s expectations of what constitutes development in between 
the narrator and the listener.

Rosenthal: contRasting the lived and the told life

As Rosenthal (1995, p. 14-15) incorporates both “the lived life” and “the told 
life” into her analysis, her approach lends itself most usefully to the analysis of 
retrospective data within a longitudinal study. In Rosenthal’s terms, the narrated 
story is the “told life.” The “lived life” needs to be reconstructed from context in-
formation about the narrator’s biography and their historical and social contexts. 
If a literacy narrative is part of a longitudinal study, for instance an ethnography, 
it will easily be possible to gather these facts. The longitudinal study might even 
provide considerable detailed facts about a whole lived literacy/life.

Rosenthal aims to contrast the “lived life” with the “told life” in order to find 
out about possible life courses that did not happen and to look for things that 
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the narrator might have been silent about. Those omissions transpire when we 
contrast the lived against the told life. This is a way to account for the tellability 
of literacy narratives and the non-tellability of unvalorized forms of literacy: We 
can find out what was not told.

Rosenthal’s goal is to reconstruct the overall “gestalt” of the life story. This, 
again, is a contrasting technique. There is the idea in gestalt theory that we can 
interpret a part only in relation to its whole and that the whole is more than 
the sum of its parts. The parts/segments that we analyze will be continuously 
contrasted against the whole. The whole—the gestalt—is the guiding principle 
that a person chooses to organize their life story—the “red thread,” as it were. 
For her, this individual guiding principle is something that a person has actively 
formed, rather than a given framework within which someone might operate. 
To find this guiding principle is, for Rosenthal, the key to understand a person’s 
process of sense-making.

As we do not know this guiding principle at the start of our analyses, we will 
generate multiple hypotheses about it as we move from segment to segment. For 
any line of data interpreted, Rosenthal asks us to imagine consequences of this 
interpretation—fantasies about how a life will unfold if the initial interpretation 
proves true. When continuing our analysis sequentially, the data will show that 
some of those interpretations are rendered implausible while others may be af-
firmed. We will dismiss the implausible readings and continue with the plausible 
ones, generating multiple new ones as we go along. This is important in order to 
break up routine assumptions made by the researcher and to avoid jumping to 
conclusions based on the specific ideas of normalcy any researcher might hold.

Rosenthal’s approach allows us to make use of both literacy narratives and 
any data that we have gathered across a person’s lifespan. In a longitudinal study, 
we are well positioned to collect both types of data, contrasting told lives against 
lived lives to find out what people decided to include or omit in their literacy 
narratives. Rosenthal’s abductive process of analysis helps to avoid, or at least 
reflect, our preconceptions about literacy development. It seems very promising 
to reconstruct different guiding principles that people created to make sense of 
their (literate) lives and to contrast and compare them across different contexts 
and sites.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I aimed to show how literacy narratives can make an important 
contribution to longitudinal writing research. While they are not suitable as 
a source of facts about a person’s life because they are shaped by a number of 
factors, they offer a number of other possibilities to researchers. The generativity 
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of the genre “literacy narrative” with its requirements for a story arc (Denzin, 
1999; Plummer, 2007) and the creation of coherence (Linde, 1993) influence 
the narrative as well as the social expectations that the researcher represents. 
Collective memory (Halbwachs, 1992) and social expectations for the literacy or 
illiteracy of research participants (Viruru, 2003; Webb-Sunderhaus, 2016) form 
frameworks that enable “tellable” stories and dismiss others. Literacy narratives 
are necessarily highly constructed forms of data on literacy development.

Literacy narratives reflect social frameworks, interactional demands, and the 
narrator’s choices to select and order the events that, in their perspective, form 
their literacy development. And this is exactly why they are valuable for life-
span writing research: They allow us to analyze how people are making sense of 
their literate lives. Smith (this volume) warns that we might overlook analyzing 
change in itself if we just compare data from different points in a person’s lit-
erate life. She invites researchers to look at “the in-betweens . . . to draw focus 
to the means and mechanisms through which writing development is realized.” 
Research participants’ ways of ordering their pasts—of attributing meaning to 
literacy and life events while omitting others—is a way to analyze these means 
and mechanisms from the writers’ own perspectives. What counts as change to a 
person? What counts as development to a person? What is valued or devalued by 
a person and their environments? How do their definitions of “change,” “devel-
opment,” and “values” function in their processes of making sense of their lives?

Literacy narratives also make an important contribution to understand dif-
ferent and, with Dippre and Smith (this volume), ever-changing, protean con-
texts. Their narratives reflect the expectations of their listeners as well as social 
valorizations and devalorizations of literacies at specific points in time and space. 
Linde’s (1993) methodology of analyzing the construction of coherence in a 
narrative allows us to deepen our understanding of the interactional and social 
relationships between narrator and listener and how they translate to the shape 
of the narrative. The social frameworks that we can reconstruct in this analysis 
serve as important context for longitudinal studies.

The act of sense-making that a narrator undertakes in a literacy narrative 
might also in itself be a sponsor of literacy development (Lawrence, 2015). This 
idea is highly valuable for lifespan writing research. If we are able to collect lit-
eracy narratives of the same person at different points in the lifespan, we may 
analyze how this narration might have changed their views on themselves or 
their literacy practices, and how this might have stimulated changes in their 
literacy practices.

As the members of the Writing Through the Lifespan collaboration consider 
how to launch a 100-year study on writing development, I suggest that liter-
acy narratives have an important role to play, especially when combined with 
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longitudinal approaches such as ethnography and when researchers have the 
opportunity to collect more than one literacy narrative per research participant 
across the lifespan. By combining retrospective and longitudinal data, we are 
able to contrast both types of data. This is, admittedly, very ambitious, but also 
highly promising. Rosenthal’s (1995) methodology is built around the careful 
comparison between the “told” and the “lived” life. If we have longitudinal data 
on the “lived” life, we have a source of data that is unprecedented in its richness. 
To contrast this data with the narrative that a person constructs out of the same 
thing—the lived life—must be an incredibly interesting analysis. It will allow 
us to analyze very thoroughly which life and literacy events have been omitted, 
which have been highlighted, and what overall guiding principle a person uses 
to convey their story. This guiding principle might shed light on what it is about 
literacy that matters most to persons.

To use literacy narratives as part of a longitudinal study opens a pathway 
to an important dimension of lifespan writing research, the dimension of the 
meaning of literacy in a person’s life (Bazerman et al., 2018). We can analyze 
what (changing) meaning a person attributes to their literacies and their literacy 
development, we can investigate the functions that literacy narratives have for 
making sense of a person’s life, and we can research the ways in which the act of 
narrating one’s literate life is a sponsor of literacy development in itself. A longi-
tudinal approach to lifespan writing research provides an excellent site to make 
the most use of literacy narratives as complementary and contrasting data, and 
as data of its own merit.

REFERENCES

Alexander, K. P. (2011). Successes, victims, and prodigies: “Master” and “little” cultur-
al narratives in the literacy narrative genre. College Composition and Communication, 
62(4), 608-633.

Angrosino, M. V. (1989). Documents of interaction: Biography, autobiography, and life 
history in social science perspective. University of Florida Press.

Bazerman, C. (2018). Lifespan longitudinal studies of writing development: A heuris-
tic for an impossible dream. In C. Bazerman, A. Applebee, V. Berninger, D. Brandt, 
S. Graham, J. Jeffery, P. Matsuda, S. Murphy, D. Wells Rowe, M. Schleppegrell, 
& K. Campbell Wilcox (Eds.), The lifespan development of writing (pp. 326-365). 
National Council of Teachers of English.

Bazerman, C., Applebee, A., Berninger, V., Brandt, D., Graham, S., Jeffery, J., Matsu-
da, P. K., Murphy, S., Wells Rowe, D., Schleppegrell, M., & Campbell Wilcox, K. 
(2018). The challenges of understanding developmental trajectories and of design-
ing developmentally appropriate policy, curricula, instruction, and assessments. In 
C. Bazerman, A. Applebee, V. Berninger, D. Brandt, S. Graham, J. Jeffery, P. K. 



79

Making Sense of a Person’s Literate Life

Matsuda, S. Murphy, D. Wells Rowe, M. Schleppegrell, & K. Campbell Wilcox 
(Eds.), The lifespan development of writing (pp. 369-381). National Council of 
Teachers of English.

Brandt, D. (1994). Remembering writing, remembering reading. College Composition 
and Communication, 45(4), 459-479. https://doi.org/10.2307/358760

Brandt, D. (1995). Accumulating literacy: Writing and learning to write in the twenti-
eth century. College English, 57(6), 649-668. https://doi.org/10.2307/378570

Brandt, D. (1998). Sponsors of literacy. College Composition and Communication, 
49(2), 165-185.

Bruner, J. (1991). Self-making and world-making. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 
25(1), 67-78. https://doi.org/10.2307/3333092

Carlo, R. (2016). Countering institutional success stories: Outlaw emotions in the 
literacy narrative. Composition Forum, 34. http://compositionforum.com/issue/34/
countering.php

Daniell, B. (1999). Narratives of literacy: Connecting composition to culture. College 
Composition and Communication, 50(3), 393-410.

Denzin, N. (1989). Interpretive Ethnography. Sage.
Eldred, J. C., & Mortensen, P. (1992). Reading literacy narratives. College English, 

54(5), 512-539. https://doi.org/10.2307/378153
Freeman, M. (2007). Autobiographical understanding and narrative inquiry. In D. 

Clandinin (Ed.), Handbook of narrative inquiry: Mapping a methodology (pp. 120-
145). Sage.

Halbwachs, M. (1992). On collective memory. University of Chicago Press (L. A. 
Coser, Trans.). (Original work published 1952 as Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire, 
and 1941 as La topographie légéndaire des évangiles en terre sainte: Etude de mémoire 
collective)

Knappik, M. (2018). Schreibend werden. Subjektivierungsprozesse in der migrations-
gesellschaft. wbv.

Labov, W., & Waletzky, J. (1967). Narrative analysis: Oral versions of personal experi-
ence. In J. Helm (Ed.), Essays on the verbal and visual arts (pp. 12-44). University of 
Washington Press.

Lawrence, A. M. (2015). Literacy narratives as sponsors of literacy: Past contributions 
and new directions for literacy-sponsorship research. Curriculum Inquiry, 45(3), 
304-329. https://doi.org/10.1080/03626784.2015.1031058

Labov, W., & Waletzky, J. (1967). Narrative analysis: Oral versions of personal experi-
ence. In J. Helm (Ed.), Essays on the verbal and visual arts (pp. 12-44). University of 
Washington Press.

Linde, C. (1993). Life stories: The creation of coherence. Oxford University Press.
Plummer, K. (2007). The call of life stories in ethnographic research. In P. Atkinson, A. 

Coffey, S. Delamont, J. Lofland, & L. Lofland (Eds.), Handbook of ethnography (pp. 
395-406). Sage.

Rosenthal, G. (1995). Erlebte und erzählte lebensgeschichte: Gestalt und struktur biogra-
phischer selbstbeschreibungen. Campus.

Schütze, F. (2007): Biography analysis on the empirical base of autobiographical nar-

https://doi.org/10.2307/358760
https://doi.org/10.2307/378570
https://doi.org/10.2307/3333092
http://compositionforum.com/issue/34/countering.php
http://compositionforum.com/issue/34/countering.php
https://doi.org/10.2307/378153
https://doi.org/10.1080/03626784.2015.1031058


80

Knappik

ratives: How to analyse autobiographical narrative interviews – Part 1. INVITE 
- Biographical Counselling in Rehabilitative Vocational Training. Further Educa-
tional Curriculum. EU Leonardo da Vinci Programme. https://doi.org/10.2307/J.
CTVDF09CN.7 

Viruru, R. (2003). Postcolonial perspectives on childhood and literacy. In N. Hall, J. 
Larson & J. Marsh (Eds.), Handbook of early childhood literacy (pp. 13-21). Sage.

Webb-Sunderhaus, S. (2016). “Keep the Appalachian, drop the Redneck”: Tellable 
student narratives of Appalachian identity. College English, 79(1), 11-33.

https://doi.org/10.2307/J.CTVDF09CN.7
https://doi.org/10.2307/J.CTVDF09CN.7


81DOI: https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2020.1053.2.05

CHAPTER 5.  

A DEFINITION OF EVERYDAY 
WRITING: METHODS FOR A 
WRITER-INFORMED APPROACH 
TO LIFESPAN WRITING

Jeff Naftzinger
Sacred Heart University

On the opening page of Bazerman et al.’s (2018) The Lifespan Development of 
Writing, the authors point out that “[w]e may readily grant that learning and 
development are life long, yet we stay focused—as we must—on the immediacies 
of our academic locations” (p. 3). If we do not expand our scope beyond these lo-
cations, they argue, “we [will] know too little about how writing develops before, 
during, and after schooling; too little about how a person’s writing experiences 
relate to each other developmentally across the lifespan” (Bazerman et al., 2018, 
p. 4). Similarly, in this chapter I argue that if we stay focused on the immediacies 
of our scholarly assumptions of what writing is and how it should be defined, 
then we will be unable to more fully understand the ways that writing is defined 
by everyday writers and how these definitions are shaped across the lifespan.

One way that we can begin to expand and enrich our understanding of every-
day writers, and the ways they use writing, is to use a writer-informed approach. 
This kind of approach, which has been taken up by researchers like Bowen (this 
volume), Rosenberg (this volume), and Prior and Shipka (2003), gives the writ-
ers we study a role in collecting and selecting the data we analyze, in shaping our 
interviews, and, ultimately, in guiding the trajectory of our research and results. 
Importantly, this kind of approach can aid in the discovery of not just how and 
why people are writing through their lifespans and how they define writing, but 
it can also—and perhaps more importantly—aid in the discovery of where our 
scholarly assumptions and understandings diverge from those engaged in writ-
ing in their everyday lives. In other words, a writer-informed approach provides 
an opportunity for us to supplement our own assumptions and understandings 
with those of the everyday writers, and vice versa. Working with writers to shape 
these findings also has the potential to help the writers we work with more fully 
understand, and see the importance of, their writing practices.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2020.1053.2.05


82

Naftzinger

My own writer-informed approach to studying everyday writing asked five 
writers (most of whom did not even consider themselves to be writers) to de-
fine writing as they use it in their daily lives. The writers participated in the 
selection and collection of data about their writing habits, and they made the 
decisions about what counts as everyday writing and what does not. This kind 
of approach attempts to, borrowing from the previous Lifespan Writing Devel-
opment Group, “more wholly democratize a complex, slow-growing” definition 
of a “human capacity that no longer belongs in the hands of the few” (Bazerman 
et al., 2018, p. 4) and put it into the many hands of the non-academic and 
non-professional writers who engage in it.

In this chapter, I will discuss previous research that has shown the value of a 
writer-informed approach to studying writing. I will then outline the methods 
used in my own writer-informed approach to define everyday writing. Finally, 
I close with two examples that illustrate the benefits of a writer-informed ap-
proach: first, it can help us strengthen our understandings of writing through 
the lifespan by pointing out where our scholarly definitions and understandings 
of writing diverge from those of the practitioners we study; and, second, it can 
help positively change the way our participants think about their own writing.

WRITER-INFORMED APPROACHES TO 
UNDERSTANDING WRITING

Though the term writer-informed approach might be new, the benefits of letting 
participants guide investigations into writing practices—especially those that 
span the length or width of our lives—have been illustrated by some scholars in 
writing studies like Bowen (this volume), Prior and Shipka, (2003), and Roozen 
(2008; 2012). Looking more specifically at Bowen’s “literacy tours” (this vol-
ume), Prior and Shipka’s maps and document curation, and Roozen’s interviews 
can demonstrate a research tradition similar to what I call a writer-informed 
approach.

In her chapter in this collection, Bowen discusses “Literacy Tours” as a meth-
od for better understanding the material influences on elder participants’ writing 
practices. Though she does not use the term, these literacy tours are part of a 
writer-informed approach, since the writer “leads the researcher on a narrated 
walk-through of the physical and sometimes virtual spaces in which they engage 
in literate activity” (this volume, emphasis added). As Bowen explains, this writ-
er-informed method “interrupts . . . the assumptions that might otherwise be 
embedded within the interview” and “elicits details about a life story that might 
not otherwise appear in [them].” Bowen argues that giving the writers the op-
portunity to lead us to findings, to shape our investigations, and to participate 



83

A Definition of Everyday Writing

in the selection and curation of data as much as possible is the major benefit of 
a writer-informed approach. Scholars like Prior and Shipka (2003) and Roozen 
(2008, 2012), whose work often looks at the sociohistorical aspects of writing, 
have also utilized methods that allow the writers to take the lead in helping us 
better understand the ways that writing practices are materially, socially, and 
personally situated.

In “Chronotopic Lamination: Tracing the Contours of Literate Activity,” 
Prior and Shipka (2003) trace the ways that “literate activity” consists of “dis-
persed and fluid chains of places, times, people, and artifacts that come to be 
tied together in trajectories of literate action” (p. 181). As outside observers, it 
would be difficult to envision these laminations themselves, so they asked aca-
demic writers (students and professors) to take the lead: to draw maps of both 
their writing processes and the spaces that those processes take place in, to curate 
a collection of supplemental “material[s] they used in their writing” (Prior & 
Shipka, 2003, p. 180), and to participate in a semi-structured interview about 
their maps, artifacts, and writings. Put another way, Prior and Shipka let the 
writers select what was most important or apparent to them.

This process gave the participants the opportunity to exert more control over 
the conversations about their writing and, ultimately, inform the results of the 
research. By letting the writers direct their focus, Prior and Shipka were able to 
look at a range of writing (from a multimodal assignment, to a dissertation, to a 
manuscript), spaces (from a dorm room, to a bar, to a house), influential artifacts 
(from movies, to notebooks, to annotated books), and the interconnections be-
tween these factors. Their writers were able to point them towards activities and 
connections that might otherwise have been missed by more rigid, prescriptive 
scholar-driven selection criteria.

Similarly, Roozen (2012) has used a writer-informed approach to complicate 
“dominant perspectives of basic writers’ self-sponsored literacies [that] tend to 
overlook the important roles such activities can play in literate development” (p. 
99). Over five years, Roozen collected texts, conducted semi-structured inter-
views, and observed writing activities to illustrate how one writer, who was clas-
sified as a basic writer in the university, engages in a diverse range of writing tasks 
outside the university. In composition courses, Roozen’s writer struggled with 
issues like grammar and sentence structure. Outside of his courses, however, he 
successfully wrote for the school newspaper, wrote jokes as a standup comedian, 
and published his poetry. Because he worked so closely with this writer and let 
the writer’s interests and activities guide the investigation, Roozen (2008) was 
able to engage in a “complicated, messy, and yet fascinating exploration of the 
role that non-school literate practices played in [the student’s] development as 
an ‘academic writer’” (p. 8).
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As with Prior and Shipka (2003), Roozen (2008) let his participant inform 
the research by engaging in “open-ended interviews” that were primarily guid-
ed by the artifacts the student brought in (p. 9). When Roozen would request 
artifacts of writing from his student, the student often “volunteered to provide 
[Roozen] with additional texts that he thought might be useful . . .” (2008, p. 
9). As before, the writer was able to exert more influence over their discussions 
and ultimately shape Roozen’s findings. As a result, Roozen was able to come up 
with a more robust understanding of the ways that the overlapping academic 
and non-academic activities this student engages in complicates the rigid un-
derstandings of who counts as a basic writer. Without a more writer-informed 
approach to his investigation, Roozen’s discussions of the permeability between 
academic and extracurricular writing would have been limited by his own un-
derstandings of this participant’s life and experiences.

These three examples point to the benefits of a writer-informed approach to 
studying writing, and all three of these approaches also, in various degrees, look 
towards everyday writing—the writing that writers engage in in the course of 
our daily lives. These examples also illustrate what might be missed if we do not 
let writers inform our research: the contexts, the practices, the artifacts, the new 
understandings that would be overlooked without their input. That being said, 
none of these examples attempt to define writing or everyday writing, which 
means our definitions of writing, and our understandings of how those defini-
tions are shaped by writer’s lives and experiences, lack the nuance that writer-in-
formed approaches add.

Rather than utilizing writer-informed approaches, studies that have attempt-
ed to define everyday writing (or a related term) tend to take one of three schol-
ar-directed approaches: 1) deductively, with scholars creating a definition and 
illustrating it with tasks and/or artifacts (see Nystrand & Duffy, 2003); 2) induc-
tively, constructing a definition after observing the tasks and/or artifacts of ev-
eryday writers (see Barton & Hamilton, 1998); or 3) synthetically, constructing 
a definition from other scholars studying this area (see Lillis, 2013). The writers 
are certainly integral to these various approaches, but the researchers make the 
determinations about what does and does not count as everyday on behalf of the 
practitioners.

Bowen (this volume), Prior and Shipka (2003), and Roozen (2008, 2012) 
have shown how writer-informed approaches can more fully illustrate the ways 
that writers’ contexts shape their writing practices, and how they can lead us to 
new understandings. To that end, the remainder of this chapter demonstrates 
how a writer-informed approach can also be used to let writers lead us to defini-
tions of everyday writing, and how this process can benefit both the researchers 
and the writers.



85

A Definition of Everyday Writing

A WRITER-INFORMED APPROACH TO 
DEFINING EVERYDAY WRITING

To define everyday writing, my writer-informed approach relied on three sources 
of data collection: 1) time use diaries (TUDs) that catalog the writers’ writing 
tasks over the course of a week; 2) artifacts of writing that illustrate some of those 
writing tasks; and 3) discussions with the writers about the TUDs and artifacts 
and their definitions of, and experiences with, writing. Together, these three data 
collection methods offer an overarching portrait (the TUDs), a portrait of specific 
practices (the artifacts), and a definition and its influences (the interviews).

These methods, in particular, have been influenced primarily by two earli-
er studies of everyday writing: the investigation into the overarching everyday 
writing habits of American adults by Cohen et al. (2011) in “A Time Use Di-
ary Study of Adult Everyday Writing Behavior” and the investigation into the 
contextual influences on, and purposes of, adult writing habits in Barton and 
Hamilton’s (1998) Local Literacies. The designs and methods of these two studies 
have been adapted to the goals of this particular approach; namely, using multi-
ple streams of data to give the writers more opportunities to direct my attention 
towards and away from certain practices and influences on their writing, and 
more opportunities to insert their voices into the findings.

The TUDs utilized for my writer-informed approach asked the writers to log 
their writing tasks for seven days and fill out six data points for each entry. The 
six data points for each writing task are: 1) the date/time of the task; 2) what 
was written; 3) where it was written; 4) what materials were used to write it; 5) 
how much time was spent writing it; and 6) for what purpose it was written. The 
writers were able to decide the level of detail for their responses to these points, 
which I then asked about during the interview process.

In terms of what counts as writing and what should thus be cataloged in the 
TUD, the instructions for the writers asked them to

Record any activity in which you have used a keyboard (e.g., 
connected to your computer, on your smartphone, etc.) or 
a writing implement (e.g., a pencil, a pen, a crayon, etc.) to 
compose something. This can include activities like sending 
a text, writing a journal entry, posting on Facebook, jotting a 
shopping list, or other related activity.

Although there were some examples of writing implements and activities that 
could be included, these vague instructions were intended to give the writers 
more agency in determining what they counted as writing and so, what did and 
did not get cataloged. For example, one of the writers (Bill) included his Face-



86

Naftzinger

book Likes as a writing task in his diary, which I would not have thought to in-
clude as a writing task. These instructions also sometimes encouraged the logging 
of tasks, like adding books to a reading list (Rose), that the writer indicated they 
might otherwise have excluded. The writers’ decisions about what did and did not 
get put in their TUDs were discussed in the interviews, which gave them more 
of an opportunity to explain their definitions of writing and everyday writing.

Both the individual TUDs and the collated TUD data helped to illustrate 
the relationship between the writers’ definitions and the writing they actually 
engage in, which we were then able to more concretely discuss in our interviews. 
In these discussions, the writers looked over their TUDs and looked for patterns 
in the data; they then used these insights to inform their definitions of everyday 
writing and offer illustrations of the kinds of tasks that fit, or did not fit, in 
their definitions. As will be discussed in more detail, the writers’ definitions of 
everyday writing were mostly based on its functions, and this was corroborated 
by the data in the TUDs. For example, the writers emphasized communication 
as part of their definition of everyday writing, and their TUDs illustrated that 
most of their writing is for communicative purposes. Similarly, the writers who 
emphasized organization as part of their definition logged a large number of 
organizational tasks (e.g., lists and planning documents) in their TUDs and 
pointed to them in our discussions as illustrations of that function.

While the TUDs are intended to provide one picture—in broad strokes—of 
the writers’ writing habits, the artifacts they selected were able to provide a more 
detailed illustration of that writing. The writers were asked to select ten artifacts 
of writing that had been recorded in their TUDs, and these instructions were 
also designed to let the writers curate their selections. These artifacts provide 
more information, and opportunities for questions, about the specific ways these 
writers were composing, what the compositions look like, and what factors—
either immediate or distant—have influenced the artifacts they selected. These 
artifacts also aided in understanding the participants’ definitions of writing and 
looking for connections/disconnections between definitions and practices.

Finally, after collecting the TUDs and artifacts, I conducted semi-structured 
interviews, or discussions, with each of the writers to talk about their writing 
practices (both generally and in the TUD/artifacts) and their definitions of both 
writing and everyday writing. The TUD can only attend to the range of writing 
tasks the writers are engaging in, and the artifact collection can only attend to 
the specific composition. The interview, on the other hand, can attend to the 
more contextual factors—like the social, historical, and/or personal factors—in-
fluencing the writers’ practices and understandings; these can, in turn, illustrate 
the information from the TUDs and artifacts. The interviews also provided the 
opportunity for the writers to define both writing and everyday writing in their 
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own words. While this aspect of data collection certainly had the most scholarly 
intervention, the questions were open-ended and provided many opportunities 
for the writers to guide the discussion.

These three sources of data were then read across holistically and inductively 
in an attempt to find similarities and differences among the writers’ practices 
and definitions. The definition was the result of finding similarities and repeated 
references to definitions of writing in different parts of their interviews, and the 
TUDs and artifacts were used to illustrate those definitions in our discussions.

THIS WRITER-INFORMED APPROACH

As this study is a writer-informed approach, selecting a group of writers who 
would inform it was particularly important. This group consisted of five self-de-
scribed “non-writers” each representing a decade between 20 and 60 years of 
age and who are each quite different from one another in terms of demographic 
and personal factors such as race, occupation, location, level of education, and 
individual interests. They are:

• Rose: a white woman in her mid-20s, who at the time of study was 
living in Tallahassee, Florida after having driven across the country 
camping in her van. She has some college experience, mostly in the 
field of nursing, but no degree. She has worked primarily in the service 
and hospitality industry and was in between jobs while participating 
in the study.

• Alison: a white woman in her early 30s living in Minneapolis, Min-
nesota. She has a BA in art history, which she finished in her late 
20s. She spent many years working in retail, although she is currently 
self-employed and running an Etsy store selling vintage/antique home 
goods.

• Danny: a white man in his late 40s living in Clinton, New York. He 
has a BA in studio art, which he finished in his early 40s. Since grad-
uating, he has overseen the day-to-day operations related to the studio 
art workshop at a small liberal arts college.

• Laura: a black woman in her early 50s living near Chicago, Illinois. 
She has a BS in psychology and pre-med, which she completed at 
age 22. She is a manager and compliance analyst at a large insurance 
corporation in Illinois, where she oversees casualty and loss reporting 
and training.

• Bill: a white man in his early 60s living near Akron, Ohio. He has 
a BS in engineering and started, but did not finish, an MBA. He 
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worked at a large aircraft manufacturing company as an engineer, 
manager, and internal educator for two decades and is now “semi-re-
tired.” He has recently patented a plane/boat/car hybrid, which he is 
designing and building himself.

This group of five was deliberately selected for this investigation based on 
two major factors: 1) their lack of professional/scholarly experience with writing 
and 2) the range of demographic factors the writers represent. The reasoning be-
hind the first criterion was to ensure that the writers’ contributions to this study 
would not be swayed by professional or scholarly expertise. The second criterion 
is connected to Dippre and Smith’s chapter in this collection, which highlights 
the importance of context in the development of writing.

Selecting based on age groups yielded a group of writers who could speak 
to a range of different age-related experiences that happen through the lifespan, 
for instance, adapting to new writing technology, moving to new locations, and 
embarking on different careers (see Bazerman et al., 2018; Bowen, this volume; 
Dippre and Smith, this volume). The other demographic factors were also help-
ful in generating a portrait and definition of writing that speak to a range of 
experiences, interests, and contexts. Interestingly, despite the writers’ age differ-
ences and the differences in their individual writing practices, their definitions 
of writing were quite similar.

The data collected from the five writers provided interesting insights into 
what writing looks like for, and how it is defined by, a diverse group of writers. 
With the constraints of space, however, I will focus on two findings that illus-
trate the usefulness of writer-informed approaches as we continue our research 
into writing through the lifespan. The first finding focuses on the disconnections 
between the writer-informed and the scholarly definitions of everyday writing as 
a way to highlight how scholarly concerns do not always align with those of the 
writers studied. The second finding focuses on how this kind of approach can 
also result in new understandings for the writers who inform our studies.

a WRiteR-infoRMed definition

In their article, Cohen et al. (2011) define “everyday writing” as “any writing 
that is carried out in the daily lives of an individual,” which “can range from 
writing a formal multipage academic paper to jotting down a phone number 
or making a list” (p. 4). This definition is especially capacious and includes all 
writing under the umbrella of everyday writing. While this term does direct our 
attention towards not just academic writing, it does not necessarily emphasize 
the more mundane tasks that writers engage in. In order to specifically highlight 
these mundane writing tasks, I, with colleagues, have defined everyday writing 
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as “the ubiquitous self-sponsored writing typically operating outside the regu-
lation and oversight of an institution or representative of an institution.”1 The 
explicit exclusion of writing that is sponsored (Brandt, 2001), which tends to 
happen in school and at work,2 was a deliberate choice made to more fully orient 
discussions towards the unsponsored writing tasks that, in our view, make up 
the bulk of writing. While we appreciated the common goal of turning schol-
arly attention to non-scholarly writing, we thought that existing definitions of 
everyday writing and related terms (see Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Hauser & 
mcclellan, 2009; Nystrand & Duffy, 2003; White-Farnham, 2014) did not go 
far enough to separate the everyday from the academic and the professional, 
which are already more commonly studied. These concerns, however, are schol-
arly; a writer-informed approach to defining writing can help us discover what 
the actual practitioners believe everyday writing is and what possible benefits, if 
any, the term everyday writing can offer them.

Although there were small distinctions across the writers’ definitions of ev-
eryday writing, there was one common thread that linked them: an emphasis on 
the functions of everyday writing, particularly communication and organization. 
While the definition informed by this group of writers was more closely aligned 
to Cohen et al.’s (2011) definition than it was to my own, it was also not as ca-
pacious as Cohen et al.’s. At the same time, the writers’ focus on the functions 
of their writing, as opposed to genre or location, was also quite different from 
others who have defined terms akin to everyday writing (Hauser & mcclellan, 
2009; Nystrand & Duffy, 2003; White-Farnham, 2014). The writer-informed 
definition was, perhaps, most similar to Barton and Hamilton’s (1998) functions 
of vernacular literacies, though these scholars identified four more functions 
than this group of writers did. These differences illustrate the ways that a writ-
er-informed definition can help to fill in the gaps of our own scholarly ones.

The emphasis on communication was evident in almost all the writers’ defi-
nitions of everyday writing. Rose, for example, explained that she sees everyday 
writing as including basically any writing task that does not involve introspection 
or payment, but when she discussed the value of the practice, she said it provides 
the “opportunity to connect with people” (emphasis added). Danny’s definition 
of everyday writing was simply “communication,” and Laura similarly defined 
everyday writing as writing that is used “for communicating.” Bill said that he 
sees everyday writing as writing that deals with “emotional stuff: relationships or 

1  This definition was crafted with Kathleen Blake Yancey, Joe Cirio, and Erin Workman as 
part of an early draft of a manuscript arguing for Everyday Writing as a means of categorizing 
seemingly disparate scholarship in Composition research.
2  Where we are most often in the presence of “agents . . . who teach, model, support, recruit, 
extort, deny, or suppress literacy and gain advantage by it in some way” (Brandt, 2001, p. 19).
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keeping people happy,” which he explained later in the interview (and illustrated 
through his artifacts and TUD) is primarily enacted through communicating.

The data collected in the TUDs helped to illustrate this primary function of 
everyday writing: 76 percent of the tasks logged by the writers were for another 
person, and the remaining 24 percent were for the writer him/herself. 3 The 
artifacts, however, were much more evenly divided among these two categories, 
with 54 percent being written for others and 46 percent for the writer him/
herself. This disparity slightly complicates their collective definition of everyday 
writing, which is primarily focused on its communicative function, though it 
also helps to highlight the second major function they identified.

Many of the self-directed artifacts and writing tasks in the diaries enacted the 
function of organizing the writers’ lives. Alison’s definition of everyday writing as 
“putting words on a page—be it meaningless or not” does not necessarily exclude 
everyday writing’s communicative function, but her definition was the only one 
that does not specifically point to that communicative function. Instead, Ali-
son’s discussion of her own writing, and the illustration of that writing in her 
TUD and artifacts, focused on everyday writing’s value for memorializing and 
organizing her life. Many of the artifacts that Rose selected also pointed to this 
function of everyday writing, though she did not emphasize it in the definitions 
she provided in her interview. The artifacts that Rose and Alison selected for 
this study were primarily organizational writing tasks like shopping lists, Bullet 
Journal plans and pages, a planning document for a trip, and so on. Danny and 
Laura also logged these organizational tasks in their TUDs, and their discussions 
of their writing practices included references to this type of writing task.

For Danny and Laura, these organizational tasks, and most of their writing, 
occurred at work, which also highlights the role of function in their definitions. 
As they expanded on their definitions of everyday writing, these two writers—
the only two who have full-time jobs—specifically included their work-related 
tasks that were used for communicating with others and organizing their days, 
like sending emails and writing notes. Their TUDs and selected artifacts also 
indicated that this is the primary purpose of their writing: 67 percent of Dan-
ny’s writing tasks were work related, as were 79 percent of Laura’s. The other 
three writers—Rose, Alison, and Bill—did make a distinction between every-
day writing and work writing, but they did so in different ways. Rose used the 
promise of payment as a factor to separate them. Alison used the relative length 
of workplace documents, in terms of word count and time devoted, to delineate 
them. Bill said that workplace writing is not everyday writing because it does 

3  Although there were some writing tasks, like shopping lists, that were initially composed 
for personal reasons but might later be shared with another person.
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not, or should not, have an emotional aspect (his evaluative criterion for every-
day writing).

Taken together, the writers’ definitions of everyday writing are primarily 
shaped by the writing they regularly engage in, which includes writing used for 
communicating and/or organizing. Although this group’s definition of everyday 
writing is similar to Cohen et al.’s (2011), since it, too, focuses on the “every-
dayness”—or regularity—of the writing, this group’s definition is much more re-
strictive. While Cohen et al. included everything, this group of writers excluded 
tasks such as writing for pay, writing for introspection, and writing for academic 
purposes. At the same time, though, the writers’ definitions of everyday writing 
were much less restrictive than mine, and they did not use sponsorship to de-
lineate writing and everyday writing. Since Rose, Alison, and Bill do not write 
for work, they excluded workplace writing in their definition; conversely, since 
Danny and Laura write primarily for work, they specifically included it in their 
definition (though they do not see themselves as writing for pay).

These findings, and the ways that the writer-informed definition does not 
wholly align with the scholar-informed definitions discussed here, highlight the 
relationships between writers’ lives and their definitions of writing and thus the 
usefulness of a writer-informed approach: working closely with the writers al-
lows them to map connections for us, and allows them to show us what is most 
influential. Though we may not fully agree with the writers’ definitions, this ap-
proach points to how our understandings as scholars can become more nuanced 
by including the opinions of the writers themselves. Rather than including as 
much as Cohen et al. (2011) have, or excluding as much as I have, the writer-in-
formed definition of everyday writing in this study is a kind of middle ground 
focusing on function, and a more limited set of functions, rather than just regu-
larity or sponsorship as other scholars have posited.

a WRiteR-infoRMed peRspective shift

Working with this group of writers to develop a definition of everyday writing 
resulted in a second finding about a writer-informed approach: it can help the 
writers we study see themselves as writers and help them see the value of their 
writing. As scholars of writing, especially those of us interested in lifespan writ-
ing, we tend to see a wide range of writing, if not all writing, as valuable. The 
writers who informed this study of everyday writing did not come to the study 
with the same belief, but their roles as co-researchers informing this study helped 
to shift that.

While their definitions of everyday writing, discussed above, were quite ex-
pansive, the writers’ definitions of what they considered to be “real” writing was 



92

Naftzinger

quite restrictive. These five writers view “real writing” as what they did in school 
or what “real” writers—like journalists, novelists, and poets—are paid to do. 
Even Danny and Laura, whose writing tasks were primarily connected to their 
occupations, did not see themselves as writers, nor did they see the tasks they 
logged in their diaries as writing. Because of these assumptions, all five of the 
writers were concerned that their participation wouldn’t be useful to this study, 
since they believed that they did not write—or did not write enough.

As it turns out, their trepidations were closely connected to their definitions 
of “real” writing. This was especially evident in my discussion with Rose, who 
said that she didn’t know if her participation was “going to be helpful to, because 
[she was] not even writing” during the week she logged in her TUD. Rose ex-
plained that “real” writing (or “writing writing,” as she called it) “is intentional,” 
it is “[p]utting . . . pen to paper. Like an introspective kind of a release . . .” that 
involves making an effort “. . . to sit down to really take the time [to write].” 
When I asked Rose whether or not she thought of herself a writer, she said, “I 
guess, no,” because, she explained, she was not engaging in the intentional, in-
trospective tasks she includes in her definition of “real” writing. Jokingly, Rose 
said that looking over her TUD “made [her] feel like a shallow bitch,” because 
the week of tasks showed that all she “did was text people.”4 The rest of the 
writers, with the exception of Bill, reported similar feelings of perceived inade-
quacies: they logged writing tasks in their TUDs, but they weren’t “real” writing 
tasks. (Bill’s concern was that he did not log enough writing tasks).

Although it is true that some of the writers do not write very much, their 
TUDs illustrate that they do at least some writing during the course of a week. 
Their initial definitions of “real” writing, however, caused them to basically ig-
nore the writing they actually engage in. This, in turn, caused the writers to 
overlook the importance of this writing in terms of the functions that they ulti-
mately included in their definitions of everyday writing (communicating and or-
ganizing). After they looked over their TUDs and constructed their definitions 
of everyday writing, however, some of the writers’ feelings about their writing 
tasks changed.

After looking over their TUDs and constructing a definition of everyday 
writing for themselves, three of the writers—Rose, Alison, and Danny—indi-
cated that term helped them see that they are writers and they do write.5 Simi-
larly, this new term helped all five of the writers see that the mundane writing 
tasks they engage in are actually a valuable part of their lives. Rose, who was so 
dismissive of her own writing at the outset of our discussion, directly addressed 

4  51 percent of the tasks Rose logged were texts.
5  Laura reported that she still didn’t feel like she was much of a writer, and Bill said that, 
although he does not write much, he still believes he is a writer.
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this, saying “in the very beginning [of the interview] I talked about how I was 
like disappointed in myself for my lack of valuable writing—or writing that I 
saw as valuable. Whereas . . . my perspective has changed now.” After seeing the 
previously overlooked writing tasks that were logged in her TUD—like texting, 
posting on social media, and keeping lists—and discussing the functions of that 
writing, Rose now “think[s] that [everyday writing] is just as valuable” as writing 
writing, since it allows her to communicate with friends and keep track of her 
life. Alison also said that many of the tasks she logged in her TUD and selected 
as artifacts were tasks that she basically “did without even thinking” and did not 
think of as writing. After studying this writing and thinking about how it func-
tions, however, she said she now thinks this kind of writing is “more valuable 
than people probably realize.”

This change in perspective seems to suggest that a writer-informed approach 
can not only help us better understand writing through the lifespan, but it can 
also help writers better understand what writing is, what counts as writing, and 
who they are as writers. After their participation, this group of writers seems to 
have a more robust understanding of how writing functions as a part of their 
lives and a better understanding of its value—even the seemingly mundane 
“words on a page, be [they] meaningless or not” that would have previously 
been overlooked.

CONCLUSION

As we attempt to more fully understand writing through the lifespan, it seems 
important that we do more to include the writers in our research so that they 
too can benefit from their participation. Writer-informed approaches to under-
standing writing through the lifespan are one way to give those who engage in 
the practice(s) we study more of a role in shaping our research and findings. As 
these two examples from my own writer-informed approach to studying every-
day writing indicate, these methods can help to augment, and add detail to, both 
our scholarly conceptions about writing phenomena and those of the writers we 
work with.

While I went into the study with my own definition of everyday writ-
ing that focused on sponsorship as the criterion for in/exclusion, this writ-
er-informed approach has helped me see that this distinction is not im-
portant to actual everyday writers. For these writers, the function of their 
writing—for communication and organization—is much more import-
ant, and these definitional functions are directly tied to the writing they en-
gage in—rather than to a more abstract understanding of the practice. Writ-
er-informed definitions of other lifespan related writing phenomena may 
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offer insights that complicate some of our commonly held assumptions.  
At the same time, utilizing writer-informed approaches in studying writing 
across the lifespan can also help us share our results with the writers we study. 
Simply studying writers has the potential to increase the knowledge that benefits 
the field of writing studies, but working closely with writers as part of our studies 
has the potential to benefit the field, the researchers, and the writers. This study, 
for example, complicated my own understanding of what everyday writing is, 
but it also changed the ways that the writers who constructed the definition 
think about their own writing. Rather than seeing the mundane tasks logged in 
their diaries as meaningless, the writers, through collecting data and discussing 
their findings, now see that these tasks serve important functions in their lives. 
Adopting this approach to other areas of lifespan writing research may help oth-
er writers see the value of their writing and/or the value of studying that writing.
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CHAPTER 6.  

REVISITING PARTICIPANTS AFTER 
PUBLICATION: CONTINUING 
WRITING PARTNERSHIPS

Lauren Rosenberg
University of Texas at El Paso

Chief, an adult learner who has been negotiating changes in his literacy practices, 
reflects on his decision to switch from one learning center where he studied for 
many years to a different informal educational site. His remarks offer a snapshot 
of how an individual who is continuing to develop as a writer later in life main-
tains a commitment to studying while also facing the complexity of assimilating 
new knowledge. Chief ’s ongoing relationship to literacy education, and the ways 
that I learn about his process from my perspective as a writing researcher doing 
longitudinal work, are the center of this chapter in which I look at the potential of 
revisiting research participants as a methodology for lifespan studies. He reflects:

Say you doing math. . . . You didn’t get one thing that you’re 
learning. . . . They push you on to something else. But, hey! I 
learned a lot. But I had to rush. . . . You know, uh, when you 
get home, you got to study. . . . You want to learn, you really 
got to study at home. . . . But the reason I went down to [a 
new learning center] was because of up there [previous learn-
ing center] you could be missing so many hours [referring to 
attendance]. And the [new learning center], you go down, 
you can get one-on-one; and you don’t even have to worry 
about timing. . . . Till you get that subject down pat.

Chief ’s experiences as an older American who has become literate through 
informal education later in life offer lifespan researchers an opportunity to chal-
lenge presumptions about formal schooling. In the third principle for lifespan 
studies, established in “Towards an Understanding of Writing Development 
Across the Lifespan” (Bazerman et al., 2018), the authors assert, “Writing devel-
opment is variable; there is no single path and no end point” (p. 28). Though 
they recognize diversity of educational experience, the authors nevertheless as-
sume that schooling is central to—and shapes—writing experience. They admit: 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2020.1053.2.06
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“Poverty and other marginalizing social factors, although they may be overcome 
by individuals, may limit resources and development opportunities as well as 
create stigmatizing social attributions that affect writing development” (2018, 
p. 30). I argue further that, for writers whose racial and economic experiences 
place them outside of the mainstream culture of schooling, there is no predict-
able pathway toward writing development. Traditional schooling with its bench-
marks and grade levels determines, and thus limits, our idea of how learning is 
supposed to progress. By looking at the trajectories of people whose literate ex-
periences are not typical and studying the choices they make, we can get a fuller 
sense of writing pathways as idiosyncratic.

Therefore, in this chapter, I introduce a methodology of revisiting that 
evolved from my experiences reconnecting with former participants. When I 
saw the people who had worked with me on a qualitative study of writing ten 
years after the original research and a few months after their words (spoken and 
written) had been published, the participants led our conversations in new di-
rections that reopened the research and caused me to challenge my own assump-
tions about the researcher-researched relationship. Though much of the chapter 
focuses on constructing a methodology of revisiting, during the second half I 
reflect on an encounter with Chief that illustrates what he taught me about the 
value of revisiting and what it can look like as a research practice.

THE IDEA OF REVISITING EMERGES 
THROUGH PARTICIPANTS’ NARRATIVES

In 2015, I published a monograph based on a study of four people (including 
Chief ) who attended an informal adult education center in Springfield, Mas-
sachusetts where they were learning to read, write, do math, and use comput-
ers (Rosenberg, 2015). I learned from the participants that motivations for be-
coming literate were more complicated than amassing skills or meeting school 
and workplace demands. Particularly for people who had not acquired literacy 
through compulsory schooling, the decision to become more proficient readers 
and writers later in life was a blend of personal and social impulses. They wanted 
to disrupt the autobiographical scripts that had written them into the position 
of “illiterate” and redefine their roles for their own purposes.

After the book came out, I contacted the participants to give them each a 
copy. Although I had hoped for such reunions while I was writing the book, 
I hadn’t imagined what those meetings could be like. This was partly because 
of my fear that the participants might have died (none of them was young, 
and some were in poor health), and partly my inability to imagine such scenes. 
Would the four people be as I remembered them? Would they want to speak 
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with me? I deliberately visited without a recorder or prepared questions, without 
the premise of approaching them as research subjects. As a responsible, feminist 
qualitative researcher, it was part of my ethic to go back and share results.

The participants in the study that led to my book, adults who were acquiring 
new literacies, were not concerned with the ways they would be presented in a 
published report. The idea of working with an academic researcher was new for 
them, and nothing in their experience had prepared them to question how I might 
represent them. Their unawareness of the perils of representation at the time of 
research reinforced their vulnerability in the project; therefore, it was my responsi-
bility to treat their testimonies and written texts with respect and to work towards 
presenting their narratives with a conscious effort to resist appropriation.

Other researchers who use ethnographic methods express similar concerns 
about appropriating participants’ experiences. Problems of ethical representation 
are not limited to the write up of the researcher’s findings but can involve additional 
aspects of the researcher-participant relationship, including its closure. The prom-
ise to return to the research site to continue interactions after the research period 
has ended can be disappointing and confusing for participants when researchers 
break that promise. Haitian anthropologist, Gina A. Ulysse (2008) grapples with 
the surprising response she received when she returned for follow up visits with her 
participants, Jamaican traders and organizers for the United Vendors Association. 
They were accustomed to the presence of academic researchers who would record 
them and publish their words and then never return to Kingston. Ulysse’s partici-
pants knew that the researcher would gain career benefits from the published prod-
ucts, which would not benefit those who had been researched. In contrast, lifespan 
research seeks to challenge the fixity of research that Ulysse’s participants identified 
by maintaining collaborations between researched and researcher, avoiding the 
re-subordination of participants. The researcher has a responsibility, as Ulysse puts 
it, “to write culture against the discipline’s hegemony” (2008, p. 98).

I argue that revisiting participants and reflecting with them after publication 
can be viewed as an important part of the research process that has not been con-
sidered in writing studies and that can offer a valuable lens for lifespan research. 
Through revisiting, researchers and participants can work toward undercutting 
a one-way knowledge-making tradition that privileges the researcher’s findings 
at the moment of publication as final, limiting possibilities for partnership. Par-
ticipants’ responses to the published text contain possibilities for expanding the 
way they continue to interpret their stories. We can challenge the conventions 
of research when we foreground the insights of participants as they continue to 
reflect on and analyze their experiences.

I propose that we extend the research tradition by paying greater attention 
to the ways we are informed by the people we study. Researchers can learn from 
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participants about how they value the published text and how it might poten-
tially circulate within their networks in ways unknown to academic researchers. 
We can deepen our research and our understanding of the nature of writing 
partnerships by following pathways that are determined by participants’ inter-
ests and life course. Anna Smith suggests in this volume that we can “consider 
lifespan writing research as an activity not just about a developing writer, but 
research conducted with developing writers” (p. 17).

Thus, I advocate for, and this chapter will demonstrate, a kind of writing part-
nership rooted in ongoing interactions between writers and moments of collabora-
tion that create possibilities for engagement. I am not literally speaking of compos-
ing together or of my writing inspiring research participants to produce on their 
own; rather, my view of partnership is relational and organic, following the events 
and patterns of our lives as they intersect with the research. As Smith (this volume) 
describes it, “: “Researching with a developing writer and with their families and 
communities makes [writing researchers] privy to critical in vivo insights and pro-
vides proximity to practice that cannot be otherwise articulated” (p. 22). It is not 
unusual for ethnographic researchers in writing studies to involve participants in 
their work; feminist qualitative researchers in composition have long claimed that 
“we must be prepared to make the case for new forms of research and writing in 
our discipline” and that “we need to continue experimenting with new ways of 
reporting research” (Kirsch & Ritchie, 1995, p. 24). In this chapter, however, I 
refer to a different situation. The participants in my research were all adults who 
developed new literacies later in life. None of them was a mainstream learner; 
only one person identified as a writer. It would not have been possible for them 
to participate in conventional collaboration because of their literacy histories and 
orientation to formal education. Further, it could be insulting to ask adults in the 
process of acquiring new literacies to read an academic text and offer feedback, as 
it might remind them of being gazed upon as “stupid” or unable to learn. Instead, 
I chose to connect with former participants by reading together and listening to 
their interpretation of the text. I didn’t know that their commentary would lead us 
back into the material, nor could I have guessed that their reflections on their own 
literacy would prompt me to examine the research process as I do now.

EXTENDING THE RESEARCH PROCESS 
THROUGH ONGOING COLLABORATION

My motivation to meet with participants was personal; I was not collecting data. 
What I realized about the limitations of research came as a result of the revisits. 
Going in, I could not have known that the act of revisiting would be so power-
ful, or that it would teach me to examine the research process as I do now. The 
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perfunctory statement of the original IRB approved study, in which I promised 
to follow up by sharing drafts and inviting feedback, led to the more serious 
commitment to reopen the research process, guided by participants.

My interest in revisiting began with the participants’ narratives. Afterwards, I 
searched for scholarship on the subject. When I approached other researchers in 
writing studies, no one I spoke with knew where to turn. Our unawareness suggest-
ed that returning to participants after publication has not yet been valued as part of 
the process of creating scholarship. The revisits allowed me to understand that in-
teracting with participants after a period of time has passed can take both researcher 
and researched to another level of collaboration in response to the document that 
already exists. Participants cycle back through their own narratives and add to them 
based on the literacy agency they have continued to develop. They restate, verbally 
revise, and reflect on their past comments in light of recent experiences.

Longitudinal researchers, in contrast with those conducting shorter span 
work, value extended, personal engagement with participants, emphasizing time 
as significant to writing development (Bazerman, 2018; Bazerman et al., 2017; 
Bazerman et al., 2018; Compton-Lilly, 2014; Herrington & Curtis, 2000; 
Smith, this volume; Sternglass, 1997). Linguistic anthropologist Shirley Brice 
Heath devotes an entire book to the research that resulted from the researcher 
returning. In Words at Work and Play (2012), Heath continues relationships with 
the children and grandchildren of two communities that she studied during 
the 1970s and 1980s. Although she never directly states what motivated her 
work with participants and their families over more than thirty years, Heath 
implies that there is tremendous value in maintaining the research connections 
that became central relationships in her life. For example, in the first chapter, 
she references the epilogue of Ways with Words (1983), quoting her own closing 
line: “what seem limits or losses can be beginnings as well as endings” (p. 376), 
suggesting that her inquiry into the lives of participants must continue. She 
concludes the Prologue to Words at Work and Play (2012) by concentrating on 
the importance of analyzing stories:

Human beings hold primary interest in two things: reality 
and telling about it. . . . Any story differs with each passing 
moment, new purpose, and favored vantage point. Neither 
the whole story nor the true one ever exists, however much we 
may wish for it. If we could achieve wholeness and absolute 
truth in our stories, we would have no more stories to tell. 
And tell stories, we must. (p. 7)

It is through the personal that Heath extends her research process and creates 
new partnerships. Her data collection and analysis over three generations show 
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that a longtime commitment to participants allows for the research process to 
travel along unpredictable pathways. She remarks:

We all want to find out what happened to those who will 
forever be part of our lives. We want to understand how they 
develop new roles, economic alignments, and rearrange their 
ways of socializing the young in the ever-evolving frameworks 
of time and space. We want to learn from their processes of 
adapting, improvising, and creating. (2012, pp. 183-184)

Together with Heath, the children of Trackton and Roadville reflect on the 
progression of their lives. They listen to recordings of their past and make com-
parisons of then and now. Grandchildren of the original participants are folded 
into the data collection process when they are given “activity logs” and instruc-
tions by Heath on how to do anthropological research by documenting conver-
sations and experiences. Through layered informal and formal interactions, the 
research partnerships extend, following the unpredictable direction of additional 
players and their experiences.

Time isn’t the primary feature of my analysis, as it is for Heath and other 
scholars cited here. I wanted to reconnect with the people whose literacy ex-
periences were the core of my research and get a sense of them in the present 
moment in relation to the literate lives I had explored years earlier. I was also 
curious about ways their writing might correlate with other ordinary life prac-
tices. As Brandt (2018) notes, “While often congruent with certain stages of 
life (i.e., youth, middle age, old age) the multiple and simultaneous roles most 
people play in families, communities, and workplaces condition developmental 
trajectories and possibilities even as they interact with one another” (p. 251). 
Shifting stages of life, responsibilities, health, roles in family and work situation, 
all contribute to an individual’s ongoing sense of self as a writer.

Compton-Lilly’s (2003) work on the reading practices of urban children 
makes a similar case for the “contradictions and complexities” (p. 110) that not 
only surround but significantly impact literacy practices, which studies across 
time can help researchers to identify more clearly. The first of Compton-Lilly’s 
books, Reading Families (2003), lays the groundwork for an extensive study of 
“the ways parents and children in one urban community conceptualize reading” 
(p. 10) that Compton-Lilly then traces through her ongoing research. In a 2014 
report on her decade-long study of one student’s writing development, she con-
cludes, “While longitudinal research can be targeted to explore particular ques-
tions, its longitudinal nature increases the propensity for research to take new 
directions and uncover unanticipated findings” (p. 30). The fluid, unpredictable 
quality of this kind of research makes it compelling. The researcher can’t know 
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what turns participants’ lives and choices will take. Compton-Lilly’s study re-
flects on her participant’s school performance as well as his “long-term trajectory 
of becoming” (2014, p. 29). She found that, “becoming a writer was a longitu-
dinal journey that entailed dispositions that extended across home, school, and 
peer community involving both writing practices and a broader set of tangential 
dispositions” (2014, p. 30).

Through the act of revisiting participants and contemplating their narra-
tives with them after the results are published, we might become more open to 
changes in our research methods, so that participants figure more prominently 
in our future scholarship. If we are to maintain relationships across time, and if 
our work is to reflect the decisions participants make in regard to literacy shifts 
and life changes (both major and ordinary), we must follow their lead, watch-
ing the turns that mark new writing pathways. By extending our interactions, 
we might add a layer of collaboration that can increase both of our knowledge, 
a change that is important for the future life of the published project and for 
future research. Reflecting together on the finished document and the research 
process itself can lead to deeper thinking from a different angle. By consulting 
with participants after research, I have learned that knowledge-making is never 
static; rather, it keeps going, steered by their insights.

REVISITING CHIEF

At this point, I shift the focus of this chapter from theorizing a methodology 
of revisiting to offering an example of revisiting in practice. I tell a story of the 
visit with Chief to characterize the interaction with my longtime participant 
and show that it expanded our research trajectory. The visit also gave me the 
opportunity to get to know Chief ’s wife who has since become a participant in 
my research. This experiment with revisiting opened a new avenue of research 
that I have followed in my ongoing longitudinal work with Shirley and Chief. 
Through our interactions, I learned more about the possibilities and limitations 
of writing partnerships as they continue to develop.

As a seventy-seven-year-old African-American man who was raised on a 
sharecropper’s farm in rural South Carolina during the 1950s, Chief had lim-
ited exposure to formal education, although he always craved opportunities to 
read and write. Despite his occasional access, and the segregated conditions of 
schooling when it was available, Chief was able to make a decent living because 
of his extensive early work experiences and the skills he developed as a laborer. 
During his long career, he worked as a welder and a forklift operator. He owned 
his first home at the age of seventeen and sent his children to college. Only after 
he retired following a motorcycle accident that injured his back, did he seek 
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informal education at a number of adult learning centers. Since then, Chief 
has become an avid writer and reader. He was editor of the newsletter at the 
literacy center where I got to know him, and he was involved in a family literacy 
program there. He has been committed to circulating his writing among known 
and unknown audiences so that more people can learn about the importance of 
education based on his example. And, he is a singer-songwriter who has record-
ed and toured with nationally recognized men’s gospel choirs.

We reconnect at his home so that I can deliver my book. After chatting 
about our lives over the last few years, our discussion turns to the text. I am 
sure Chief will read it on his own because of the way he holds the book gently 
in his hands and gazes at its covers. He tells me, “I’m going to give this to my 
teacher over there [at the literacy center he attends] on Monday, and she can 
read it. I told her about ‘Chief and Rabbit,’” which is one of his favorite stories 
that he wrote while he was a student at the literacy center where we met. For 
consistency, I use the approach I have developed with the others of reading 
aloud and marking passages, but I get the impression when Chief gazes away 
that he would prefer to read alone. Still, I show him his interview extracts, his 
essays on Jim Crow and domestic violence, his editor’s letters, and the story of 
“Chief and Rabbit.” Every so often when I glance at him, Chief is holding the 
book in his hands and whispering, “I am so proud of this book.” Our revisit 
gives me the chance to witness Chief ’s pride over a text he literally claims as his 
own—he refers to it as his book.

When Chief holds the book and murmurs about his pride, it takes on “the 
status” of a “social actor” (Brandt & Clinton, 2002, p. 348) imbued with the 
ability to act upon him. In re-spinning the literacy event to a “literacy-in-action” 
concept, Brandt and Clinton claim (referencing Bruno Latour), that the objects 
which surround our literate acts are a significant part of our literacy interactions: 
“[But] we also want to consider the additional question of how literacy acts as a 
social agent, as an independent mediator (i.e., literacy, itself, in action)” (2002, 
p. 349). When I observe Chief ’s connection with the text, I see what Brandt and 
Clinton consider an expression of the “ontological relationships between people 
and things” (2002, p. 353). Chief is a human agent with his own complex rela-
tionship to literacy; yet, his handling of the book reveals how the book acts upon 
him as well, mirroring his idea of literate achievement and affirming Brandt and 
Clinton’s (2002) point that, “When we use literacy, we also get used. Things 
typically mediate this relationship” (p. 350). The pride Chief speaks of is in his 
own ever-developing relationship to literacy. The object represents literacy itself, 
something I understand after our visit that would have been impossible to know 
while writing The Desire for Literacy (Rosenberg, 2015). His comments demon-
strate that ownership does not reside solely with the author. In claiming the 
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text, he can use it for his own changing literacy purposes, purposes that exceed 
what either of us could have imagined while discussing interview transcripts or 
when I wrote alone. Chief ’s choices about the book, combined with his con-
tinued literacy education, open up new spaces for him to contemplate literacy, 
and for us to mutually contemplate (an idea I first proposed in The Desire for 
Literacy [2015] and develop further in “Listening to research as a feminist ethos 
of representation” [Rosenberg & Howes, 2018]). He directs the research as it is 
relevant to him. By following Chief ’s lead as someone who knows more about 
literacy education from his experiences than I ever can, it becomes possible for 
us to disrupt the usual path of research, to thread back into a project that was 
closed by publication, and to re-open it for further exploration. In this way, we 
push back against the confines of traditional research. We can define our writing 
partnership so that it reflects the situation that exists for us as researched and 
researcher relating to a published text and to one another. Our interactions with 
a common text show the intersections of our literacy communities and become 
the topic of future research.

Midway through the visit, Chief ’s wife arrives. This is the first time I have 
spoken with a participant’s family member. She reclines on the sofa behind us, 
talking about the morning run at the food pantry where she volunteers, and 
then she joins the conversation about literacy. “I love to read,” Shirley says. 
As I speak with them, I realize that Shirley has always had something Chief 
wants. I wonder whether Shirley’s literacy practices were what drew Chief and 
her together. We discuss the tension that occurs among some couples when one 
partner is more literate than the other.

A few months after the visit, Chief invites me to the literacy center where he 
studies once a week so that his teachers can see his book. Initially, he went there 
for help studying for his 7D bus driver’s license. His varying interests and needs 
have led him to select different learning environments at different periods of his 
life. When he comments, “I’ll probably be going to school for the rest of my life 
because I have to learn so much,” I am reminded that Chief will always seek in-
formal education as a way to maintain agency and dignity. He steers our writing 
partnership, restorying it by asking me to experience literacy education on his 
terms. My knowledge of adult basic education changes when I join Chief at this 
small social service agency that offers one-on-one tutoring. He introduces me to 
an educational model that he believes better suits him as a learner. In this setting, 
his teacher prepares individual lessons for him and shifts her expectations in 
response to his learning. By taking me to this place, he is preparing me for our 
research to come. During the study that develops as a result of these interactions, 
Chief will contrast the educational styles at the different literacy centers where 
he has studied, as he demonstrates in the opening quote.
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PARTICIPANTS EXTEND OUR WORK IN NEW DIRECTIONS

Revisiting came as a surprise. I was not expecting to find the kernel of a new meth-
odology when I met with Chief and his peers, but our interactions revealed some-
thing substantial about the nature of research relationships and how they change 
focus and character based on the directions that participants take them—if we 
remain open to participants leading the research. When we meet, it is to contem-
plate literacy together. Another surprise was finding out how my future intentions 
for research, and the methods I will use, take shape because of these encounters.

For example, after the visits, I receive holiday cards from Shirley, then lengthy 
handwritten letters. And, once my partnership with Chief expands to include 
Shirley, I design a project that concentrates on Chief and Shirley’s trajectory as 
a couple that is continuing to develop as writers (see Rosenberg, 2018). The 
project responds to an unexpected turn in my interpretation of Chief guided by 
him and Shirley as knowledge-makers. Their example demonstrates how revis-
iting opens new pathways for research not already predicated by the researcher’s 
intentions. Rather, it is what I learn in the moment of the revisit when I listen to 
Chief and Shirley that causes me to fold back into my study of Chief ’s literacy 
development and envision it differently.

As I write this, I am thinking ahead to the next phase of this work, which 
will be with Shirley. Now that I am aware of my research changing methods, 
methodologies, and purposes based on participants’ initiatives, I can take more 
of a spectator’s role to observing where Shirley directs us. While my work with 
Shirley and Chief ultimately leads to new publications that will give me academ-
ic credit in my field, the process of creating texts also offers Shirley and Chief op-
portunities to participate in an ongoing writing partnership that they interpret 
and reflect on individually, as a couple, and with the researcher. The benefits for 
them may not be the same as those that I gain professionally, yet they matter. 
Our ongoing discussions of literacy are part of their lives and mine.

Revisiting participants challenges lifespan researchers to examine our com-
pliance with disciplinary hegemony as we (perhaps unwillingly) perpetuate an 
academic tradition that locks the people we research into the role of subject. 
A goal of lifespan writing research is to push back against assumptions about 
what writing does and what writers can achieve throughout the course of their 
lives. By looking across time and the material and social conditions of our lives, 
research becomes more relational, responding to various situations rather than 
adhering to a single pathway. Led by participants, researchers learn to be flexible 
in our approaches and methods.

The four participants from my original study engaged willingly in the revis-
its. They were not doing it out of obligation; their obligation to my research had 
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ended years earlier. I had the chance to witness them taking in the contents of 
a book about acquisition of literacy whose subject was their literacy. Revisiting 
gave us the opportunity to contemplate their spoken and written words at a time 
beyond the period of the study. Reflecting together, reading aloud, marking pas-
sages for future reference, and discussing their current life experiences provided 
a new lens for evaluating research. The book became a social actor (Brandt & 
Clinton, 2002) that was part of their ongoing pursuit of literacy. They could ex-
tend the conversations in contexts that matter to them now and that are shaped 
by their literacy agency. Participants’ expressions of their ongoing relationship to 
their own literacy taught me to investigate the value of literacy in people’s lives 
in ways that I could never know from my position as an academic researcher.

Interactions like the ones I describe here are significant for exploring what 
literacy means and how we understand collaboration. This curious, listening 
perspective is especially important for researchers in lifespan studies as we figure 
out new possibilities for collaboration and how we can better understand writ-
ers’ experiences. Lifespan studies can benefit from the insights of people outside 
of academic settings who embody literacy differently from those of us who are 
informed primarily by our academic reality.

Chief ’s reactions to the book reveal that the production of knowledge does 
not end with publication. It continues as researcher and participants keep learn-
ing from one another in real, ongoing relationships. The participants’ involve-
ment in research interactions keeps the conversations open and fluid so that 
their positions do not remain fixed. This is how participants continue to become 
knowledge makers. Together we contemplate and create knowledge.
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PART 2.  

LEVERAGING OUR TRADITIONS

We encouraged the authors of Part 1 to be bold—we wanted to see the new 
vistas that opened up by innovating well beyond the disciplinary boundaries 
that often constrain. In Part 2: Leveraging Our Traditions, we return to more fa-
miliar methodological and theoretical approaches and consider them through a 
lifespan lens. The authors of Part 2 thus work within the boundaries of a variety 
of established research traditions, sharing research projects that feature focused 
innovations to their methodologies to better equip them for lifespan writing 
research. In so doing, their research suggests new pathways that these traditions 
might (and perhaps need to) explore.

The first chapters in Part 2 do this while focusing on specific segments of 
the lifespan. These chapters give readers from Composition Studies a glimpse 
into writing at other stages of life, but they also operationalize lifespan writing 
research by demonstrating how to add a lifespan lens to ongoing studies. Lau-
ren Bowen takes a sociohistoric approach with novel methodological choices 
by diving deeply into the complex literate actions of one senior writer in order 
to uncover the sometimes-unimaginable complexity of a literate life. Yvonne 
Lee then expands our attentions beyond a lifespan segment by considering the 
writing lives of not only one writer across a lifetime, but of several writers across 
multiple, overlapping, and related lifetimes. This exploration of new innovations 
within particular disciplinary traditions continues with an autoethnographic in-
vestigation of how one author—Zebroski—negotiates the complex writing tasks 
demanded of him during the challenging social and emotional work of retire-
ment. Costa et al. then employ the Structural Equation Modeling that Zajic and 
Poch (Chapter 3) described in a study of the executive functioning of students 
in Grades 1 and 4, considering ways to orient such work through the lifespan.

The remaining chapters in Part 2 also work to expand our understanding of 
how we make meaning. Arya et al. engage not just the production of texts but 
also their reception as they examine acts of data representation and the emergent 
understandings that school-aged children have about them. Data representa-
tions, in this chapter, serve as a strategic site for uncovering the complex work 
that readers engage in to construct data in their reading of it. Next, Poch et 
al. highlight the complex cognitive landscapes that semiosis occurs with and 
through, bringing to light the work of producing texts and the challenges with 
textual production that individuals with learning disabilities and autism spec-
trum disorder may face. They also provide some paths forward for thinking 
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about semiosis across the internal-external divide and using psychometric tech-
niques to locate semiosis within contemporary psychological thought. Erin 
Workman, like Knappik earlier, asks us to think about how we make sense of 
our own literate development, but Workman achieves this by adapting cognitive 
researchers’ mind maps for lifespan writing research. Kevin Roozen concludes 
Part 2 by tracing inscriptions via the interpretive work of Latour (1990) and 
Gries (2015), rendering more robust the complexity of semiotic acts that Poch 
et al. and Arya et al. build up in their work.

Just as Part 1 provided some starting points for writing researchers to re-con-
ceptualize their thinking about theoretical orientations and methods toward the 
lifespan, Part 2 allows writing researchers to imagine new approaches that are 
more tightly tied to existing disciplinary structures—new, creative methods of 
repurposing that take advantage of the insights and innovations of existing fields 
and traditions. If we are to conceive of lifespan writing research as a long-term 
endeavor requiring both immediate and extended pay-offs, then Part 2 provides 
the short-term return on innovation that the ideas in Part 1 do not easily sup-
port. Leveraging Our Traditions also paints a picture of the incredible variety 
of disciplines, methods, and theories interested in the phenomenon of writing 
through the lifespan.
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CHAPTER 7.  

LITERACY TOURS AND MATERIAL 
MATTERS: PRINCIPLES FOR 
STUDYING THE LITERATE 
LIVES OF OLDER ADULTS

Lauren Marshall Bowen
University of Massachusetts, Boston

This chapter proposes guiding principles for researching the literate activity and 
development of older adults. The Lifespan Writing Development Group (LWDG) 
was rightly deterred from “attempting a general, typified, age- or stage-based ac-
count” of writing development (Bazerman et al., 2018, p. 13). In alignment with 
this thinking, this chapter does not attempt to offer a standard characterization 
of “old age” as a discrete phase of writing and literacy development, but instead 
illustrates the need to examine old age as a part of the long view of the lifespan—
without failing to account for the differences that old age can make.

Following an overview of proposed principles, this chapter illustrates the val-
ue of such principles through a mixed-methods approach featuring an observa-
tional method called the literacy tour, which, through its simultaneous emphasis 
on materiality and the narrative “long view” of lifelong literate development, 
illustrates the multifaceted role of aging in elder participants’ writing and liter-
acy development.

THE DIFFERENCE OLD AGE MAKES: AN OVERVIEW

Experiences in old age are individually, culturally, and historically situated, yet 
several commonly shared realities of aging have implications for the research of 
writing through the lifespan. Central to this framework is the caution against ei-
ther ignoring or overdetermining the role of biological aging in late-life writing. 
However essential the physiological dimensions are to studies of aging, focusing 
exclusively on the biological aspects of old age presents an impoverished view of 
later life stages, and, by extension, of literacy over the lifespan. For this reason, 
these principles for studies of writing through the lifespan account for both the 
biological and the sociocultural elements of aging.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2020.1053.2.07
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pRinciple 1: old age involves physiological changes

As with any other life stage, old age involves physiological development. Al-
though specific physical changes differ from individual to individual in both 
kind and effect, most age-related change impacts the capacity to engage in liter-
ate activity and learning. Decline in visual acuity, hearing loss, fatigue, arthritis, 
and other common physical factors in old age can have a significant impact on 
the ability to engage in literate activity and learning (Weinsten & LaCoss, 1999).

Because biological aging is an ongoing and individual process of change 
and adaptation, the felt effects of physical change on literate activity are specific 
to individual experience. In some instances, physical changes may prompt the 
adoption of new literate activity, such as taking up audiobooks when declining 
eyesight makes book-reading impossible (Rumsey, 2018). In other instances, 
a physical change makes it impossible to continue with a treasured literate ac-
tivity, such as a post-stroke tremor rendering handwriting illegible (Rosenberg, 
2018). Further, age-related physical changes—and the ways those changes are 
experienced as constraints on literacy and learning—are correlated with non-age 
factors. Individuals’ socioeconomic status, prior experiences with disability, race/
ethnicity, gender, and other identity factors can contribute both to the onset of 
physiological change and the individual’s ability to adapt, both physically and 
psychologically, to that change.

pRinciple 2: oldeR people have long and deep 
histoRies With liteRacy and leaRning

Perhaps the most obvious consideration for researching writing through the 
lifespan is that older people have “more lifespan” to account for in analysis of any 
current literate activities. Older adults have had more time to develop durable 
dispositions toward literacy, including values, attitudes, and beliefs about literacy 
and its uses. For some, longer lives bring opportunities for inhabiting a broader 
range of social roles; as Brandt (2018) notes, “Development comes to people 
through the roles they play or are expected to play at different times of life; the 
historical events to which they are exposed; and the reconfigured meanings and 
potentials that accumulate around these experiences” (2018, p. 245). As longev-
ity improves and as cultures of work and retirement continue to change—for 
example, through the elimination of mandatory retirement policies—the expec-
tations for how older people should spend their time and contribute to their 
communities is diversifying. Alongside this change, the diversity of roles in which 
older adults learn, use, and sustain literate activities is increasing. An extended life 
history often includes greater opportunities for exposure to major social, cultural, 
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and technological shifts. Given these realities, the perspective of old age may be 
particularly advantageous for researching writing through the lifespan.

pRinciple 3: ideologies of aging shape peRceptions 
of and expectations foR oldeR adults

Although not often recognized as such, aging is also a process of socialization: we 
learn how to be old (Cruikshank, 2009). This learning occurs, in part, through 
encounters with meanings of old age and aging that circulate within a curric-
ulum of aging, the assemblage of historically and culturally situated discourses 
that define and promote values, attitudes, and beliefs about old age (Bowen, 
2012). The language and literacy practices of older people quickly become en-
tangled with the curriculum of aging, which not only shapes elders’ literate lives, 
but also inflects the ways that elders’ lives are seen (or not seen), represented, 
and interpreted—even in ways that we represent ourselves as aging individuals.

For instance, prominent in a contemporary U.S. curriculum of aging is a 
decline ideology, through which old age, and everything that comes with it, 
is necessarily framed in terms of loss (Gullette, 1997). The decline ideology of 
aging gained prominence in the mid-nineteenth century, as industrial capitalism 
increased value in labor that was fast, accurate, and consistent; workers whose 
bodies could not move fast enough—especially older and/or disabled workers—
were devalued. As characterized by age historian Thomas R. Cole (1992), the 
nineteenth-century embrace of industrial values fostered a suspicion of old age:

Westward migration, the growth of cities, the rise of manufac-
turing, and the creation of national transportation, commu-
nication, and financial networks testified to liberal capitalism’s 
economic power. . . . Enormous material progress revealed 
its dark side—fear of decline, of degeneration, of being left 
behind. (p. 74)

This fear of decline was amplified by the professionalization of modern med-
icine, which granted institutional legitimacy to medicine’s centuries-old habit of 
pathologizing old age. Within this sociocultural context, inevitable physiologi-
cal changes associated with aging become conflated with decline in all aspects of 
human experience, and the decline ideology of aging propagates adverse beliefs 
about old people: that they are senile; that they are nonsexual beings; that they 
are culturally irrelevant; and, most germane to lifespan writing studies, that they 
are incapable of and/or disinterested in learning.

The decline ideology of aging is germane to studies of writing development 
through the lifespan in at least two ways. First, elder participants of lifespan research 
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may have internalized cultural lessons about being old that impact their literate 
activity: for instance, they anticipate age-related limitations on new learning and 
development, and thus do not choose to engage in activities that would mark, for 
the purposes of lifespan research, new development or change. Alternatively, older 
participants may be highly sensitive to the decline ideology of aging, such that they 
make choices to avoid the perception of being in decline. Second, researchers, too, 
may be predisposed to the decline narrative, and either overdetermine the role of 
biological aging in literate activity and development, or else altogether ignore older 
adulthood as a part of the developmental trajectory. Therefore, while attending to 
and acknowledging the role of the aging body, which inevitably includes some re-
duction of physical and/or cognitive capacities, studies of writers in later life must 
also be conscious of the constraining effects of a decline ideology of old age.

In sum, I propose that studies of older adults’ literate activity should:

1. Attend to the impact that age-related physiological change might have on 
the capacity for literate activity and learning, while also contextualizing 
the actual impact of physiological changes on literacy from the larger 
context of an individual life.

2. Contextualize late-life choices, behaviors, and orientations toward liter-
acy within the larger context of the lifespan, including prominent social 
roles inhabited over a lifetime. This can best be accomplished by adopting 
capacious views of literacy, writing, and development in order to recog-
nize specific late-life choices and behaviors (including decisions not to 
write) as a part of the lifelong trajectory of literacy development.

3. Interrogate the ideologies of aging that shape the values and perceptions 
of older adults’ literate activity.

Given the above principles, studies of older adults’ literacies require meth-
odological orientations toward corporeal and material dimensions of literacy; 
toward the “long view” of literate history; and toward the ideological dimen-
sions of literate activity and experience. In an effort to model ways of addressing 
the above principles through research design, I present an overview of a mixed 
methods approach that combines life story interviews with the spatially-orient-
ed interview method I call literacy tours, followed by a brief overview of a case 
study to illustrate this method in use.

LIFE STORIES AND LITERACY TOURS: TOWARD A 
METHODOLOGY OF MATERIAL MEANDERING

Retrospective narrative accounts of an entire life—as used in what is sometimes 
called life story research (Atkinson, 1998; Cohler & Hostetler, 2003; Bertaux & 
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Kohli, 1984) and as illustrated in the influential grounded theory work of Deb-
orah Brandt (2001)—lend themselves well to accounting for the sociocultural 
and ideological contexts of development. As Knappik (this volume) reminds us, 
cultural frameworks both limit and generate the stories we tell about our lives. 
Shaped by social and developmental contexts, life stories are not told the same 
way over an entire lifetime and can therefore provide important evidence of the 
ideological and social underpinnings of a particular moment on the develop-
mental timeline.

Reflecting their ideological contexts in form and theme, life stories carry 
ideologies of aging and literacy, alike. Yet, life story narratives elicited during in-
terviews are distinct in character from those stories told independently of the re-
search scene. Interviews are not neutral data collection tools, but are themselves 
particular genres or communication events bearing conventions and norms that 
influence the kinds of questions researchers ask and the responses participants 
give (Briggs, 1986). Life stories are co-constructed narratives that can repro-
duce the ideological framework of both the participant and the researcher, and 
as such, the design and representation of narrative writing research follow and 
establish aesthetic patterns that, in part, “we have been acculturated to tell” 
(Journet, 2012, p. 16). Researchers are always at risk of allowing unrecognized 
assumptions about old age and aging—assumptions informed by a curriculum 
of aging, which propagates decline ideology—to guide a priori decisions about 
what merits our attention and analysis.

In response to this dilemma, I will describe and illustrate the use of a sup-
plemental qualitative data collection method, the literacy tour, which I first de-
veloped as a means of attending to materiality and embodiment in a study of 
older adults and digital literacies (Bowen, 2011). Much like other interview 
techniques used by writing studies research, such as writing process drawings 
(Prior & Shipka, 2003), video recording (Rule, 2018), and visual-mapping 
(Workman, this volume), literacy tours are an alternative interview method for 
eliciting writers’ tacit knowledge. The method itself is simple: a participant leads 
the researcher on a narrated walk-through of the physical and sometimes virtual 
spaces in which they engage in literate activity. Participants can be prompted 
(e.g., “Can you show me where you usually set up your laptop?”), but touring 
moments can also happen organically, perhaps even interrupting the flow of a 
traditional interview. During tours, the researcher may ask questions about par-
ticular objects that catch their attention, but for the most part, the researcher’s 
role is similar to that of a tourist: to look, listen, take notes, snap pictures, and 
record video of what participants choose to show.

The literacy tour as a supplement to the life narrative interview provides at 
least two distinct advantages for researching writing through the lifespan. First, 
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the introduction of the literacy tour as a data collection tool interrupts the inter-
view scene—and the assumptions that might otherwise be embedded within the 
interview script itself—by introducing the genre of the guided tour. Prompted 
by the presence (or absence) of objects in a particular space, the literacy tour 
provides a means through which to divert the traditional interview exchange 
and elicit details about a life story that might not otherwise appear in the inter-
changes of an interview.

In the context of archival research, Kirsch & Rohan (2008) identify open-
ness to serendipity as a necessary dimension of historical research. Recounting 
the serendipitous trail of research on physician and women’s rights advocate 
Mary Bennett Ritter, whose papers are kept at the archives at the University of 
California Berkeley campus, Kirsch explains that, while serendipity cannot sim-
ply be arranged, “one can be open to the possibility” (Kirsch & Rohan, 2008, p. 
20). Kirsch (Kirsch & Rohan, 2008) describes how her ability to attain a fuller, 
more contextualized understanding of Ritter’s life came from “the simple fact of 
being there,” as taking campus tours, exploring nearby trails, and walking local 
streets made it possible for Kirsch to more fully understand the local knowledge 
that was assumed by the documents she encountered. Likewise, literacy tours 
provide an expansive—and often serendipitous—framework through which to 
contextualize and further prompt life narrative data gathered through interviews. 
In this way, researchers may be better able to grasp how participants experience 
aging, both within and in tandem with the stories about the life course that they 
have been acculturated to tell.

The spatial orientation of the literacy tour offers a second advantage to 
lifespan writing research through opportunities for deeper analysis of the role of 
materiality in literacy development—which, in turn, opens up opportunities to 
further examine age identity and age ideology. Literacy tours are oriented toward 
what Brodkey (1987) calls scenes of writing, or what Cydney Alexis (2016) con-
ceptualizes as a writing habitat. Recent writing studies research has already found 
writing habitats—and objects found within them—to be important to the study 
of writing processes. Rule (2018) proposes the study of “writing’s rooms” as a 
means of “budg[ing] the clingy assumption that composing processes are ulti-
mately only linear, goal-directed mental action” (p. 405), thereby adopting new 
materialism’s expanded sense of agency, which extends to nonhuman artifacts 
and material environments. Literacy tours are, in other words, a way of captur-
ing and examining environmental contexts as “active agents” in literate activity 
(Dippre & Smith, this volume).

As an environment in which someone typically writes, the writing habitat 
is “populated . . . with objects,” shaped by preferences, and host to routinized 
behaviors (Alexis, 2016, p. 83). During literacy tours, participants show me 
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predictably literacy-related objects, such as books, computers, writing instru-
ments, and notebooks, as well as less obviously literacy-related artifacts: photo-
graphs, chairs, maps, model vehicles, clocks, and other objects. These material 
discoveries reflect the ways in which “[e]verything matters to writing; all matter 
is fair game” (Micciche, 2014, p. 491). Focusing on the objects that populate 
writing habitats has made it possible for writing studies researchers to identify 
how objects insert themselves into a writer’s processes, tuning consciousness 
and managing affect in ways that facilitate or even disrupt textual production, 
as writers actively recruit objects to mediate a writing process: a timer on a 
microwave to regulate writing time (Prior & Shipka, 2003); a distraction-free 
digital writing environment to direct attention (Ching, 2018); dogs to pro-
vide calming companionship and a perhaps-welcome interruption (Blewett et 
al., 2016). For the purposes of researching writing development through the 
lifespan, attention to the minutiae of writing habitats is useful for considering 
the ideological context in which writers write: the objects and spaces of writing 
habitats reflect the beliefs, values, and attitudes of the humans who designed 
them (Alexis, 2016). Further still, literacy tours embrace the new materialist 
view of writing as “a curatorial, distributed act” and as a process of “curating 
materials to create narrative, identity, community, or other significant mean-
ings” (Micciche, 2014, p. 494). The literacy tour is a direct methodological 
response to this understanding of writing as curation—not just curation of 
words, source materials, or writing technologies, but also as curation of envi-
ronments, narratives, and selves.

Alongside the life narrative, literacy tours help researchers to account for ma-
terial and ideological contexts of literate activity and narrative research. Touring 
has the potential to disrupt the literacy narratives that researchers and partici-
pants have been acculturated to tell, and the materialist orientation of touring 
brings the ecologies of writing development more sharply into focus. In the 
next section, I present the case study of a 78-year-old retired electrical engineer 
named Don. Although not originally designed as a study of writing develop-
ment, the methods by which I came to understand Don’s literate life illustrate 
a means of accounting for the decline ideology of old age in the literate lives of 
older people.

CASE STUDY: DON

Don shared his story with me when I met him in 2010, in his sunny house 
in an economically depressed manufacturing town in the northeastern United 
States. After his wife greeted me warmly at the door, Don led me to a finished 
basement, which had been designed by and for him, alone. Knowing that I 
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was primarily interested in his digital literacy practices, Don seated himself 
at a workstation which boasted a desktop computer with dual monitors and 
shared his story.

don’s life stoRy

Born in 1930, Don was raised by his grandparents in a New England island 
fishing village. Don’s grandfather worked in the upper echelons of a steamship 
company that shuttled passengers to and from the island in the early 1900s, 
until a bridge was built to connect the island to the mainland, after which he 
worked as custodian of the village school. Don recalls, with deep admiration, 
his grandfather’s pursuit of photography. After high school, Don followed his 
grandfather into a short-term career producing photographic postcards of local 
nautical icons.

In 1950, the Korean War prompted Don to join the Air Force, through 
which he attended “electronic school” and learned about radio technologies be-
fore being stationed in New Mexico to work on emergency communications. In 
1954, Don took advantage of the GI Bill and enrolled in an electrical engineer-
ing program at a state university. In the summer months, Don would return to 
familiar territory and install and maintain airplane guidance systems throughout 
the eastern United States. After successfully completing his degree, Don worked 
for a major defense contractor, teaching air force technicians across the country 
how to use fire control systems electronics. While stationed in his home state 
during one teaching job, Don met and married his wife.

Spurred by the launch of Sputnik, Don’s company transferred him to field 
service in order to lab test Syncom—a NASA-run satellite project that would 
yield the first orbiting geosynchronous communications satellite. Following the 
Communications Satellite Act of 1962, Don signed on as a satellite engineer for 
COMSAT, overseeing the construction of “earth stations” out of Washington, 
DC, and eventually became an assistant station manager at one of these sites 
until a new earth station opened in his home state, where he would serve as 
manager for the remainder of his career. When Don retired at age 60, he “went 
out, closed the door, so to speak, and never looked back.”

Happily retired for nearly two decades, Don’s electronics engineering life 
was hardly over. In his basement den, Don would use his computer to organize 
digital photos he took (mostly of the island where he grew up), to shop online, 
and to play single-player CD-ROM flight simulator and golf games. Occa-
sionally, he would help his daughter fix her own computers to remove viruses 
and malware, and perform basic hardware upgrades or repairs to computers 
for himself or his friends.
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don’s liteRacy touR

Guiding me on a tour of his PC, Don spent a good deal of time clicking through 
file folders on his desktop to show his carefully ordered filing system, and even-
tually set one folder of his own digital photos to play as an automatic slideshow 
while we talked. Frequently, Don interrupted our interview to point to one of 
the photos rotating through the slideshow. Most photos were landscapes he had 
recently taken of the island where he grew up, as well as photos of bridges. Don 
shared lessons about the architecture of each bridge as it appeared on screen.

After his PC tour was complete, Don pulled a palm-sized “flip phone” out of 
a messenger bag on the floor. Clamshell-style phones were still common, but the 
first Apple iPhone had already been released in 2007, and earlier mass market 
smartphones such as the BlackBerry were nearly at their peak and had already 
sparked complaints about smartphone addiction (Richtel, 2007). Don spent 
this brief “stop” on our tour by talking about his adult daughter:

She gets wrapped up in this iPod iTunes stuff and downloads 
tunes and she has a little pod that will play the things into 
earphones and they’ll have a little picture and so forth, and 
she tries to explain it to me. She uses a BlackBerry, and I 
don’t care. My cell phone is just a little thing like this. Right 
now, it’s not on. It’s got that thing, takes pictures, you know? 
I don’t care. All I want to do is to be able to call and be able 
to receive a call. And then I found that this thing opened up 
[flips open his phone], now if I want to do text and crap like 
that, I can, but I don’t. I don’t care about that stuff.

Shifting to a walking tour of the basement, Don showed me some predict-
able literacy objects, including nonfiction books on subjects closely related to his 
career interests and expertise, such as theoretical physics, astronomy, and oper-
ating system guides. In passing, Don turned to a set of models suspended from 
the ceiling on fishing line. The models included a lobster boat, an airplane, and 
the International Space Station. All were left as unfinished balsa wood skeletons. 
While presenting the models to me, Don explained, “I didn’t want to put skin 
on them or fabric because it would hide the mechanical structure.”

EXTENDING AND COMPLICATING NARRATIVE 
THROUGH THE LITERACY TOUR

Studies of older people—including those who, like Don, do not claim to do 
much writing of any sort—have a great deal to tell us about writing and literacy 
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development over the lifespan. In order to recognize the value of such cases, 
we need expansive frameworks (Principle 2, above) that capture what Brandt 
(2018) describes as “powerful aspects of writing development that are easy to 
miss when developmental models are too simple, too narrow, too linear, or too 
disconnected from context” (p. 244). Life story data provides one avenue for 
gathering evidence of many such easy-to-miss aspects, including the role of 
ideologies of old age and aging. It is noteworthy that Don’s life story is heavily 
populated with technologies and career milestones rather than human relation-
ships. The narrative’s heavy emphasis on career replicates the cultural scripts for 
elder men who, according to gerontologist Ruth Ray (2000), have been accul-
turated to focus their life stories on career milestones rather than people. This 
culturally appropriate narrative helpfully illuminates what Brandt calls the “role 
of role” in literacy over the life course (2018, p. 251). Don’s account traces his 
inhabited social roles, made available to him as a straight, white, middle-class, 
cisgender man at particular sociocultural moments: the Korean War, the birth 
of satellite communications, the rise of home computing. As with other adults, 
Don’s earlier social roles continue to hold meaning in later life, even when those 
roles are no longer institutionally recognized. Retired, Don continues inhab-
iting his role of technology expert, continually upgrading his home computer, 
snapping and displaying digital photos, and by fixing his friends’ and family 
members’ devices.

Adopting the success story arc reflective of his own values, Don’s life story 
presents an uninterrupted chain of roles, each building on the previous one, 
carrying forward through retirement. With the literacy tour, however, Don’s 
streamlined chronology of his lifespan must expand lifewide, as he accounts for 
the material environment that he has curated for himself. The space—located 
down a flight of stairs, absent of assistive devices—indicates that physiological 
changes have not yet required much adaptation of Don’s literate activity (Prin-
ciple 1, above); instead, Don’s technology and literacy habitat in retirement, 
with its maps and photos of the island where he grew up, slideshow of bridge 
photos, and bare model vehicles, reveal what Barton and Hamilton (1998, 
p. 75) call “ruling passions”: those near-obsessive motifs in human lives that 
become important to understanding dispositions and motivations for literate 
activity and learning. The place of honor Don creates for his digital photo 
collection and the choice to display skeletal balsa wood models become sig-
nificant indices of Don’s disposition toward technology. As a tour guide, Don 
curates a sense of himself not just as a successful engineer, but as someone who 
has, over his lifespan, composed more comfortably with hardware than with 
words, and who is more interested in curating technology than in using it to 
mediate social relationships. We see, in other words, evidence that the salient 
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aspect of Don’s literate activity is extending his habits of “geeking out” and 
“messing around” (Horst et al., 2013) with technology and composing with 
materials and images.

The literacy tour also yields evidence of the social and cultural role of old age 
and aging in Don’s literate life. His demonstration of the cell phone provides a 
case in point. As a tour guide, Don did not tell me when he bought the phone, 
why he bought that particular phone, or whom he might want to communicate 
with it, nor did he present the phone with the same reverence as he did more be-
loved objects in his room. Speaking from the perspective of a historical moment 
when smartphones and text messaging were rapidly gaining popularity alongside 
social networking platforms like MySpace and Facebook, Don’s tour became less 
about his own phone and more about his daughter’s iPod and BlackBerry. Don 
described, but did not demonstrate, what his phone could do, and showedthat 
he did not “care about that stuff.” 

In this moment of the tour, we begin to see how ideologies of aging might 
play a part in constructing and interpreting Don’s literacy values (Principle 3, 
above). As a white middle-class man who has inhabited the role of father, engi-
neer, teacher, and repairman, Don’s role as expert has been secure throughout 
his adulthood. However, in presenting his cell phone, Don’s tour needed to 
account for a technological development that positioned his daughter as expert 
and he as novice (“she tries to explain it to me”), thus reversing roles that norma-
tive age identity and familial roles (and, perhaps too, gender identity) otherwise 
prescribed for him. As Rumsey’s (2018) research on the literacy practices of 
elders finds, old age amid bodily and technological change brings new kinds of 
developmental opportunities and the chance to make agentive choices: to adopt 
new practices, to adapt familiar ones, or to alienate oneself from new changes. 
Consciously aware of the different choices younger generations were making 
in 2010, Don opts for “alienation,” dismissing those emergent literacies that, 
to him, have no significant value. By describing his daughter as “wrapped up” 
in her mobile technology, by referring to mobile tech as “stuff” and “crap,” and 
by overtly stating that he could make another choice but did not care to, Don’s 
tour presentation strives to cast his unwillingness to use a phone not as inability, 
but disinterest—and, too, as a marker of generational distinction that maintains 
a comfortable age identity, and keeps the decline narrative of aging out of his 
account of literate activity.

As Don’s case reveals, the three principles proposed at the beginning of this 
chapter steer toward a flexible, multidimensional framework. By attending to 
writing habitats and individuals’ accounting of them, we are able to access the 
material, corporeal elements of literacy in later life, without falling into the de-
cline ideology trap that would conflate old age with bodily incapacity.
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In turn, this methodological resistance to the decline ideology of aging sup-
ports capacious definitions of writing and development. The LWDG defined 
writing development by its association with “a reorganization or realignment of 
previous experience that registers through writing or in a changed relationship to 
writing”—in short, development correlates with achievement of, or pursuit of, 
change (Bazerman et al., 2018, p. 7). However, as studies of older adults have al-
ready begun to show, demonstrating change in behavior in later life may provide 
an incomplete picture of the agentive literate choices older adults—particularly 
elderly adults—often make. In this way, studies of older adults as representatives 
of a later stage in the literate lifespan can mark developmental change in terms 
other than decline and loss—where even moments of “not-writing” can become 
a valuable piece of the writing-through-the-lifespan picture.

CONCLUSION

Because age is both a biological phase of human life and a social category bear-
ing normative expectations, studies of writing through the lifespan need meth-
ods that account for the material and ideological dimensions of literate activity. 
Narrative-based methods, such as the life story interview, in combination with 
materialist (but still narrative-driven) methods like literacy tours, provide a 
means of gathering evidence of age ideology and age identity with a “long view” 
lens. Taking the material environment of literate activity as its primary focus, 
the literacy tour captures the ideological dimensions of literacy as it is reflected 
in the design, selection, and arrangement of objects in the space. How those 
objects are used, cherished, hidden, or ignored all provide important evidence 
of a lifetime of forming particular attitudes, values, and beliefs relevant both to 
literacy and to aging.

This long view approach re-integrates old age into the development picture, 
after modern conceptions of old age as foremost a medical and social problem 
long ago marked it as the provenance of gerontology rather than writing, human 
development, or education. And still, the materialist bent of the literacy tour 
also presents a tangible means of addressing the unique conditions of old age. 
The literate habitats one curates are, in part, responsive to the changes brought 
on by advancing age. This might include the presence of adaptive or assistive 
tools to support age-related physical decline, but it also includes tools and habits 
that are pointedly absent or obscured, such as Don’s cell phone. By orienting 
life story research to the curation of material environments, the literacy tour 
can begin to trace the agentive choices that elder adults make, either with or 
against the mainstream of mass literacy. The focus on curated environments 
(which may well extend to environments which one is not able to curate) elicits 
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important evidence of the “tacit knowledge” of writing and literacy (Roozen, 
2016), including the dispositional and affective dimensions of literacy that have 
been built up over a lifetime, from youth to the present. In Don’s case, the 
interest in “messing around” and “geeking out” with technology (Horst et al., 
2013), an orientation toward technology—introduced early by a tech-oriented 
grandfather and sustained in a government-sponsored career in electronic and 
satellite engineering—takes priority over using technology for the purposes of 
inscription.

Studies of older populations that strive to acknowledge old age as part of 
an entire lifespan, but which also acknowledge the biological and sociocultural 
dimensions that mark old age as a distinct phase of human life, reinforce a need 
for capacious definitions of writing and of development. Given what cases like 
Don’s have to teach us, literate development must be marked not only in evi-
dence of a changed relationship to writing (Bazerman et al., 2018), but in agen-
tive choices about literate activity made in response to the course of a particular 
human life—including “changes that occur in relationships between people and 
their life worlds over time” (Brandt, 2018, p. 245). While the decline ideology 
of aging might otherwise mark later life as a period of stagnation and regression, 
research on writing development through the lifespan should mark not only 
moments when literate activity exhibits something new or different, but also 
moments when literate activity does not outwardly appear to change, as when 
Don makes an agentive choice not to write text messages.

In committing to a project that includes the study of writing at all ages, 
from birth to death, the Writing through the Lifespan Collaboration has taken 
an enormous—and historic—first step. But there is more yet that we might do. 
Consider Smith’s call (this volume) to examine writing not just in, but across: 
How might the Lifespan Collaboration remain alert to the social and ideolog-
ical dimensions of aging not only in a variety of age groups, but across them? 
Age—not just old age—always carries ideological weight, as all age groups, birth 
cohorts, and generations are imbued with cultural meaning. As the Lifespan 
Collaboration aims for actionable coherence, it is important that we continue to 
resist a normative stance by deepening our understanding of the impact of age 
ideology on literacy, both as a practice and as a subject of study.
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CHAPTER 8.  
TOWARD AN UNDERSTANDING 
OF THE MULTIDIRECTIONAL 
NATURE OF FAMILY 
LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

Yvonne Lee
Lehigh University

Over the last four decades, scholars have been working to uncover the nuances 
of family literacy learning. However, the discussion has often highlighted the 
impact that parents or adult family members have on the literacy development 
of children (Baker, 2013; Brandt, 2001; Cook-Cottone, 2004; Purcell-Gates, 
1989; McDermott, 2004; Morrow et. al., 1993). In contrast, when scholars 
have examined a child’s influence on the literacy development of older gener-
ations, this has typically been approached through a framework of bilingual 
literacy (Appleby & Hamilton, 2006; Auerbach, 1989; Baird et al., 2015), or 
the concept is mentioned but is not the focus of study (Barton et al., 2007; Bar-
ton & Hamilton, 2012; Brandt, 2001; Kress, 2003). The research I undertook 
for this project was intended to uncover how literacy development has moved 
forward and backward through the familial generations of my own Caucasian, 
English-speaking family who has spent generations in northeast Ohio.

In their influential text, Local Literacies, Barton and Hamilton (2012) claim, 
“Literacy practices can change, and new ones are frequently acquired through 
processes of informal learning and sense making” (p. 7). As one of the six tenets 
Barton and Hamilton (2012) outline as a framework for understanding literacy, 
this one highlights an understanding of literacy development as fluid, of literacy 
practices and beliefs as constantly in flux, and of literacy learning as happening 
in structured and non-structured environments. This is true not just for indi-
viduals, but, as this chapter will show, across living familial generations as well. 
Below, I draw together lived history narratives of six members representing four 
generations of my family (ages 20–85), whose literacy practices appear to have 
evolved from a reluctant or minimal participation in most literacy practices to a 
complete and purposeful immersion into multiple literacies that span commu-
nity, family, and the academy. I examine how my own family’s literacy practices 
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and attitudes have traveled and changed across generations. Through a series of 
semi-structured interviews, I demonstrate ways that literacy development does 
indeed possess a multidirectional nature, moving back and forth along genera-
tional lines. Such an understanding of this multidirectional quality of literacy 
can likely inform the way scholars understand how literacy learning fluctuates 
and moves throughout one’s lifetime by providing a broader frame for under-
standing literacy development and for promoting more inclusive practices in 
research and in classrooms.

THE MULTIDIRECTIONAL NATURE 
OF LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

Literacy scholars articulate the concept of literacy in increasingly broad ways as 
new technologies and practices have developed. Thomas and Takayoshi (2017) 
contend, “The substance of literacy increasingly involves a complex accumula-
tion of reading and writing practices across all areas of human existence” (p. 4). 
They maintain a broad conceptualization of “writing” to include “print/alpha-
betic texts, digital media, and performed, embodied compositions” (2017, p. 
4). Similarly, Barton and Hamilton (2012) argue, “[I]n literacy events people 
use written language in an integrated way as part of a range of semiotic systems; 
these semiotic systems include mathematical systems, musical notation, maps 
and other non-text-based images” (p. 9). These conceptions of literacy as social 
and beyond alphabetic text inform the definition of literacy I use in this chapter. 
I also draw heavily from the National Assessment of Adult Literacy’s (NAAL) 
definition: “Literacy is the ability to use printed and written information to 
function in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and 
potential” (National Center for Educational Statistics, para. 3). This definition 
of literacy includes reading and writing alphabetic text, mathematics, and the 
languages of computer programming.

Literacy development, like literacy itself, often is described in unidirectional, 
accreting terms. In Literacy in American Lives, Brandt (2001) defines literacy 
development as the “accumulating project of literacy learning across a lifetime, 
the interrelated effects and potentials of learning over time” (p. 7). Brandt’s fo-
cus throughout the chapter in which she discusses the evolving literacy practices 
of four generations of one Wisconsin family is on how each new generation 
builds and borrows from the literacy practices of the generation before, even as 
they construct their own. Brandt’s findings demonstrate that individuals may 
never stop building and modifying their own literacy practices throughout their 
lifetimes. While I certainly don’t deny the existence or the power of the kind of 
generational accumulation that Brandt describes, here I am more interested in 
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uncovering other directions in which literacy may move and other ways that 
relationships foster literacy development. Earlier generations—parents, grand-
parents, etc.— continue to develop and accumulate literacy practices that are 
built and borrowed from later generations—children, grandchildren, and so 
forth—and from siblings or other generational peers.

The idea that literacy develops in multiple directions is not entirely new, 
however. Scholars have researched how children assist parental literacy learn-
ing (Auerbach, 1989), how siblings impact each other’s literacy development 
(Gregory, 2001), and how children become “language brokers” for adult fam-
ily members (Perry, 2009). However, most of these conversations are framed 
in discussions of second language learning (Appleby & Hamilton, 2006; 
Auerbach, 1989; Baird et al., 2017). For instance, Elsa Auerbach (1989), 
addressing the false assumption that the natural movement of literacy ac-
quisition is unidirectional from parent to child, writes, “[W]ork with immi-
grants and refugees indicates that the distribution and sharing of language 
and literacy practices in families is complex and by no means unidirectional 
from parents to children . . . Clearly, a model [of family literacy development] 
that rests on the assumption of unilateral parent-to-child literacy assistance, 
with a neutral transfer of skills, misses important aspects of this dynamic” 
(p. 171). Appleby and Hamilton (2006) also work with bilingual learners 
but focus on relationships between teachers and children. They argue, “[S]
ituated literacy and communication practices are complex, intergenerational, 
and multidirectional . . . Rigid boundaries between teacher and learner are 
challenged” (p. 205). For compositionists, the multidirectional nature of lit-
eracy development is similar to the recursivity of the writing process, wherein 
stages of writing such as inventing, drafting, revising, and editing are con-
ceptualized as occurring in a nonlinear fashion. As Perl (2014) writes, “We 
go back in order to go forward” (para. 1) When creating a piece of writing, 
one stage may be revisited multiple times. Writers often do not move cleanly 
and discretely from one stage to the next but cycle forward and backward 
as needed. Likewise, literacy development is not stagnant but continues to 
move; relationships with literacy continue to grow and develop, being acted 
upon by the past, present, and future.

In this chapter I trace that movement through four generations of my own 
family. By conducting semi-structured interviews and examining the historical 
context of my participants, I suggest ways that literacies have developed in this 
family in multidirectional ways: from parent to child, child to parent, sibling to 
sibling, and more. I also argue that complicating our understanding of literacy 
development by identifying these multidirectionalities is vital for understanding 
writing development across the lifespan.
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METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

For this project, I employed a feminist research methodology, purposefully 
working to disrupt the binary construction research methods can often take, 
i.e., researcher as powerful and participant as vulnerable (Wickramasinghe, 
2009). Feminist research methodology pushes for researchers to be reflective of 
their practices (Burns, 2003; Cushman, 1996; Powell & Takayoshi, 2012) and 
self-reflexive, making parts of the self unfamiliar (Gorzelsky, 2012; Takayoshi 
et al., 2012). Feminist methodology is most applicable in this project because I 
am a member of the participant family, and the roles that I simultaneously in-
habit—grand-daughter, daughter, niece, sister, mother, researcher—necessarily 
affected the interviews and the information provided by the participants. Should 
a researcher outside of the family conduct this research, it is highly likely that 
different memories would have come to the fore, and true but, nevertheless, 
alternate remembrances would have manifested.

My literacy memories represent the third generation of a family whose literacy 
practices have evolved from participating only enough to get the job done to a 
complete and purposeful immersion into multiple literacies that span community, 
family, and the academy. I did attempt to bracket my involvement by recording 
my own memories before recording the memories of others and by attempting to 
not interject my own memories into theirs. It is inevitable that my own interpre-
tations of my family and their experiences have leaked through into this analysis. 
However, being a member of the participating family also helped me to know when 
to push on a certain topic. For instance, when I asked my grandmother about her 
memories of her own employment, she originally only mentioned work done with 
a publishing company. However, because I knew she had also worked for many 
years arranging weekly bingo trips, I knew to reiterate the question, adding that 
this could include self-employment. This jogged her memory, and she spoke about 
the activities she engaged in while arranging bingo trips. If I had not been familiar 
with the family history, I may not have known to clarify my question in such a way.

I audio-recorded semi-structured lifespan interviews with each of the six re-
search participants. Each interview lasted between 1.5 and 2 hours, and most 
were conducted in the participant’s home. Face-to-face interviews were used 
instead of electronic questionnaires or similar approaches because of the rich, 
collaborative meaning-making that is typical when people engage in face-to-face 
conversation. Selfe and Hawisher (2012) argue that “intimate and richly situ-
ated information emerges most productively from interviews, especially when 
such exchanges are structured or semi-structured” (p. 36). As the starting point 
for my interviews, I used the questions developed by Brandt (2001) for Literacy 
in American Lives because they seemed to fit my goal of triggering memory 
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recall of past literacy events. I devised and added questions of my own that paral-
leled those but that centered on reading and writing practices involved with the 
participants’ work lives. I also added questions regarding socioeconomic aims for 
children and literacy practices used in order to reach that desired status. These 
questions were added in order to understand connections participants made be-
tween their literacy practices and their current or desired socioeconomic status. 
One week prior to the start of my interview process, I emailed a copy of the 
interview questions to each participant so they could prepare for the interview.

After the interviews were completed, I transcribed the audio files and used 
open coding to uncover the literacies discussed. Once the first round of open 
coding was complete, I organized them into themes: academic—literacy prac-
tices tied to formal or informal schooling; private—literacy practices not shared 
with others or performed only when alone; and public—literacy practices that 
occur in public spaces, such as the workplace or organizational meetings. For 
each of these themes, I then fractured those codes into moments of personal 
literacy practices and moments about the literacy practices of others. From this, 
I identified instances of multidirectional literacy development. I also noted an 
affinity for literacy practices outside the realm of “English” or language arts, such 
as the language of computers and of mathematics.

paRticipants

My family’s story is set within one Ohio city whose economic well-being 
rose and fell with the birth and decline of the industrial United States. In the 
mid-nineteenth century, Stark County became a center for the manufacture of 
farm equipment, and Ohio was the leading agricultural center of the country 
(Sterling, 1998). After the farm equipment industry began to move west, steel 
became a major industry in the area due to the abundance of water and it was 
during this time that the city reached the peak of its prosperity (Sterling, 1998). 
Since the late 1960s, the city has seen a continued decline in businesses and 
population (Sterling, 1998). Kenney (2003) notes

In the latter half of the twentieth century, there was a national 
trend toward a service-oriented economy. Industrial jobs gave 
way to banking, retailing, insurance, medicine, law, and gov-
ernment. Manufacturing jobs have been consistently moving 
overseas. (p. 145)

causing the steady decline of population and prosperity in a once booming city.
The Stark County, Caucasian family represented in this study had four living 

adult generations on my maternal side at the time of my data collection. This 
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offered a unique opportunity for a gaze into their literacy practices as they oc-
curred across generations. For each of the four generations, I interviewed one or 
two representatives: Shirley, my grandmother (85); her daughters, Jeannette (my 
mother, 63) and Joyce (my aunt, 52); Jeannette’s daughters, both me (42) and 
AnnMarie (my sister, 38); and finally, my son, Zane (20).

Shirley, my grandmother, was born in 1933, the second child of the family. 
She grew up in a household that included her mother, her father, an older broth-
er, four younger brothers, and two younger sisters. In 1941, when Shirley was 
eight years old, the US launched into World War II. At that point

rationing became a way of life as supplies were redirected to 
the war effort. In 1940, 68 local industries manufactured 
$140 million worth of products for the war effort. [A local 
manufacturer] was making bearings for the British and French 
before Pearl Harbor. It was the kind of increased production 
that pulled Stark County—and the nation—out of the grip of 
the Great Depression. (Kenney, 2003, p. 127)

Though the city in which they lived seemed to prosper from the manufacturing 
of wartime materials, Shirley’s family did not benefit. Her father was in and out 
of work and her mother’s job was caretaker of the home and children. Regarding 
her family’s literacies, Shirley recalls very little reading and writing occurring in 
her childhood household.

Shirley’s daughter and my mother, Jeannette, was born in 1954 and she 
describes the family of her youth as consisting of her mother, father, four sis-
ters, and two brothers. Jeannette grew up in a city that was quickly declining 
economically. Jeannette’s childhood family literacy memories focused on large 
family gatherings that occurred in December and July. These gatherings were 
meant to build comradery between family members who didn’t see each other 
often and activities were always planned for the adults and children, such as the 
annual Christmas talent show, swimming, miniature golf, and sometimes board 
games like Scrabble and Pictionary. Often, however, the adults could be found 
sitting around the tables in small groups playing games of rummy or poker. Like 
Shirley, Jeannette recalls little reading and writing in her childhood home but 
her current household has full bookshelves and reading is a constant activity, in 
part due to her husband and mother-in-law’s habits of passing time with a book.

Joyce, my aunt and the youngest of Shirley’s children, was born in 1966. She 
reports that her father would come home from work and read the newspaper 
at the dining room table. This daily reading habit likely played a part in Joyce’s 
own relationship to reading. Her earliest memory of using books on her own was 
when she was around four years old. Her parents had a set of encyclopedias that 
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she used to build literal walls around herself when she played. By high school, 
due to divorce, Shirley could no longer afford the requisite tuition cost of the 
private, Catholic education that Joyce’s older siblings had enjoyed. Subsequent-
ly, Joyce attended the area vocational high school where she studied data pro-
cessing. Before Shirley’s passing in 2019, she and Joyce lived in the same home 
in which there were multiple bookshelves overflowing with books because of the 
love of reading Joyce developed over the course of her life.

I am Jeannette’s first child, born in 1976. My most vibrant early literacy mem-
ories are of reading time in elementary school and typing my own stories on an 
electric typewriter at our dining room table. AnnMarie, my younger sister, was 
born in 1979. When asked about her earliest literacy memories, she flippantly 
remarked, “I remember those lined papers that [we] had, and [we] would learn to 
write letters.” However, as we talked further, she admitted that there was a time 
when reading and writing became an important activity for her. As she entered 
her teen years and the emotional rollercoaster than often accompanies them, she 
began journaling and writing poetry to work through her own feelings.

Currently, my household includes my husband and three children. Not only 
do we have overflowing bookshelves, but there are reading materials on tables, on 
countertops, and piled on the floor. AnnMarie’s current household includes her 
husband and four children. She says she makes sure books are always available 
to her kids, remarking, “If they like to read then they will like learning and will 
seek out opportunities to learn more and go somewhere in life . . . If they like 
to read and learn then they will not find school so bad and will make it through 
college.” She seems to have been correct, as higher education has played a major 
role in many of our lives over the last few decades, as will be shown below.

Zane, my eldest child, was born in 1997. When asked about his earliest 
literacy memories, he mentioned the nightly bedtime reading he and I engaged 
in from his birth through his sixth-grade year. The two books he mentioned by 
name from this time were Peter and the Star Catchers (Barry & Pearson, 2004) 
and Walk Two Moons (Creech, 2011). “Those I remember specifically,” he said. 
When pressed as to why these two stand out to him, Zane reflected,

It isn’t so much the books themselves that mean much to me. 
It’s the fact that it was a way for us to spend time together at 
a point in our lives when we didn’t often have much time. 
Those memories really shaped my enjoyment of reading and 
storytelling because it is something I’ve always associated with 
spending time with you.

Not only was our quality time influential for Zane, but his father’s video 
game activities and love of computers lent themselves to Zane’s own interest in 



134

Lee

such pastimes, leading him to alphabet video games he could play on his own by 
the time he was three years old. Zane was recently working on his bachelor’s de-
gree, but realizing he was unhappy with his chosen major, he completed enough 
classes to earn his associate of science degree in general studies and is now taking 
a break from education to decide what he truly wants to do.

MULTIDIRECTIONAL LITERACY 
DEVELOPMENT IN ONE FAMILY

The experiences reported above suggest some of the ways in which literacy 
doesn’t simply accumulate down through generations but that it instead has 
multidirectional impacts as one member’s literacies reshape the literacies of 
other members of one’s own generation, future generations, and even past gen-
erations. The literacies of younger generations are often the impetus for new 
literacy development among older generations. For example, my grandmother, 
Shirley, grew up and raised her children with the mindset that the skills of 
reading and writing were necessary to have, but she did not seek out multiple 
avenues for the use and development of these skills. When asked how much 
reading and writing were valued in her childhood home, Shirley’s daughter, 
Jeannette, recalled, “I think it was more of a necessity than a value, really—[a 
necessity] for getting through school.” 

This seemingly apathetic relationship to literacy was likely influenced by 
the cultural climate in which Shirley grew up, the relationships generations 
before her had had with literacy, and her own personal interests in such ac-
tivities. Shirley was born in 1933 and thus her early years were influenced by 
the Great Depression and the impact of the Second World War. Though she, 
herself, may not have been overtly aware of these events during her early child-
hood, her parents and the world around her certainly were. Not only was the 
nation suffering from financial declines and high unemployment rates, but 
these were lean years for the family. With an alcoholic father, a stay-at-home 
mother, and eight children in the home, there wasn’t much time for literacy 
development. At one time, the living room in her childhood home was even 
turned into a bedroom for her grandfather, whom she watched pass away from 
leukemia. Add to such living conditions the fact that in 1930 4.3 percent of 
the US population 14 years and older was considered illiterate (National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics, n.d.) and it can be imagined that for many like 
Shirley and her family, the ability to read and write may have been seen as a 
tool of necessity or an unaffordable luxury; there was likely less opportunity 
to develop particular literacies as hobbies or personal pursuits. Even so, as she 
grew and the world around her changed, so did Shirley’s literacy development, 
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which was later also influenced by her children’s and grandchildren’s relation-
ships with literacy.

Both Shirley and Jeannette mentioned reading comprehension as something 
they had always struggled with. Of reading books, Shirley mentioned repeatedly 
how much she did not enjoy it. Jeannette, on the other hand, said of high school, 
“[The] reading part was fine. Comprehension—whenever I would get tested on 
that—I was average.” This movement toward an acceptance of reading may have 
stemmed from Jeannette’s father, whom she mentioned often reading the daily 
newspaper or a fishing magazine at the dining room table. In fact, when asked 
about her current reading practices, Jeannette laughed, “Reading has been a part 
of me now that I don’t have kids.” Now that she is retired and finds herself with 
more time on her hands, she enjoys the enlightenment she feels her religious 
texts bring her, so she engages in the activity more often.

Sisters Jeannette and Joyce do not recall ever seeing their mother, Shirley, 
reading for enjoyment, though they both recall seeing their father engaging in 
reading of many kinds. Though I only have vague childhood memories of my 
mother reading novels, reading fiction has always been something I loved; it 
offered me a glimpse into different lives and constantly offered new perspectives. 
Zane, my son, continues to build on such affinities as he has books in multiple 
formats—paper, electronic, and audio.

Across the generations of my family, there also seems to be a growing interest 
in and increased use of the language of mathematics and language interpretation. 
About compulsory education Shirley remembers, “I liked math. . . . I remember 
in my math class . . . the teacher would stand there and flash off numbers and 
you had to add them up as she goes along. And I used to raise my hand on all 
of them because I could add them really fast no matter what.” With pride in her 
voice, Jeannette also recalls a math-related school memory,

In third grade we had a math teacher and she had a contest . 
. . [and] there was going be first and second place. She had a 
section [of the math textbook] that if you completed within 
a certain period of time . . . she took you on an outing . . . I 
think Brown Derby. I came in second and had a boxed lunch 
with her.

She said this lunch was a highlight of her schooling because she never felt 
above average in any other academic area. Shirley used her inclination toward 
math to help her arrange and run bingo games, while Jeannette put hers to use 
in a career working in payroll departments.

Younger generations have also demonstrated increasing affinity for language 
interpretation. Of her position in medical coding, AnnMarie remarked,
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I have to understand the doctor’s language. Not all doctors 
use the same abbreviations or the same language, so it’s not 
just you sit here and you punch this code in. It’s a lot of using 
your thought process and then you have to read the codes be-
cause each code has a description and you have to make sure 
that you pick the right one.

During his interview, Zane talked about needing to understand various stu-
dent needs in his recent position as a computer science tutor.

Normally the question [that students visit with] is that “I 
have a problem with my code, can you look at it, can you 
read it for me? Comprehend what is going on and maybe tell 
me where the problem is?”. . . So I have to both know how 
to read it and understand it on a very deep level and then I 
also have to understand how to write it so that I can give an 
answer for, like “This is why it’s broken. Here’s how to fix it.”

His description of the work of tutoring a subject such as computer science 
is thus similar to AnnMarie’s description of interpreting the language use of 
various doctors.

From a multidirectional perspective of literacy development, faint lines can 
start to be seen crisscrossing among and between generational lines. Shirley, 
Jeannette, and AnnMarie all talked about their children when asked about peo-
ple in their lives they associate with reading and writing. Shirley remarked on 
Joyce’s journaling, a practice that has followed her into adulthood; Jeannette 
mentioned my pursuit of an advanced degree in the field of writing studies; and 
AnnMarie’s first thought was of enrolling her daughters in a pre-school literacy 
program. The fact that the general question about who they associate with liter-
acy consistently elicited primary responses about children suggests the literacy 
practices, values, and beliefs of one generation may be both affecting and being 
affected by their children.

Perhaps more clearly related to the concept of the multidirectional nature of 
literacy development is when Joyce, my aunt, recalled, “I remember when we were 
both very young, realizing that we both had an interest in writing. So maybe you 
should write you on there as being one of the people I associate with reading and 
writing because of all the conversations we had when we were younger.” Joyce and 
I have had many discussions throughout the years about book recommendations 
and creative writing we were working on. Our sharing prompted our literacy prac-
tices to influence each other. For example, when I discovered and read The Hunger 
Games trilogy (Collins, 2010), she was the first person I talked to about it and our 
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conversation prompted her to read the books. Hence, the literacy practices of a 
later generation influenced those of an earlier generation.

The most interesting suggestion of later generations influencing earlier gener-
ations’ literacy is that four of the six participants discussed entering or returning 
to a higher education environment at a non-traditional age—my mother, Jean-
nette; my aunt, Joyce; myself; and my sister, AnnMarie. In 2001 at the age of 47, 
after both my sister and I had graduated from high school and were no longer 
a time or financial burden, my mother earned an associate of applied science in 
business management. At 64 years old she made the decision to retire from the 
daily grind, to earn her State Tested Nurse Aide certification, and to stay home 
and care for her elderly mother-in-law who needed around-the-clock care.

Joyce also returned to school in her 40s. Though she did try a semester at 
a local community college in 1985, she decided it wasn’t for her. She didn’t try 
again until 2005, when she spent the next five years taking various classes at a 
few of the local campuses, all while maintaining a full-time job. Eventually, in 
2010, she took all the credits she had acquired throughout the years, enrolled 
at the university regional campus, took two classes, and earned her associate of 
science degree. After that success, she remained enrolled, eventually earning a 
bachelor of arts in general studies in 2013. When asked what her family thought 
of her scholastic endeavors, she explained that they were mostly ambivalent, but 
that her brother-in-law “was the only one that questioned” why she was “spend-
ing money” and “to make sure that I get something from that education. It’s a 
lot of money to spend.”

Like my mother and my aunt, I, too returned to education later in life. For 
me, the difficulty was that I was a mother and a wife by the age of 21, so my 
young family had to come before my educational goals. However, in 2009 at 
the age of 33, then divorced and living as a single mother with three children 
and working part-time waiting tables, I earned my Bachelor of Arts in English. 
When I was on my own, it became important for me to show my children, who 
were then 9, 5, and 4, that there was more to life than living a shift-to-shift 
existence. The best way I knew how to do this was to return to school. Hence, 
though I was consciously attempting to influence their current literacy beliefs by 
showing them the value of school, it was, essentially, their possible future literacy 
attitudes influencing the choices I was making at that time.

After earning my bachelor’s, I worked for a couple of years as a part-time 
writing tutor and an adjunct, student success instructor. Realizing that I had 
only gone from living shift-to-shift to paycheck-to-paycheck, I sought out and 
was awarded a graduate assistantship, enabling me to spend the next two years 
completing a Master of Arts in Rhetoric and Composition. One year after grad-
uation, I married a man who offered mutual support for our children and our 
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dreams. Four years of adjunct work later, I knew the writing classroom was 
where I wanted to be, but I craved the stability of full-time employment so I 
returned to school, once again earning a graduate assistantship, and I have now 
earned a doctorate in rhetoric and composition.

On a slightly different track, my sister, AnnMarie, returned to school, earning 
her Associate in Applied Science with Health Information Management at the 
age of 34. She, too, was separated from her husband and finding the freedom to 
pursue her own dreams. By the time she had earned her associate’s degree, she 
had met a man who provided the stability she and her three young children had 
been lacking. That stability opened the opportunity for her to work full-time and 
to complete an online Bachelor of Science in Health Information Management.

Each generation’s encouragement and success in a higher education envi-
ronment likely impacted the decisions of the others to continue to engage in 
academic endeavors of their own. Also implicit in the arguments of AnnMarie’s 
and my own return to school is an influence not only on, but from the literacy 
practices of our children. We have both at one time or another mentioned that 
one of the major reasons for returning to school was to impress upon our chil-
dren the importance and difficulty of higher education, hopefully encouraging 
them to put in the hard work necessary to earn a degree before starting a family. 
AnnMarie stated, “I want them to go to college and finish with a degree—what-
ever degree they want—if it’s at least an associate degree or if they want to take 
it all the way. I mean whatever one they want in the best field that fits them.” 
AnnMarie’s push for her children to complete some level of college is built upon 
a belief shared by each of the family members mentioned here—a belief that 
education is the path out of a hand-to-mouth existence. Each family member 
in this chapter has first-hand knowledge of the difficulties that come with living 
in poverty and many of us have used education to pull ourselves, our children, 
and our world views through that life and into financial and emotional stability.

DISCUSSION

Scholars have argued for a social-contextual model of family literacy and have 
pointed out that we all already inhabit multiple literacy worlds that differ from 
generation to generation (Appley & Hamilton, 2006; Auerbach, 1989; Kress, 
2003). My study indicates this concept is important for all literacy learners and 
all aspects of literacy learning. Auerbach (1989) argues that more purposeful 
connections must be made between family literacies and academic literacies. 
As can be suggested from my brief portrayal here of my family, our literacy 
practices seem to have evolved from a rather ambivalent approach to literacy 
to complete and purposeful immersion into multiple literacies. Understanding 
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the multidirectional literacy movement within families can help literacy schol-
ars and compositionists better understand the needs of the writers they study 
or those who enter their classrooms. As was mentioned earlier, many of these 
discussions of the multidirectional nature of literacy practices, attitudes, and 
beliefs are happening within the framework of English language learners and 
their family literacy dynamics. Without taking away from the importance of 
those conversations, helping to move such an understanding of literacy into the 
broader pedagogical realm of Composition Studies would help practitioners and 
scholars gain important insight into some of the invisible struggles so many of 
their students encounter as they try and fail and try again.

While the accumulation of literacy practices (e.g., Brandt, 2001) by later 
generations is an important and worthy focus, it is equally important to un-
derstand the multidirectional ways that literacies continue to develop among 
individuals throughout their lifespans. Though it is important for later gener-
ations to be flexible enough to reposition their literacy practices, so, too, must 
earlier generations. In fact, an argument may be made that for later generations 
to wholly embrace new literacies and literacy practices, earlier generations must 
provide a space in which such flexibility is modeled, making it necessary for 
parents’ literacy practices to be influenced by their children.

To truly develop a “multidimensional understanding” of literacy development, 
as the Writing through the Lifespan Collaboration has called us to do (Lifespan 
Through the Lifespan Collaboration, n.d.), scholars throughout the disciplines of 
writing studies must continue to find ways to study both the explicit and implicit 
movements of literacy across generations, cultures, and eras. This is a big ask. As 
my study suggests, one way we can add to such multigenerational research is to 
build a better understanding of the multidirectional nature of literacy learning 
through the examination of the ways literacy practices move among generations. 
This research with my own family has provided an interesting glimpse into literacy 
development amongst family members and across generations. However, further 
study is needed to continue to tease out more nuanced examples of this phe-
nomenon and its pedagogical implications. Additional, purposeful research on the 
multidirectional processes of literacy development across generations beyond the 
realm of bilingual literacy can help researchers and practitioners better understand 
this phenomenon and to continue moving the field forward.
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CHAPTER 9.  

WRITING AS A MATTER OF 
LIFE AND DEATH: WRITING 
THROUGH THE TRANSITION 
BETWEEN EMPLOYMENT AND 
RETIREMENT IN THE USA

James T. Zebroski
University of Houston

“Jim, don’t ever retire.” It was September, the start of a new academic year, and I 
hadn’t seen John since the previous spring. He was in the hall as I was going down 
to the University of Houston English Department offices to use the printer, and 
we chatted briefly. John was the grand old man of the department whom everyone, 
including me, loved, and he had continued teaching Anglo-Saxon and medieval 
literature courses well through his seventies. He had just decided to retire and this 
seemed an odd thing for him to say. The sense that I got from our chat was that 
John was struggling with the bureaucracy of retirement, but I thought to myself, 
“How hard could it be?” Academics do a great deal of bureaucratic writing during 
our careers and in our role as guardians of the paperwork empire. So retirement 
asked for a bit more of that? Surely, we could handle that with aplomb.

This chapter is part of a year-long autoethnographic study that makes visible 
some of the literacy practices that one worker, a professor of English—me—
deployed in the transition from employment to retirement. What I discovered 
is that John was right; the successful uses of very specific kinds of writing (and 
reading and speaking) during the retirement process are a matter of life and 
death and very overwhelming. These literacy practices are nearly universally re-
quired in some form in the U.S. system of retirement. They are also complex 
and understudied in composition studies. Because they are largely invisible and 
“disappear” if they are ultimately successful, such practices are difficult to see. 
This study tracks these literacies, makes them visible, and tries to preserve them 
for further research.

Throughout the remainder of this chapter I consider (1) The Life Narrative: 
The Process of Applying for Retirement, and (2) The Autoethnographic Method 
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and an Analysis of the Findings, and finally offer (3) a Marxist Conclusion that 
zooms out to the larger forces which construct retirement and ageing in our 
society in this moment in history.

THE LIFE NARRATIVE: THE PROCESS OF 
APPLYING FOR RETIREMENT

I really did not want to retire. I wrote in my journal on May 17, 2018 that “In 
a different world it is conceivable I wouldn’t even be retiring. If I didn’t fear 
for my health, if the loads were reasonable, if composition were treated with 
respect—if, if, if . . . Never will happen . . . isn’t going to happen now” (Journal, 
p. 75). I would have been happy to stay employed. Pfeffer (2010) shows how 
U.S. workplaces are increasingly toxic and hurting the health of workers. Given 
serious arthritis and infections that were worsening combined with the annually 
increasing workloads, staying employed was simply not an option. I felt the 
department had “forced” me out simply by piling more and more work on me 
to the detriment of my health. Yet the once-for-all-time quality of retirement 
in twenty-first century USA was scary. Retirement in the US is essentially all or 
nothing; it’s difficult to unretire because the bureaucratic paperwork both with 
the government and with pension companies tends to be final and irreversible. I 
began the process with strong ambivalence.

Still, one theme going through this entire chapter is how privileged academ-
ics like me are compared to other workers. As challenging as it was to use litera-
cies (and oralities) to navigate the applications for retirement successfully, I had 
the privilege of having the summer “off” and no official workload, though I was 
meeting weekly with a half dozen students, so I could make time for this crucial 
work which took 40 to 50 percent of my work time during the week.

On May 15, 2018, I met with the University of Houston Human Rela-
tions (HR) director (I had met with her in September 2017 and January 2018 
as well) and that day we collaborated to fill in and submit the four key forms 
that officially initiated the process at the university, state, and federal levels. 
The process included transactions with the state retirement system (Employees 
Retirement System of Texas), the private healthcare companies (Humana and 
United Healthcare), and the federal government (Social Security and Medicare). 
These forms included (1) ERS TRS/ORP Retiree Insurance Enrollment Form, 
(2) ERS Automatic Withdrawal/Cancellation of Insurance Premiums for Tex-
as Employees Group Benefits Program (GBP), (3) Department of Health and 
Human Services in the federal government Request for Employment Informa-
tion (for Medicare Part B), and (4) Department of Health and Human Services 
Application for Enrollment in Medicare B (i.e., medical insurance). Then on 
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May 17, on the recommendation of the Human Relations director, I went to 
the Houston Social Security office to continue the application for Medicare B. 
Arriving about 8:00 am, thanks to the ride offered by a colleague, I joined a line 
that wound around the building an hour before the office opened. The line was 
well-organized and it was triaged right before the doors opened. Within about 
ten minutes of entering the office I was talking to the Social Security agent who 
informed me that I was too early and that I needed to apply in July. She also 
noted that I could do so by simply mailing in the signed forms from HR which 
I brought with me and she provided an addressed envelope for that. This proved 
to be the first instance of a recurring process. No one had told me there was a 
pre-deadline for applying for Medicare; it was, in the parlance of Patrick Hart-
well (1985), COIK—clear only if known.

I also did not know that Medicare B, the retirement health coverage which 
is paired with private health coverage (for me, Humana Corporation healthcare) 
was the portal to everything else. Through May and June I had received bulk 
mailings about the Humana healthcare plan that I had applied for but Humana 
sent me a letter dated July 4, 2018 saying:

Thank you for your interest in a Humana Medicare Plan. We 
are sorry we can’t accept your request for enrollment. You’re 
not eligible for a Medicare Advantage plan. You need both 
Medicare Part A and Part B to enroll in a Medicare Advantage 
plan.

So I could not get approval for retirement healthcare without getting Medicare 
B, but I also couldn’t even apply for, let alone get approval for Medicare Part B 
until July 1. It was an interesting Catch-22.

I had decided in late June to apply for Social Security since I had reached 
the mandatory minimum age for my cohort’s full benefits. That nine-page ap-
plication was provided online and could be downloaded and printed as a hard 
copy. The Social Security website, unlike most of the others, allows one to enter 
the site, partially fill in the form, and come back later to complete or revise it. 
The Social Security “My Account” tool is secured not just with passwords, but 
by using a simultaneous and changing cellphone number code. There was also 
a toll-free number that featured knowledgeable and courteous agents. None of 
these options were available in the corporate or state realms.

After I had received the Humana letter that in effect said I had no healthcare 
starting September 1—that got my attention in a panic-y kind of way—I had both 
an email and a phone call from a Social Security case worker in Alabama who was 
processing my application there. It is hard to emphasize how crucial this was in 
this complex process—to have a real person who knows what they are doing and 
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to whom one can ask specific questions during this process. None of the toll-free 
corporate numbers were very good at doing this and the ubiquitous “My Ac-
counts” that were required by every separate agency for the simplest matters, were, 
for me, universally worthless. The “My Accounts” offered no parallel options, 
there was no easy way to reset the codes (I was frozen and locked out often), and 
there was no face-to-face transaction in which one could ask questions or even ask 
for help. There was also no hard-copy, paper option with any of these agencies. By 
the end of the process, one suspected that several of these tools were as much about 
discouraging consumers as helping them. They certainly were invested in cutting 
the labor costs of having real, knowledgeable people helping the applicants.

Social Security, though, was different. The form was a bit challenging (one 
form for all, so therefore many options which I learned mostly did not apply to 
me), but when Agent Y phoned me the afternoon of the day before I planned 
to train, bus, and hike to the Social Security office (there was no direct public 
transport to the office in Houston), I was delighted to have someone I could ask 
about this process. Let me stress that she called me on July 2, 2018. Not one 
of any of the other agencies ever phoned me. Agent Y not only saved me from 
a dangerous and torturous trip to the Houston office in 100-degree heat, but 
when I told her about the letter from Humana which indicated that my coverage 
ended on September 1, she told me that the process of applying for Medicare B 
(which was the linchpin) would likely be done by then and that she would help 
me with it. She asked me when I wanted to start collecting Social Security and 
the details about having my benefits deposited. She also noted that if I could 
email her the four HR documents as PDFs (or equivalent) that I would not have 
to go to the local Houston office or use the mail. Immediately the next morn-
ing, July 13, I used my smartphone to take photos of the hard copies of the four 
documents generated by me and the director of HR back in mid-May and sent 
them to my email. I then sent the email attachments to Agent Y and waited.

Through this period, I was also juggling transactions with United Health 
Care which I learned (COIK again) was my Medicare D for drug coverage. For 
that I needed to get information from the Employee Retirement System (ERS). 
ERS is the pension and retirement healthcare system for public employees of 
Texas. Because I had moved six times in my career, I had opted for a national 
retirement pension system. I only needed Texas’ ERS for the retirement health-
care. ERS was notorious in my experience for understaffing its toll-free number. 
It was not unusual to have to wait forty minutes or more. When I waited and did 
get a real person, they tended to be quite helpful, knowledgeable, and courteous; 
however, I gave up on ERS’ toll-free line. I was able to set up a “My Account” to 
get the name of my previous drug coverage provider which was required for the 
United Healthcare application.
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This was a very stressful moment in a process on which I had been diligently 
working for two months. As my journal records, I was feeling overwhelmed, 
fearful, frustrated, depressed, and, finally, angry. Several quotations from my 
journals render the way this process was experienced. Early in this process I am 
already writing “I really want to get out of this triage way of living. I hate this. 
But I’m not there yet.” (Journal, May 9, 2018, p. 35). I was learning: “Retire-
ment is a series of half dozen processes/events. So retirement will take place 
for weeks until September” (Journal, May 10, 2018, p. 42). In response to yet 
another “My Account” I noted, “So I registered. Yet again a horror. I hate these 
‘easy’ online registrations which require accounts, passwords, etc. Awful. Not 
easy. Not user friendly. PITA—pain in the ass” (Journal, May 11, 2018, p. 51). 
And on the continual, months long, liminal nature of the transition—“Ambi-
guity? Yes, but much more. Overwhelmed and alone” (emphasis in text; Journal, 
May 18, 2018, p. 82). At the very moment when I was being kicked out of an 
identity I had constructed and lived in for thirty-five years or more, when I was 
trying to imagine what kind of life and identity I would compose if I were suc-
cessful in retiring, I was caught in a Catch-22 set of processes that I felt had it in 
for me, despite my knowledge that millions retire every year.

Writing helped me every step of the way but what really helped was the 
assistance of Agent Y, my Social Security caseworker who phoned me again on 
July 12 and reminded me that we were approaching the deadline for both Social 
Security and Medicare B applications. She asked about my four forms which 
were needed to process the requests. At first, I was terror stricken because I had 
sent them on July 3, but she kept calm and quickly found the forms in her junk 
mail. The relief is hard to describe. By Friday, July 13—the next morning!—I 
had my first Social Security check in my bank account. A week or so later I had 
Medicare B and the logjam with Humana, United Health Care, and the rest was 
broken. I received my membership cards by mid-August. Because I knew how I 
would pay bills and moving expenses and that I would have healthcare, I put in 
my resignation on August 1, 2018. I had been raised in a working-class culture 
and learned the lesson as a teen that one never resigned one job until one had 
another job or the equivalent: an income and healthcare.

Writing had been a matter of life and death—a matter of successfully re-
ceiving an income and healthcare by the September deadline when both ended 
at my place of employment. Writing (and friends) had successfully helped me 
navigate a morass of agencies. Writing had been the mediated means of navi-
gating agencies, but also of regulating my own progress in the applications and 
forms. Writing had also helped me to navigate my emotional state throughout 
the process. Writing was both social and individual. Social Security, especially 
the intervention of Agent Y, had saved me.
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But I was not finished yet. Far from it. Later in the summer, I had to meet 
with my pension company advisor on June 12 and July 10. On July 25, I met 
again with my advisor and another pension employee who served as a witness as 
I signed a dozen documents giving permission to transfer half of my accumulat-
ed pension funds into an IRA from which I would receive my monthly pension 
deposit. At the end of August, I phoned yet another pension employee in Col-
orado who was in charge of setting up the deposit of the pension into my bank 
on the 21st of each month. By September 21, 2018, my pension check joined my 
monthly Social Security deposit.

And I still was not finished. To attend to all the details of the retiring process 
takes about a year and, as I write this, I am winding up some of what I hope 
are the final income and healthcare bureaucratic details of this transition. And 
just as the major income and healthcare hurdles seemed to be overcome, in Sep-
tember there arose a new set of bureaucracies and obstacles which were in many 
ways as challenging as the earlier ones, as I went on to find a new home, pack, 
move, and begin to more fully compose a further life.

THE AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC METHOD AND 
AN ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS

Having described my retirement experience, in this section I pull back and dis-
cuss autoethnography as a method, both broadly and the ways that I applied it 
for this particular study. I also consider implications for the field of composition 
studies before offering a Marxist conclusion. 

Method: using caRolyn ellis’s WRiteRly 
autoethnogRaphy appRoach

I came both early and late to autoethnography. As described by Adams et al. 
(2015), “autoethnography is a qualitative method —it offers a nuanced, com-
plex, and specific knowledge about particular lives, experiences, and relation-
ships rather than general information about large groups of people” (p. 21). 
They also note that autoethnography is a research method that:

• Uses a researcher’s personal experience to describe and critique cultural 
beliefs, practices, and experiences.

• Acknowledges and values the researcher’s relationships with others.
• Uses deep and careful self-reflection—typically referred to as “reflexiv-

ity” to name and interrogate the intersections between self and society, 
the particular and the general, the personal and the political.
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• Shows people in the process of figuring out what to do, how to live, 
and the meaning of their struggles.

• Strives for social justice and to make life better. (2015, pp. 1-2)

My early experience with autoethnography was more ethnographic and be-
gan with my Ph.D. studies in 1978 when I began to read Vygotsky and was 
struck by the contrast between the individualistic nature of most contemporary 
U.S. research in literacy and the research done in a Vygotskian framework in 
the Soviet Union. Among many others, Leontiev & Leontiev (1959) had ar-
gued for putting the social and individual together in research. The very sepa-
ration of the individual from the social—and from the capitalist society it was 
part of—seemed to be nearly universal in the US. My chair advised me to take 
some courses from a cultural anthropologist, Ojo Arewa and a folklorist in En-
glish, Patrick Mullen, to begin to understand the social foundations of literacy. 
I learned ethnography from them and discovered that ethnographic work was 
under critique for being complicit with colonialism and that ethnographers were 
in the process of discovering alternative venues and experimenting with alter-
native methodological approaches (Geertz, 1973; Hymes, 1972; Spradley & 
McCurdy, 1972). For over 35 years I worked within this domain (see Zebroski 
[1986] for one of the first articles on using ethnographic writing in rhetoric and 
composition).

Time passed. Then around 2015 at the University of Houston, I began work-
ing with Soyeon Lee, a doctoral student from South Korea who wrote about her 
experience learning U.S. academic writing both in Korea and then in the US 
(Lee, in press). She drew extensively on autoethnography, re-introducing me to 
the method, which I came across again in Thomas Gorman’s (2017) critical new 
autoethnography of his experience growing up in the U.S. working class. In it, 
Gorman uses his knowledge as an individual and as a sociologist to analyze his 
experience in sociological terms.

It is this bringing together of social and individual that I found attractive. 
That this synthesis happened in (the process of ) writing is the other aspect of 
autoethnography which I liked. I discovered this writerly approach in the work 
of Carolyn Ellis and her students (Adams et al., 2015), whose autoethnography 
almost eerily reflected what I had been doing for 40 years but did not have a 
legitimate name for. Her stress on constant writing, drafting, and storying, with 
continual reflection as an instrument for synthesizing data appealed to me. Her 
methodological advice for advancing the writing research also resonated with my 
decades of writing experience—“Keep butt in chair” (Adams et al., 2015, p. 69). 
Adams et al. (2015) further argue that “Autoethnographic stories are artistic and 
analytic demonstrations of how we come to know, name, and interpret personal 
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and cultural experience” (2015, p. 1). Since the processing of data is done in the 
writing, autoethnography is an excellent fit for those of us in composition studies.

the eMeRgence of categoRies: theMatizing the texts

Now how does autoethnography work in practice? Autoethnography is radically 
inductive. The categories and the themes of the study emerge from the writing 
explorations. Written reflection emerges in a dialectic that alternates between 
the collection of data (written fieldnotes, documents, journals, other written 
ephemera) and the theorizing of that data on its own terms. Adams et al. (2015) 
call this theorizing of data thematizing (p. 77). It entails a continual rereading of 
this mass of writing, and then reflecting in writing that looks for themes, which 
may be signaled by repeated words, “images, phrases, and/or experiences” (Ad-
ams et al., 2015, p. 77).

In my autoethnography of retirement, the dissonance I felt and wrote about 
went something like this: here I am, both a person who has used literacy well for 
decades and an expert on literacy, and I am finding the experience of literacy in 
the employment-retirement transition to be overwhelming. At first, I tried cod-
ing my fieldnotes and journals but when I reflected on this, I noted that more 
was involved than just the language. I needed to go deeper. For instance, in one 
journal entry I wrote in my fieldnotes in January 2019:

Why am I—still—overwhelmed. Here I am, a competent if 
not very successful writer with a Ph.D. in writing for crying 
out loud and I am, for the first time since I took freshman 
composition, constantly feeling overwhelmed. At bottom, 
it is only writing. So what is the problem? Why is this the 
hardest thing I have done since writing the dissertation? Or 
being a physics major my freshman year? What is going on 
here? What are the cultural forces that I am encountering that 
are making a literate person—one might argue an extremely 
literate person—into nearly a nonliterate?

Afterward, I noted the following reflections/ideas about my experiences with 
taking freshman composition, writing the dissertation, and being a physics ma-
jor my freshman year. Each of these ideas came in a flash, spontaneously, after 
extensive pondering, probing, study, and writing as I reflected on these experi-
ences from fifty years ago. If you would have asked me before I wrote them, was 
freshman composition overwhelming? Was your dissertation hard? Was being a 
physics major freshman year difficult? My immediate and truthful first response 
would be to say no, not really. I was—and am—surprised by this. After further 
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thought, I decided that, yes, back then, I guess these were crises. I guess I was 
overwhelmed. That they all come from school bureaucratic experience is signif-
icant too—the interplay of the social and individual again. These experiences 
were also complicated by social class since I am a first-generation college student 
and first-generation Ph.D.

After this realization I began to question my initial plan to study this tran-
sitional process by collecting the written bureaucratic forms I had to fill out in 
order to receive a retirement income and retirement healthcare. Literacy initially 
was delimited by the institutional bureaucratic forms since that was the new 
material that might account for my dissonance. But in my ongoing research, it 
became clear that the focus on the forms which I was required to fill out was not 
accounting for what I was experiencing. It was not really simply the strangeness 
of the forms alone, but also the high stakes, under-the-gun deadlines (like be-
ing a first-generation college student from the working class). It was the entire 
culture of using literacy to navigate the bureaucracies at the same time as I was 
trying to imagine a new way of life and a new identity (like being a first-gen-
eration college student). It was navigating the social and individual through 
language—perhaps the primary theme of my work on the Vygotsky school over 
four decades (Leontiev & Leontiev, 1959; Zebroski, 1994). In this case that 
theme of being overwhelmed was embodied not only in my felt sense, but also in 
the almost ontological categories at work in the study—the individual (me) and 
the social (many bureaucracies both private and public, for-profit and for-ser-
vice). Language connected and reconstructed both.

I also discovered the need to expand my literacy categories to include the co-
pious marginalia I made on documents to try to get the forms right. Marginalia, 
notes, to-do lists, reminders, even calendars (I had three) were often crucial in 
my understanding of this culture of bureaucracies as well as for supporting my 
plans to go forward. But those ephemera were part and parcel of the reading I 
was doing of the overwhelming and confusing forms, websites, documents and 
materials about retirement being sent to me. That marginalia was also part and 
parcel of the phone calls I made. So then to my analysis of writing and reading, 
I had to add oralities such as navigating numerous toll-free numbers. Thus, the 
literacy categories for this autoethnography came out of the developing writing 
I did and the sense of whether those categories were addressing the original and 
ongoing dissonance.

FINDINGS: AGENTS, AGENCIES, LITERACY GENRES

What follows are some of the findings that resulted from the autoethnographic 
process described in the last section. From these data and by linking this study 
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with the work in rhetoric and composition on literacy, one can tentatively draw 
the following conclusions.

1. The literacies were addressed to multiple organizations simultaneously. As 
Naftzinger (this volume) argues, what is “named” as literacy by the participants 
in this process—both the individual applying for retirement and the organiza-
tions to which he is applying—becomes critical, and is often a site of confusion 
which disrupts the successful end of the process.

2. There was collaborative writing only twice in the process, when the HR di-
rector and later the Social Security agent filled out crucial forms with me. This lack 
of collaboration is distinctly different from much professional writing which is 
multi-authored or authored under the authority of a committee or team or agency. 
This anti-collaborative writing seems to be linked to the push by corporations to 
cut labor costs by Taylorizing all functions to “machines”—that is cutting human 
labor by reducing it to small, lock step operations that can be digitized by software, 
hardware, online sites, “My Accounts,” and toll-free numbers. Cutting out human 
labor—by automating labor— puts all of the burden on the consumer. Through 
Taylorization, we are essentially doing for free what had been the corporation’s job.

3. The literacies were all nonfiction, prosaic, and mostly ephemeral. This 
study, then, provides evidence that the view that the primary literacy of senior 
citizens is creative writing about their lives is inaccurate.

4. The literacies were radically determined by the imperatives of late capital-
ism. I shall have more to say about this in my conclusion. For now, let me note 
that these literacies are situated in a specific time in history and in a specific 
culture. These locations largely shape what we see as and call “literacy” (see Naf-
tzinger, this volume). Even within a short period—say, since the 1970s—literacy 
under influence of changing sociohistorical forces has become a radically differ-
ent activity than it was. From a Marxist view, the changing mode of production 
changes literacy.

5. The literacies were highly interdependent. There was no Humana care 
without Medicare B. There was no Social Security without the four HR doc-
uments, etc. This interrelatedness made it extremely difficult for  the writer 
alone to intervene successfully in the cycle without another person’s help (in this 
case, Social Security Agent Y.)

6. The most frequent mode of writing, reading, and speaking involved a 
constant, dialectical shifting between handwriting and electronic writing. This 
is strong evidence of the multi-modal nature of literacies, but also of the socially 
and historically specific nature of that multi-modality. I would also suggest this 
study points to one source of inequality in the US in 2020. Multi-modal liter-
acies are classist in that such literacies almost always assume possession of and 
training in not only high-tech machines like smart phones, laptops, and inter-
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net access, but also in the creative workarounds required to make any of these 
multi-modal-ist, machine-centric literacies work. A person who does not have 
the money to buy and use the newest of these machines and services—smart 
phones go for up to $1000 with each new model/edition—is simply out of the 
loop and out of luck.

7. The literacies in the bureaucracies were mostly unsupported by alterna-
tive tools and redundancy in the systems. (Again, Social Security and Medicare 
were exceptions.) There was little help aside from the toll-free numbers, some 
of which were very difficult to access. The online literacies with the exception of 
Social Security were one-shot, product based, and did not allow for saving and 
later revision. In this respect, the corporate online literacies were a lot like the 
so-called literacies of high stakes testing used in the public schools. By radically 
restricting help in the process, by making literacy into a one-shot, no revision, 
lock step, high stakes act—again, high stakes defined in this case as a matter of 
life (income) and death (healthcare), these corporate pre-retirement literacies are 
anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian.

8. Personal journals, informants, and face-to-face speech were essential in 
the regulation of the process over four months and in my own self-regulation 
of life over a much longer period in the transition. My personal journals were 
especially crucial and were, in fact, a matrix of the other writing—i.e., they were 
expressive in the original sense of that term (Britton et al., 1975). My journals 
in this period changed from a focus on identity to a focus on self-regulation and 
success in completing the literacy and retirement goals.

9. As Nancy Mack (personal communication) importantly notes, at the very 
moment that senior citizens are forced to narrow their activities—mostly by in-
stitutions and cultural conventions but also by physical limitations—they are 
also required by the collectives (mostly corporate) that govern our lives (income, 
healthcare, economic transactions, and social media) to use entirely new (and 
unsupported) technologies and literacies. Even for academics, I would add that 
the very electronic media on which this process is so reliant are designed by large, 
profit-making, unregulated technology giants for younger people who rarely 
have to deal with issues of arthritis or failing eyesight as they engage technologies 
which are hypersensitive to touch and hard to see. I bought a brand-new laptop 
six months before this entire retirement process began and it was not in any way 
designed to be sensitive to these or other age-linked ability/disability issues.

A MARXIST CONCLUSION

This study is a both Vygotskian and a lifespan developmental contribution to 
literacy. Of course, Vygotsky himself did not do any studies that we can now call 
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lifespan development psychology. Yet in his classic work, Thought and Language, 
Vygotsky (2012) puts forward a genetic, that is an historical psychology which 
studies both the social and individual histories. This is one reason he chose the 
term sociohistorical. Vygotsky says that

[o]nce we acknowledge the historical character of verbal 
thought, we must consider it subject to all the premises of 
historical materialism, which are valid for any historical 
phenomenon in human society. It is only to be expected that 
at this level the development of behavior will essentially be 
governed by the general laws of the historical development of 
human society. (p. 101; my emphasis)

What this means is that individual human capacities, in dialectic with social 
development, are in lifelong or life span development. Markova (1979) later 
acknowledges this and uses it to critique the lack of Vygotskian studies on later 
life development. She notes that:

Almost no studies have been carried out on the dynamics of 
speech development in the young person after he has finished 
school. . . . As B.G. Aman’ev (1972) has justifiably noted, 
until recently, maturity was regarded as the opposite to devel-
opmental, as a period of stabilization. But there is no doubt 
that the aspect of the individual’s psychology undergoes fun-
damental changes during the period from 18-60 and beyond. 
[I]n later maturity language activity becomes a tool of the 
individual in his endeavors to articulate his own experience, 
remember it, and pass it on to others (the writing of memoirs, 
conversations with younger people). (p. 26)

Clearly Markova (1979), working in a Vygotskian framework, is calling for 
the study of life-long development here. While she does not use the term life-
span development per se, her critique, based on Vygotsky’s theory, suggests that 
research throughout the lifespan is the next step. The history of the term lifespan 
development in U.S. research seems to go back to a series of the West Vir-
ginia Conferences on lifespan development which were held in the late 1960s 
and 1970s (Goulet & Balthes, 1970; Hooper 1970), when Markova’s work was 
just occurring. Further, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1974) work anticipates lifespan 
development research and links Vygotskian theory with U.S.S.R. schooling 
through the person of A. N. Leontiev. Finally, we see a later moment of this 
trajectory of “Vygotskian life span” research in an explicit “neo-Vygotskian ap-
proach” to lifespan development in Y. Karpov’s (2003, p. 238) work.



155

Writing as a Matter of Life and Death

Vygotsky would argue that literacy study has to begin with historicized indi-
vidual and social experience. This means that we must begin with the fact that 
my writing was for retirement, in Texas, in the US, in 2018. The exigence of late 
capitalism is necessarily part of the study. One crucial change from the gener-
ation immediately before me is the absence of retirement options for many of 
the generation now working. During high Fordist capitalism, 80 percent of em-
ployers offered retirement pensions and retirement healthcare; now only about 
50 percent of workers have such options (Pew Trusts, 2018). Retirees are then 
forced to develop new retirement literacies in response.

Vygotsky built his psychology on Marx (Ratner & Silva, 2017). Perhaps the 
central concept for Marx is labor, by which he means all human activity that 
creates the world. Over the ages, labor has been organized radically differently. 
In the capitalist era, labor in the workplace (especially) is appropriated, that is, 
part of the worker’s labor in the workplace is taken (invisibly) by capital. Marx 
shows and recent empirical research (e.g., Picketty, 2015) supports the fact that 
unregulated capitalism creates increasing inequality because it must increasingly 
cut labor or appropriate more surplus value from all workers. And capital must 
increasingly cut labor to maintain profits in competition in the market. The 
post-Reagan years from 1980 to the present are classic in this process of cutting 
labor, in this case mostly through deregulation and privatization.

My deployed literacies all occur in the context of this late neoliberal capitalism; 
these cuts in and appropriation of labor have large effects on the tools, process, 
and embodiment of the literacies of pre-retirement. The universal use of “My Ac-
counts” and toll-free numbers, as well as the Taylorization (i.e., dividing labor into 
small, lock-step tasks that are automated by machines) of all digital transactions 
and of the entire process, and the relative lack of backup or face-to-face options all 
of which add to the costs of labor, are part of Post-Fordist late capitalism. The fact 
that only the public-sector agency—Social Security—actually offered options for 
interaction underscores the role of capitalism in this study. The public, through 
their elected representatives, has made it clear that they want access to Social Se-
curity to be easier and universal; corporations respond first to the extraction of 
surplus value from labor—or simply profit. In contrast, Social Security has some 
leeway to add labor power—to add workers to respond to the public’s needs. Cor-
porations will only add labor power if there is a looming consequence of a dras-
tically reduced profit if they do not. In a wider perspective, the idea pervasive in 
current research that increasing longevity is a fact across the globe is only one pole 
of the dialectic; the fact is that although there have been some advances in science 
and health for the privileged few, the Centers for Disease Control notes at this very 
moment the average number of years most Americans live has actually decreased 
for the first time in a century—not unrelated to the increasing economic inequali-
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ty created by forty years of Post-Reagan, Post-Fordist economics (Bernstein, 2018; 
Devitt, 2018). Further, average workplaces (including academic workplaces) are 
increasingly toxic, killing or sickening environments (see Pfeffer, 2010, who is 
not a Marxist, but a corporate adviser who works at Stanford Business School). At 
some level workers are well aware of all of this. But they are also so overworked—
worked to death—they have no time to reflect on these changes. At least until it is 
too late, or they have the privilege to retire.

As I exit from the capitalist appropriation in workplace labor, I do have the 
privilege and luxury of writing and studying and doing other things outside of 
the paperwork empire and dysfunctional workplace. The literacy practices that 
have made this possible must always be remembered as products of the concrete 
history described above, shaped in the last instance by a virulent capitalism. I 
look forward to more study of writing under capitalism.
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Writing is a critical skill that is necessary for success in school, the workplace, 
and within society (Bazerman et al., 2018; Graham & Harris, 2005)—across the 
lifespan. Unfortunately, writing problems for students in the US are significant. 
According to the 2011 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
writing report, a mere 27 percent of eighth and 12th grade students scored at or 
above the proficient level (NAEP, 2012). Furthermore, this percentage has not 
changed significantly from previous reports in 2007 and 2002.

The NAEP data are indicative of a number of potential concerns including 
the nature and quality of writing instruction, the developmental appropriateness 
of that instruction, and trends in students’ cognitive capabilities. The unsettling 
fact is that a student who cannot write at the proficient level cannot create a text 
that clearly accomplishes its communicative purpose, that is coherent and well 
structured, or that includes appropriate connections and transitions (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2012). This difficulty may be attributable to 
the fact that writing is complex (Bazerman et al., 2018) and, as such, it re-
quires the coordination of multiple skills including organization, transcription, 
orthographic and mechanical knowledge, understanding of audience, execu-
tive functions (EF), and social context (Graham, 2018; Kim & Schatschneider, 
2017). Further complication comes from the fact that writing develops across 
the lifespan with variations among people and the nature of the communica-
tion demanded by a particular task or situation. To study these complex skills 
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and developmental trajectories, researchers must gather data regarding children’s 
writing in environments that are easily accessible with an abundance of data 
collection opportunities where the phenomena of interest play a central role 
in children’s cognitive, social, and identity development (i.e., strategic research 
sites; Bazerman, 2008).

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate the complexities of 
writing development, specifically the individual and interactive developmental 
trajectories of EF and writing performance, by using longitudinal methodology 
and associated statistical strategies in a strategic research site: elementary class-
rooms where educators were focused upon initiating children into the practice 
and identity of writing. The elementary school developmental period for chil-
dren is fraught with demanding changes in skills and processing (Zins & Hoop-
er, 2012), which in turn affect children’s later performance and identification as 
a “writer.” For instance, children in kindergarten are asked to generate simple 
sentences, whereas by fifth grade these same children must be able to write re-
ports and make arguments. How these functions evolve over time and how the 
various factors interact with one another at different developmental time points 
remain challenging to understand and study.

WRITING

As noted in the chapters in this volume, when writing a person must have an 
idea, understand the meaning of symbols used to express the idea (e.g., hiero-
glyphics, Roman alphabet), translate the idea to symbols, and have the capabil-
ity to produce the symbols. As children develop the ability to hear and manip-
ulate units of sound (e.g., phonemes) and acquire knowledge that letters and 
letter groups are used to represent sounds (i.e., alphabetic principle), they apply 
this knowledge to writing. To write successfully, writers need to comprehend the 
structure (i.e., sentence, paragraph, and text), content (i.e., ideas and their rela-
tionships), and purpose (i.e., writer’s goals and audience) of the writing process 
(Collins & Gentner, 1980).

Hayes and Flower (1986) described planning, translating, and reviewing as 
the three most important cognitive processes used to produce written output. 
Specifically, the writer generates and organizes ideas, and then sets goals during 
the planning process, followed by sentence generation (i.e., translating ideas 
into sentences), reviewing, and editing. Whereas later in development students 
can self-regulate their own writing, in early years students rely on support from 
others to enact basic cognitive processes necessary for writing, such as EF (e.g., 
attention, planning; Berninger & Amtmann, 2003). At the elementary age, ed-
ucators have the optimal opportunity to provide instruction and interventions 
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for students who need assistance in developing effective writing skills, including 
those related to EF. In later grade levels, it is assumed that students have inter-
nalized these skills; therefore, those students who have acquired ineffective skills 
must not only acquire skills that are more effective but, perhaps, also unlearn 
ineffective ones.

EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONS

Numerous definitions of EF have been proposed as well as several models, theo-
ries, and frameworks (e.g., Miyake et al., 2000; Pennington et al., 1996; Zelazo 
et al., 1997). Researchers have advanced theory and empirical evidence for a 
variety of EF related to writing including working memory, sustained attention, 
inhibitory control, and planning (Pennington et al., 1996; Roberts & Penning-
ton, 1996; Zelazo et al., 2003; Zelazo et al.; 2010). Even though none of these 
researchers explicated sustained attention in their models, Pennington suggested 
that attentional control is an executive function behavior as well. They posited 
the purpose of executive functioning was to enable a process to solve a problem, 
and explained that success occurs through creating an accurate mental represen-
tation of the task and then generating a plan to execute that task.

RELATIONS AMONG EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONS AND WRITING

As Bazerman et al. (2018) highlighted, writing development influences and is 
influenced by the development of a range of factors, including EF, perhaps im-
plicating a bidirectional relationship for these factors, as well as developmental 
interactions. Research to date has demonstrated various relations between writ-
ten language and cognitive (McCutchen, 2006), perceptual-motor (Graham & 
Harris, 2005), and linguistic functions (Berninger et al., 2006). Based on the 
Not-So-Simple View of Writing model (Berninger & Winn, 2006), and ear-
lier work (Kellogg, 1996), EF are important contributors to the development 
of written language. EF are associated with handwriting automaticity, which 
requires orthographic-motor integration and processing speed, as well as with 
high-level composing (Altemeier et al., 2008). In particular, the EF components 
of attention, inhibitory control, planning, and working memory have been 
linked to writing (Hooper et al., 2011).

Altemeier et al. (2008) examined how performance changed on three EF 
tasks in elementary-aged students using a cross-sectional design. They found 
that typically developing writers showed steady improvement on an inhibition 
task from first to fifth grade, but switching and inhibition performance scores 
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increased from first to fourth grade and then leveled off. In addition, their results 
suggested EF tasks contributed to spelling and written language. Hooper et al. 
(2011) also addressed the relations between writing and EF and concluded that 
language-related functions and EF were more highly associated with written 
language and spelling than fine-motor functions. Both of these studies found 
strong relations between EF and written language, but more research is needed 
regarding how the relationship between EF and writing performance chang-
es over time. In particular, more research is needed regarding the trajectory of 
EF growth and writing performance over time. Most researchers have posited 
a consistent linear growth trajectory for both EF and writing performance, but 
Altemeier et al.’s (2008) findings regarding a leveling of development suggest it 
is important to investigate whether that growth is more curved than linear. A 
clear understanding of the trajectory of growth in EF and writing over time (i.e., 
linear versus curved) is necessary to subsequently examine how the growth in 
one might relate to the growth in the other.

CURRENT STUDY

Given the apparent importance of EF to written language in school-age children 
(Altemeier et al., 2008; Hooper et al., 2011), for this study we aimed to exam-
ine one key gap in the literature; namely, the relations among EF, writing skills, 
and their development over time. We used longitudinal data and contemporary 
statistical strategies, including latent growth curve analysis, to answer the fol-
lowing research questions: (1) Does EF performance over time grow in a linear 
or curvilinear manner? Does writing performance over time grow in a linear 
or curvilinear manner? (2) How do EF and writing performance relate to each 
other at each time point, as well as across time points?

METHODS

paRticipants

Two hundred five students from seven elementary schools in one suburban-rural 
school system in the southeastern US participated in this study. Each of these 
students had a primary placement in the regular education setting, completed 
kindergarten, and spoke English as a primary language. Of these students, 117 
(57%) were male and 88 (43%) were female, and their ages ranged from 6 years 
3 months to 7 years 4 months at the time of recruitment (i.e., first grade). Al-
most three-quarters (74%) of the students were of European American ethnicity, 
20 percent were African-American, 4 percent were multi-racial, and 1 percent 
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were Native American and Asian American (see Table 10.1). The students par-
ticipated in the study from first to fourth grade. Of the 205 students, 67 were 
typically developing writers, and 138 struggled with written language. As part of 
the larger study, the participants who were identified as struggling writers were 
randomly assigned to either a treatment group (n = 68) or control condition (n 
= 70). It is important to note that all of the classrooms were following the state 
curriculum for writing instruction such that all students were receiving the same 
type and amount of instruction for writing skills development in the regular 
classroom setting, thus making this an effective strategic research site.

Table 10.1. Participants’ Demographic Profile

Sample f (%) SWC f (%) SWT f (%) TDW f (%)

1st graders agesa 205 70 68 67

6 46 (22.4) 17 (24.3) 14 (20.6) 15 (22.4)

7 149 (72.7) 49 (70.0) 52 (76.5) 48 (71.6)

8 10 (4.9) 4 (5.7) 2 (2.9) 4 (6.0)

2nd graders agesa 200 68 67 65

7 44 (22) 15 (22.1) 14 (20.9) 15 (23.1)

8 145 (72.5) 49 (72.1) 50 (74.6) 46 (70.8)

9 11 (5.5) 4 (5.9) 3 (4.5) 4 (6.2)

3rd graders agesa 189 64 65 60

8 46 (24.3) 16 (25) 14 (21.5) 16 (26.7)

9 132 (69.9) 44 (68.8) 48 (73.9) 40 (66.7)

10 11 (5.8) 4 (6.3) 3 (4.6) 4 (6.7)

4th graders agesa 179 62 60 57

9 40 (7.1) 14 (22.6) 11 (18.3) 15 (26.3)

10 129 (72.1) 44 (70.1) 46 (76.7) 39 (68.4)

11 10 (5.6) 4 (6.5) 3 (5.0) 3 (5.3)

Female 88 (42.9) 27 (38.6) 27 (39.7) 34 (50.8)

Ethnicity 1

Asian 2 (1.0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (3.0)

Black 40 (19.5) 14 (20.0 17 (25) 9 (13.4)
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Sample f (%) SWC f (%) SWT f (%) TDW f (%)

Ethnicity 1 (Continued)

2 or More Races 9 (4.4) 3 (4.3) 4 (5.9) 2 (3)

Native American 2 (1.0) 1 (1.4) 1 (1.5) 0 (0)

White 152 (74.1) 52 (74.3) 46 (67.7) 54 (80.6)

Ethnicity 2

Hispanic or 
Latino 36 (17.6) 7 (1.0) 12 (1.8) 7 (1.0)

School

School 1 37 (18.1) 15 (21.4) 9 (13.2) 13 (19.4)

School 2 17 (8.3) 6 (8.6) 7 (10.3) 4 (6.0)

School 3 48 (23.4) 19 (27.1) 16 (23.5) 13 (19.4)

School 4 24 (11.7) 9 (12.9) 10 (14.7) 5 (7.5)

School 5 29 (14.2) 10 (14.3) 10 (14.7) 9 (13.4)

School 6 24 (11.7) 8 (11.4) 8 (11.8) 8 (11.9)

School 7 24 (11.7) 2 (2.9) 8 (11.8) 14 (20.0)

Out of County 2 (1.0) 1 (1.4) 0 (0) 1 (1.5)

Retained 15 6 7 2

Retained 2nd 
grade 5 5 0 0

Retained 3rd 
grade 7 1 4 2

Retained 4th 
grade 3 0 3 0

Mother’s Education

No HS diploma 18 (10.1) 6 (10.7) 9 (14.5) 3 (5.0)

HS diploma 77 (43.3) 18 (32.1) 36 (58.1) 23 (38.3)

Associates or 
College Degree 83 (46.6) 32 (57.1) 17 (27.4) 34 (56.7)

Note: SWC = struggling writers control group; SWT = struggling writers treatment group; TDW = 
typically developing writers group.
a ages rounded to the closest year.
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pRoceduRe

For the initial screening into the study, students in each of the first-grade classes 
were administered the Wechsler Individual Achievement Test (WIAT II) Writ-
ten Expression Subtest and, once enrolled in the study, they participated in a 
battery of cognitive measures. The measures were divided into two administra-
tion blocks to minimize order effects (e.g., fatigue, learning). After the first year 
of the project, three assessments were changed per school system request because 
their school psychologists were using the measures. After the initial screening, 
all participants were administered a battery of neuropsychological and cognitive 
assessments by trained research assistants and graduate students. All of the mea-
sures can be seen in Table 10.2.

Table 10.2. Measures

Construct Measure Task

Written Language Wechsler Individual Achieve-
ment Test – Second Edition 
form A (WIAT-II; Wechsler, 
2002

Written word fluency from 
the Written Expression subtest 
Spelling Subtest

Process Assessment of the 
Learner: Test Battery for 
Reading and Writing (PAL; 
Berninger, 2001

Timed Alphabet-writing

EF: Planning Woodcock Johnson-III Test of 
Cognitive Abilities (WJ-III; 
Woodcock et al., 2001)

Planning subtest

EF: Sustained attention 
and Inhibitory control

Vigil Continuous Performance 
Test (Vigil CPT; Psychological 
Corporation, 1998)

Errors of Omission Errors of 
Commission

EF: Working Memory The Wechsler Intelligence Scale 
for Children IV Integrated 
(WISC-IV I; Wechsler et al., 
2004)

Spatial Span Backward

The results from the initial assessments were used to group students as typical-
ly developing writers (TDW) or struggling writers (SW), the latter group defined 
by scores falling in the bottom quartile for grade placement. Then, SW students 
were randomly assigned to either a treatment or control condition. Therefore, 



166

Costa, Greene, and Hooper

group status (GS) consisted of three categories: TDW, struggling writers in the 
treatment group (SWT), and struggling writers in the control group (SWC). 
For this study, we were not interested in testing differences across group status or 
school, therefore we controlled for these covariates in our analyses.

data analysis

We used latent growth curve analysis to investigate our research questions. Our 
models included summed scores of the observed variables (i.e., raw scores) to 
represent written language and EF, with latent factors (i.e., unobserved vari-
ables) representing initial starting point (i.e., intercept) and growth over time 
(i.e., slope). Figure 10.1 shows our hypothesized model. All results were exam-
ined for outliers, influential cases, and normality. 

Figure 10.1. Final model. WL = Written Language, EF = Executive Functions, 
SWT = struggling writers’ treatment, SWC = struggling writers control.

Research Question 1. Does EF performance over time grow 
in a linear or curvilinear manner? Does writing performance 
over time grow in a linear or curvilinear manner?

Our longitudinal design allowed us to model each participant’s specific, indi-
vidual growth in both written language and EF over multiple time points, as 
opposed to inferring such growth using different participants at different time 
points, as in a cross-sectional design. The former captures actual intraindividual 
change in writing performance and EF over multiple time points, whereas the 
latter requires the unlikely assumption that different participants’ scores at each 
time point accurately represent actual intraindividual change.
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Following accepted methods for quantitative analysis of writing phenomena 
(see Zajic et al., this volume), we conducted latent growth curve analyses in a 
structural equation model (SEM) framework to examine the change over time 
of written language and EF scores. We chose to estimate latent growth curve 
models (LGCMs) over other traditional repeated measures statistical techniques 
(e.g., Analysis of Variance) for several reasons. First, ANOVA techniques require 
unlikely assumptions regarding the equivalence of change over equidistant mul-
tiple time points, cannot account for missing data at any time point, and do 
not account for the error inherent in any measure. On the other hand, LGCM 
analyses do not have these restrictive assumptions, can accommodate missing 
data, and allow for better measurement of the latent constructs by disattenu-
ating measurement error (Hancock et al., 2013). LGCM analyses estimate an 
initial starting point (i.e., intercept), growth over time (i.e., slope), and residuals. 
LGCM analyses are a good option for modeling growth as they capture intra- as 
well as inter-individual variability in EF and writing performance from a quan-
titative perspective.

We evaluated the adequacy of model fit with the data using the chi-square 
test statistic and other fit indices. The chi-square test statistic is the oldest fit mea-
sure in SEM, although many researchers do not rely exclusively on this measure 
because this statistic is sensitive to sample size and excessive kurtosis (i.e., multi-
variate distributions of observed variables; Bollen & Curran, 2006; Hox, 2010). 
Thus, model fit was evaluated based upon several criteria including the chi-square 
test statistic, as well as several data-model fit indices including the Comparative 
Fit index (CFI), the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA), p of 
close fit (PCLOSE), and the standard root mean square residual (SRMR). A sta-
tistically non-significant chi-square test statistic indicated adequate data-model 
fit. CFI values greater than .90 were considered adequate and values greater than 
.95 were considered good. RMSEA values were examined using a 90 percent 
confidence interval (CI). Confidence intervals whose lower value was no higher 
than .05 and upper value was less than .08 were considered good. PCLOSE is a 
measure that provides a one-sided test that the RMSEA is less than 0.05. If the 
PCLOSE value was greater than .05 the data-model was considered good. SRMR 
values less than .08 were considered indicators of good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Unconditional LGCMs. As an initial attempt to model participants’ writing 
performance and EF growth trajectories, we estimated models without covariates 
(i.e., unconditional LGMs). First, an intercept-only model and a linear LGCM 
were estimated and compared. When the linear model demonstrated better fit 
to the data than the intercept only model, then the linear model was compared 
to a curvilinear model. Per Zajic et al., (this volume) models that resulted in the 
best fit to the data were used in subsequent analyses.
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Conditional LGCMs. Next, we included covariates in the LGCMs to con-
trol for differences in the growth parameters of the latent factors as a function of 
school and GS, treating both as time-invariant covariates (TIC), given each was 
a person-specific variable that did not change over the course of the study. Both 
were used as control variables, thus differences in GS and school were not inter-
preted. Specifically, we modeled school and GS as predictors with equal factor 
variances, factor covariances, and time-specific error variances, where the func-
tional forms of the model were equal across groups (Bollen & Curran, 2006).

Research Question 2. How do EF and writing performance relate 
to each other at each time point, as well as across time points?

To answer our second research question, we conducted several analyses. First, we 
regressed the constructs on each other across time points to determine whether 
scores at one time point on a construct predicted scores on the other construct 
at the subsequent time point. Next, we correlated the latent growth parameters 
(e.g., written language intercept with EF slope) to determine the relations be-
tween written language and EF. In addition, we estimated a “nonstandard effect” 
(Curran et al., 2012, p. 243) by correlating the time-specific residual of written 
language with the time-specific residual of EF (Figure 13.1) to determine if there 
were within-person effects.

With this plan, we were able to determine the relations between written 
language and EF beyond systematic growth from first to fourth grade. The inter-
pretation of these effects can be problematic given it is conceivable that the con-
structs could exert a within-person and a between person effect, only a between 
person effect, only a within person effect, or none of the above (Curran et al., 
2012). Thus, we reported the results for each effect as necessary. For instance, EF 
may influence the rate of growth for written language for a participant, and si-
multaneously influence differences in the growth trajectories across individuals.

RESULTS

descRiptive statistics

The results presented in Table 10.3 suggested that the means and standard de-
viations were as expected for this sample. However, a few of the skewness and 
kurtosis values for the individual measures (see Costa, 2014) were out of normal 
range (i.e., skewness values whose absolute values were less than two and kurto-
sis values less than seven; Kline, 2005). Based on the results of the Shapiro-Wilk 
W test, we rejected the null hypothesis that all of the variables were normally 
distributed. After consideration of the initial descriptive statistics and tests of 
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univariate normality, we decided to use robust estimation techniques in our 
analyses. We used a resampling method (i.e., bootstrap) to estimate standard 
errors and confidence intervals that are robust to non-normality (Kolenikov & 
Bollen, 2012). This is beneficial because the bootstrapped distribution (i.e., sam-
pled from the empirical distribution of the observed data) of each parameter 
estimate is used to determine the confidence intervals. These values take the 
non-normality of the parameter estimate distribution into account. The descrip-
tive statistics for the individual measures comprising the summed scores and 
correlation matrix of all the continuous variables can be found in Costa (2014).

Table 10.3. Sample Statistics for Summed Variables

Construct Time point N M SD Min Max

Written Language 1 205 17.61 7.40 0 36

2 200 26.31 7.15 3 44

3 189 31.99 7.87 6 53

4 179 36.28 9.64 3 59

Executive Functions 1 202 11.07 2.26 6.82 19

2 200 12.64 2.20 6.83 18.17

3 188 14.18 2.18 6.16 19.37

4 176 14.94 2.24 7.32 19.42

Research Question 1

First, we tested several models to determine the type of growth over time (i.e., 
linear or curvilinear) in both written language and EF. Once this was deter-
mined for written language and EF, we conducted additional analyses to control 
for group status and school. Here we provide a summary of this modeling; de-
tailed results can be found in Costa (2014).

Written language. We found the written language linear model had the best 
fit with the data [χ2(df) = 228.58 (121), bootstrap p-value = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, 
SRMR = 0.06]. The parameter estimates and p-values for the unconditional 
model suggested that participants’ initial written language scores significantly 
differed (p < 0.001), but not their rate of growth (i.e., slope variance; p > 0.05). 
Group and school differences were not the focus of this study, but they were 
included in the models as covariates to control for their effects. Overall, we did 
not find school effects, but the groups did differ in their initial scores and growth 
trajectory. We controlled for these differences in all subsequent models.
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Executive functions. After removing some of the modeling restrictions, the 
preponderance of evidence (i.e., data-model fit results) supported a nonlinear 
LGCM. Thus, we concluded that a positive nonlinear model best represented 
the growth trajectory of EF for students from first grade to fourth grade after 
controlling for school [χ2(df) = 305.59 (203), bootstrap p-value = 0.24, RMSEA 
(PCLOSE) = 0.05 (0.51), RMSEA CI = 0.04-0.06].

Group and school differences were included in the models as covariates to 
control for their effects. Overall, we did not find school effects. The groups did 
differ in their initial scores but not in their growth trajectory. We controlled for 
these differences in all subsequent models.

ReseaRch Question 2

Final LGCM. We estimated several models, none of which we deemed to 
have good fit with the data (Costa, 2014), thus any interpretation of these re-
sults should be done with caution. The final model was selected as the most 
interpretable model [χ2(df) = 132.70 (29), bootstrap p-value <0.001, RMSEA 
(PCLOSE) = 0.132 (<0.001), RMSEA CI = 0.11-0.15, CFI = 0.90, SRMR = 
0.09].

A diagram of the final model can be seen in Figure 10.1. The majority of the 
parameter estimates for the structural paths were not statistically significantly 
different from zero, which revealed that there is no evidence to support with-
in-person (i.e., intraindividual) effects among written language and EF. There-
fore, EF did not predict written language scores across time, nor did written lan-
guage predict EF scores across time. That said, there were statistically significant 
positive relations (all p-values < 0.001) between written language intercept and 
written language slope as well as written language intercept and EF intercept. 
These results provided evidence to support between-person effects among written 
language and EF, and suggested that individual variability in written language at 
grade 1 was positively related to the individual variability in rate of change over 
time of written language and the individual variability in EF at grade 1.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we investigated a component of writing development and provided 
one of the first longitudinal examinations of both written language and EF in 
elementary-aged children. Specifically, we examined how to best model the devel-
opment of written language and EF as well as the relations between written lan-
guage and EF from first to fourth grades. At a minimum, the results of this study 
are a testament to the complexity of the relationship of writing to EF over time, 
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and perhaps to the complexity inherent in the development of any academic skill.

WRitten language and executive functions suMMaRy

Based on the work of Curran et al. (2012), we decided that the most com-
prehensive way to understand the relations between written language and EF 
was by modeling the between-person (i.e., directly predict growth parameters), 
within-person (i.e., directly influence the repeated measures), and across-time 
differences in growth. We discovered that EF did not predict written language 
scores across time, nor did written language predict EF across time. On the 
other hand, on average, individual variability in written language at grade 1 was 
positively related to the individual variability of growth in written language and 
the individual variability in EF at grade 1. Thus, scores of written language in 
first grade were positively related to scores of EF in first grade. In general, written 
language performance in first-grade predicted growth in written language over 
time, and therefore first grade seems like a good place to intervene to improve 
performance (e.g., increase the growth trajectory).

liMitations

Model diagnosis is not an exact science, thus there are several possible reasons 
why our models did not converge or have good fit with the data (e.g., Heywood 
cases, variables were not normally distributed). The current study was a second-
ary data analysis of a more comprehensive longitudinal study designed to exam-
ine the many factors shown to influence the development of written language 
as well as to investigate the effectiveness of an intervention. The presence of an 
intervention complicated the analyses, and potentially could have led to issues 
with power. It is plausible that the model did not include enough information to 
explore the relation between written language and EF. For example, other cogni-
tive functions, such as language skills, as well as environmental variables, such as 
teacher quality and gender, may be necessary to understand the developmental 
interplay of writing and EF, and their longitudinal relations.

Further, the models may have had a better fit if we had employed different 
measures of written language and EF; i.e., the full range of components used to 
indicate written language and EF may not have been represented in this study. 
In addition, the lack of specifically developed measures to assess writing and 
EF for struggling writers may have been problematic. This is limiting because 
it is possible that the measures did not assess the full range of performance for 
the population. Restriction of range can be problematic because the true range 
of ability for the participants may not be captured by the measures used. In 
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this case, a participant’s ability may be lower than the score reflects, but a low-
er score was not possible given the measure. For instance, 33 percent of the 
sample received a score of zero for alphabet writing in first grade. This suggests 
that these participants did not write one legible letter of the alphabet in 15 
seconds. Perhaps our chosen measure was not able to capture the full range of 
written language performance at first grade. Overall, the limitations discussed 
above should not be used to disregard the results of this study, but are reasons 
for caution when interpreting the results. The limitations also provide ideas for 
improvement of future writing development research.

iMplications and futuRe diRections

This study illustrated how latent-variable statistical techniques can be used to 
model longitudinal data in educational research. Future researchers should con-
tinue to explore the use of latent variable statistical techniques in education 
research given their advantages over traditional ANOVA repeated-measures 
techniques (see Zajic et al., this volume). Even though the current study did not 
provide definitive answers regarding the relations between written language and 
EF, the questions are nonetheless important to understanding the factors asso-
ciated with the development of written language in younger children. Theorists 
who have described the relations between written language and EF suggest that 
there are overlapping components between the two constructs, including plan-
ning and working memory (Berninger & Winn, 2006). Indeed, researchers who 
have studied written language and EF in a cross-sectional fashion have found 
relations among these constructs (Altemeier et al., 2008; Hooper et al., 2011). 
More longitudinal research is needed to examine actual change over time in 
these constructs, and their commonalities and differences.

This study provided new ways for researchers to think about the relations 
between writing and EF, and perhaps other cognitive functions. Researchers can 
begin to think of new interventions that could be used to test the proposed 
causal relations between EF and written language. For instance, it is likely that 
a student who has weak EF also has weak writing skills. Therefore, an interven-
tion for this type of student may need to include writing instruction along with 
strategies to improve selected EF components. It is also possible that new writing 
interventions could be developed that embed EF training (e.g., Self-Regulated 
Strategy Development Model; Graham & Harris, 2005). In this type of inter-
vention, students would be taught writing skills and EF strategies simultaneous-
ly. Educators and researchers need to continue to collaborate to discover effective 
methods of teaching writing to all children, and such methods require addition-
al scientific inquiries into the relationship between the development of written 
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language skills and other key factors such as EF. Further, how these cognitive 
factors relate to other environmental facilitators and barriers to the development 
of written expression remains a fruitful avenue for future exploration.

EF and writing are both complex and dynamic constructs that change across 
the lifespan with a range of variability between people in the amount and rate of 
growth. This variability likely is influenced by a large number of potential factors 
(e.g., classroom instruction, lifespan experiences), and how these factors con-
tribute to the evolution of written language skills over the course of development 
remain largely unexplored to date. Indeed, as Bazerman et al. (2018) have noted, 
this relation may be bidirectional, but when that bidirectionality occurs and 
under what conditions (e.g., one factor may be more influential than another) 
remains unknown. Consequently, the field is in need of increased examination 
of this interrelationship, with additional factors including different disorders, 
different conditions, and different ages, in an effort to increase our understand-
ing of the development of written language and this overall developmental inter-
play. Such findings might be helpful in guiding future research on intervention 
and classroom instruction. In that regard, we echo Charles Bazerman’s plea (Ba-
zerman et al., 2018) for writing researchers to conduct longitudinal studies of 
writing development as exemplified in this chapter.
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CHAPTER 11.  

INTERPRETING AND EXPLAINING 
DATA REPRESENTATIONS: A 
COMPARISON ACROSS GRADES 1-7

Diana J. Arya
Anthony Clairmont
Sarah Hirsch
University of California, Santa Barbara

“Writing as a knowledge-making activity isn’t limited to understanding writing 
as a single mode of communication but as a multimodal, performative activity” 
(Ball & Charlton, 2016, p. 43). One of these modes is graphical data represen-
tation. Situated in the visual, data representations are a critical part of visual cul-
ture. That is, “the relationship between what we see and what we know is always 
shifting and is a product of changing cultural contexts, public understanding, 
and modes of human communication” (Propen, 2012, p. xiv). What is little un-
derstood is how such knowledge develops across the lifespan. The developmental 
path to fluency in interpreting and analyzing various visual representations is 
largely unknown, yet such textual forms are increasing in presence across various 
disciplinary and social media outlets (Aparicio & Costa, 2015). Therefore, the 
development of competence in understanding and working with data represen-
tations is a critical part of the lifespan development of writing.

When we look at writing as a knowledge-making activity, the word and the 
image contribute to one another in an activity of meaning-making. As art his-
torian John Berger attests in his seminal work, Ways of Seeing, (1972), writing 
and seeing aren’t mutually exclusive, in that what we see “establishes our place 
in the surrounding world; [and we] explain that world with words” (p. 7). The 
interplay between the word and the image “asks students . . . to explore their as-
sumption about images” (Propen, 2012, p. 199). These assumptions are central 
to our interests in learning how children develop meaning-making skills and 
critically engage with visual culture. How do young readers begin to develop 
ways to understand and access visual entities such as informational graphics 
and data charts or tables? Are there particular features that are more accessible 
than others? Are there patterns that we can detect and apply in curricular devel-
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opment with regards to data representations? Such questions guide the inquiry 
of this present study.

In his book, Beautiful Data, historian Orit Halpern (2015) describes how 
early representations of reality for the purpose of knowledge building moved 
from literal recreations of local individual entities (e.g., intricate renderings of 
flora and fauna as viewed by the naked eye) to increasingly complex phenom-
ena that encompasses large assemblages of information across time. Halpern’s 
historical account highlights the natural human inclination to make visible the 
unknown, and to understand the intricacies of reality. Readers of his account are 
taken on a historical journey that centers on renowned mathematician Norbert 
Wiener, popularizer of the term cybernetics. Wiener led the way to more expan-
sive attempts to understand reality. His algorithmic contributions allowed for 
the process of aggregating copious amounts of information in order to represent 
past, present and future potentials for various phenomena of human interest. 
Born out of the demands of knowing as much as possible about the enemies of 
World War II, Wiener’s work sparked a new aesthetic science of representing 
reality. The rise of visual representations of aggregated data (i.e., charts, tables 
and figures that reduces large amounts of information into consumable knowl-
edge) in the decades following the war “saw a radical reconfiguration of vision, 
observation, and cognition that continues to inform our contemporary ideas of 
interactivity and interface” (Halpern, 2014, p. 249).

Minimally mentioned by Halpern (2014) is the work of statistician Edward 
Tufte (1983), who described the ideal (and less so) characteristics of visual dis-
plays of quantitative information. His seminal work is a critique of various his-
torical and current examples of such graphical creations, highlighting the best 
and worst practices for articulating phenomena to intended audiences. He ex-
plains through these examples what counts as meaningful information as op-
posed to “chartjunk” (1983, p. 107), which includes irrelevant and potentially 
distorting elements (e.g., decorative features or seemingly engaging images) that 
waters down the “data density” of such graphical displays (p. 168). Tufte’s recom-
mendation to “maximize the data-ink ratio, within reason” (1982, p. 96 served 
as a guiding principle for our current study of how elementary students (grades 
1-7) make sense of and compose interpretive messages about data representa-
tions that vary according to information density and presence of non-relevant 
content (1983). New school standards emphasizing the goals of understanding 
and applying graphical information for a variety of educational purposes (Lee et 
al., 2013; Next Generation Science Standards Lead States, 2013, Appendix M) 
offer a warrant for a deeper exploration into ways in which children across grades 
interpret and communicate such forms of textual information. To date, there are 
no such explorations to the best of our knowledge.
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Within the grand historical context of visual representations of aggregated 
data (referred herein as data representations, or DRs), we can place a similar 
progression in the history of school science standards in the US. The earliest 
version of such standards is the Committee of Ten (National Education Asso-
ciation, 1894), from which we can view what aspects of visual representation 
were deemed most important for science education (among other disciplines). 
The expressed consensus among committee members was that “no text-book 
should be used . . . the study should constantly be associated with the study 
of literature, language and drawing” (1894, p. 27). Such declarations echo the 
early days of observing and recording natural phenomena like the 1728 work of 
famous knowledge gatherer and publisher Ephrain Chamber (1728), exampled 
in Figure 11.1. The representation of scientific knowledge was considered an 
essential task for students, but one which, like much Eurocentric education of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, emphasized copying rather than inter-
pretation and communication.

Copying or tracing artifacts found in nature was a common convention of 
knowledge building for biologists. Thus, the practice of engaging in represen-
tative drawings from nature was a key standard for demonstrating university 
readiness (National Education Association, 1894).

Modern academic institutions no longer emphasize the development of such 
discrete representations of nature. Rather, today’s school standards highlight the 
importance of textual reasoning and explaining aggregated information about 
various natural phenomena. This shift in standards has emerged in parallel with 
global, interdisciplinary concerns about the rising “prominence of data as social, 
political and cultural form” (Selwyn, 2015, p. 64) and the increasing need for 
helping students across the grade span to critically navigate such forms. Hence, 
developing practices of interpreting and analyzing DRs support the expressed 
need for all students to become “critical consumers of scientific information” 
(National Research Council, 2012, p. 41). While these needs are assuredly ur-
gent, concerns about the ways that graphical displays of information are taken 
up and used by students and their teachers were documented well before the 
social media explosion made possible via the internet.

Gillespie (1993), for example, points out in her review of studies that very 
few students (approximately 4 percent) demonstrated mastery level understand-
ing of graphic information presented in a standardized test (see also Kamm et 
al., 1977; National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1985). Gillespie (1993) 
highlights the importance for teachers to have explicit conversations with stu-
dents about DRs that include sequential (e.g., flow charts) or quantitative (bar 
graphs or pie charts) information, maps, diagrams (blueprints or drawings), and 
tables or charts that allow for comparing and contrasting information. While 
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she mentions the limitations of DRs embedded in basal textbooks, the source of 
this issue is the lack of variety in purpose and format rather than on information 
density as Tufte (1983) described (see also Hunter et al., 1987). Clearly, emerg-
ing scholarship on data representations will need to address Gillespie’s concern 
with variety and utility as well as the matter of quality taken up by Tufte.

Figure 11.1. Drawings in Chamber’s 1728 encyclopedia.
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The need to foster student understanding of DRs has received greater at-
tention in the most recent educational science standards, the Next Generation 
Science Standards (Next Generation Science Standards Lead States, 2013). The 
new standards provide rich descriptions about key scientific practices that stu-
dents should begin learning in kindergarten, and that together comprise an ide-
alized developmental sequence. One such practice is analyzing and interpreting 
data, which begins in the earliest grades (K–2) as making direct observations 
of phenomena to determine patterns (e.g., comparing the properties of various 
objects). Within this particular strand of practices, the notion of DRs is present 
in benchmark descriptions starting in the third grade; students in grades K-2 are 
expected to engage in analysis via exploration and experimentation of phenome-
na rather than graphical representations of such. Middle school students (grades 
6–8), however, are expected to build on initial explorations of graphical displays 
to include pictorially captured data (e.g., photo images of microbial activity) and 
projections of activity across time. High school students are then expected to 
embark on the challenge of gathering and transforming information into visu-
al representations and using them to support claims and explain phenomena. 
While no statement is provided to explain such a progression of standards or 
logic of development, readers can infer that (a) DRs are appropriate for children 
in grades 3–12, (b) DRs including future projections are more appropriate for 
students in grades 6–12, and (c) only high school students should be expected 
to create and transform data into DRs for making claims. However, these as-
sumptions lack empirical support. Nor is there clarity about the variation of the 
purpose and complexity of DRs or guidance about whether certain forms with 
particular amounts of information should be introduced before others to form 
a developmentally appropriate sequence. There is also a lack of understanding 
about how teachers should introduce and support the exploration of DRs. Most 
concerning, there are no visual examples for teachers to understand the kinds of 
DRs that would be useful for particular grade bands. Research associated with 
“infographics” has thus far touted the importance and engaging nature of explicit 
discussions about DRs during classroom instruction (e.g., Kraus, 2012; Lamb et 
al., 2014; Martix & Hodson, 2014), yet like the new scientific standards, such re-
search lacks a developmental view of such instruction across the K–12 spectrum.

 This study traces our initial exploration of how 28 students across grades 
1–7, who represent various sociocultural backgrounds, understand and com-
pose interpretations of DRs in small-group, collaborative discussions. Using a 
communities of practice lens (Gee, 2005), we systematically explored video-re-
corded, focus group discussions about various selected data representations and 
all written explanations produced during these sessions. We view this initial ex-
ploration as a beginning point for building a testable theory about the develop-
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mental trajectory for interpreting and analyzing DRs. By including participants 
from different grade levels, we have the opportunity to compare and contrast 
how groups of students representing different stages of development respond 
to DRs, and such an approach has long been noted to be effective for revealing 
key aspects of knowledge and skill development (Bruner, 1990). Hence, we ad-
dressed the following lines of inquiry: What are the general patterns observed 
in recorded discussions and composed explanations about DRs among different 
grade-level groups? What do these patterns reveal about the development of and 
instructional support for fostering skills and abilities needed for sense making 
and communicating about DRs? Such questions support our overarching goal 
of this study, which explores how elementary students across grades 1 through 7 
interpret and explain the phenomena DRs aim to communicate.

METHODOLOGY

paRticipants

A total of 28 children (nine identified as female and 19 male) ranging in ages 6 to 
13 participated in one of 10 focus groups, each organized by grade level. Based on 
reported information from parents, participants represented a range of cultural 
backgrounds that included 14 (50%) White, 11 (39%) Latinx, and three (11%) 
Asian students. The majority of students (18 in total, 64%) reported English as 
their home language while seven (21%) reported Spanish as the main language 
used at home. Two participants (7%) reported Tagalog as their home language. 
The remaining student spoke Mandarin as the home language. Participants also 
represented a range of schooling experiences and associated activities. All partic-
ipants attend public or private elementary and junior high schools within the 
same local community. Based on reported information from parents, 10 students 
received special education services during the regular school year.

selection of dRs

A total of 11 DRs were selected for this study. A panel of five researchers (two 
graduate students, two junior faculty members and one senior faculty member) 
engaged in three planning sessions that involved gathering and reviewing po-
tential DR candidates. Final selection was determined by topic relevance (e.g., 
ethnicities of movie characters) and by representing a wide range of aspects 
identified by Tufte (1983), including informational density and the presence of 
non-relevant information. Figure 11.2 represents the varied complexity of the 
selected DRs.
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Figure 11.2. Images of two selected DRs.

A previous pilot study involving 25 fourth grade participants informed 
the final selection of and discussion guide for the DRs included in the present 
study.

context and data souRces

All participants attended a summer literacy camp during the time of this study 
(2018). The camp took place at a local research university that houses a cen-
ter designed to provide intensive literacy support for students in grades K–8. 
The children’s center supports students with a wide range of backgrounds and 
abilities during the school year; children enter the program either through 
family referral or through partnership programs with neighboring schools and 
after-school clubs. Summer camp takes place during the month of July and is 
available on a first come, first served basis. All summer camp attendees were 
organized by grade level and further divided into groups with no more than 
6 members.

The present study took place over a two-day period during summer camp. 
All instructors received two training sessions on the use of the discussion pro-
tocol (a revised version from the previous pilot) and facilitating responses while 
avoiding additional prompting and scaffolding beyond the protocol prompts 
(e.g., please say more about that; what do others think?). Based on instructors’ 
observations of interpersonal dynamics and personalities, some of the groups 
were further divided to ensure that all members would have the opportunity to 
contribute to group discussions about a small set (three in total) of DRs. Each 
group engaged in three distinct discussion events marked by the introduction 
of a DR and either wrote explanations of each individually or collectively via 
dictation. Table 11.1 presents information about recorded discussion events for 
each group.
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Table 11.1. Overview of DR Discussion Groups

Group Grade 
Level

Number of 
Students

Duration of Recorded 
Discussions

Number of Written 
Explanations Produced**

Group A 1 3 29:25 3

Group B 2 2 24:06 4

Group C 2 1* 22:35 1

Group D 2 2 35:09 3

Group E 3 2 39:49 3

Group F 4 2 1:01:48 3

Group G 4 3 39:12 5

Group H 5 5 1:49:58 6

Group I 6 5 50:11 6

Group J 7 3 14:20 2

* Based on particular instructional needs of this student who has autism, exchanges excluded other 
students.

**For all groups in grades 1–3, written explanations were expected to be collected via dictation.

discussion pRocess

Instructors presented each of three different data representations (i.e., represen-
tations that varied in density of graphical elements and conceptual meaning) 
in separate succession, asking the group to respond to questions including the 
following: What do you see? What do you think the person who made this 
wanted to say? What does this make you wonder? Facilitating instructors fol-
lowed up with clarifying questions (e.g., tell me more) and questions designed 
to elicit a critical assessment (What do you want to know more about? What 
advice do you have for the author?). Following discussion, all groups collec-
tively composed interpretations of the first two DRs and selected one of these 
to collaboratively compose an explanation for a student in a younger grade. 
Groups in higher grades (fourth graders and older) were expected to compose 
their own individual interpretations of the third and final DR presented, while 
younger groups continued to collectively compose interpretations that instruc-
tors captured verbatim. However, participants in the sixth and seventh grade 
groups (Groups I & J) did not complete their written explanation of this third 
DR due to time constraints related with the summer program. Further, the sev-
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enth-grade participants expressed their interest in using the available whiteboard 
to compose explanations of the first two DRs and as such, one student served as 
scribe for the group.

All discussions were video recorded using an iPad. Instructors invited stu-
dent participants to decide where the iPad should be placed within the room in 
order to capture their discussion. The sessions began with an explanation that 
scientists want to learn from children how to make their work easier to under-
stand. As such, participants were positioned from the beginning as “cultural 
guides” (Green et al., 2007) to help the instructor learn what was meaningful, 
useful, confusing, or lacking about each of the presented DRs from the stu-
dents’ perspectives.

Families of participating children were first informed of the study and prior 
to the recorded sessions via the camp newsletter, which included the explanation 
of our goal to help students across the grades develop critical reasoning skills 
required for understanding and explaining the ever increasing number of tables 
and graphics in various school-related texts. English and Spanish versions of the 
newsletter were available to families. All participating children had signed con-
sent from their parents to participate in the study.

analytic fRaMeWoRk

Units of analysis were organized by discussion event (Bloome et al., 2004), 
which was bounded according to each DR presented to the group. All video 
recorded sessions were reviewed separately by two researchers who identified 
levels of collaboration and communicative moves during group discussions. 
Following Gee’s (2005) Communities of Practice (COP) framework, analysis 
centered on the social space rather than on individuals. As such, we focused on 
instances of “mutual engagement” according to constructs of interest among 
members of the group (p. 592). We analyzed efforts in sense making and ex-
plaining through the constructs of “collaboration” and “communicative moves” 
as informed by prior research. Specifically, our construct map for gauging levels 
of collaboration during reading discussions was informed by theoretical frames 
from psychology (Vygotsky, 1980), sociology (Hutchins, 1991), discourse anal-
ysis (Gee, 2004), and the learning sciences (Hershowitz et al., 2001; Johnson 
& Johnson, 1990). Figure 11.3 features the construct map we developed with 
the guidance of the BEAR Assessment framework (Wilson, 2004) for analysis 
of video recorded discussions. Thus, this framework takes a “building block” 
approach for educational assessment practices; construct maps serve as the first 
step in gauging development.
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Figure 11.3. Construct map for levels of collaboration.

We further investigated the particular communicative moves demonstrated 
during instances of collaboration (distribution, building, and collective abstrac-
tion). Based on our research of potential communicative moves for comprehending 
and explaining phenomena and previous findings from our pilot study, we selected 
the following four codes for our analysis: narrative, or narrativizing (Bruner, 1990), 
focusing illusion (Kahneman et al., 2006) or the attention to familiar yet not neces-
sarily salient ideas (Gillespie, 1993; Groes, 2016), connecting with prior knowledge 
and experiences and use of multimodal resources (Cole, 1998). Any inconsistencies 
between analyses of a common discussion were deliberated as a team and resolved 
with little difficulty. While there were a few disagreements in perceived levels of 
collaboration, there were no inconsistencies with identified communicative codes. 
Transcriptions of video-recorded interactions followed micro-ethnographic devices 
by Bloome et al. (2004) that focus on how the assertions were uttered, which follow 
the general structure of message units. Phatic displays were captured in bold text 
and indications of questioning were marked with an upwardly directed arrow (“↑”) 
in order to further contextualize transcribed commentary.

FINDINGS

geneRal lack of exposuRe and pRactice

Preliminary findings from analysis of video-recorded discussions suggest that 
students in earlier grades (i.e., third grade and younger) have varied levels of 
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exposure to data representations in school as part of a lesson or activity. For 
example, a third-grade student from one school had no experience with such 
representations (I’ve never seen anything like this) while another third grader 
from a different school had moderate exposure (this line means growth). Those 
familiar with the basic formats presented (e.g., pie charts) generally reported 
learning about them outside of school via popular media or news. Basic inter-
pretational tasks were highly laborious or out of reach for most of the students 
in our study. This finding was consistent in our previous pilot study, which 
also included data representations along a wide continuum of difficulty and a 
variety of topics.

student collaboRation

Our theory of development involved three collaborative levels: Distribution 
(students sharing without connecting to each other’s comments); Building (stu-
dents adding to or evaluating comments from others); and Collective Abstrac-
tion (students collectively working together towards larger generalizations). Of 
these three levels, the most common was Distribution. Among the young stu-
dents especially, there was a lot of sharing and working through ideas but rarely 
were students responding to each other’s comments. While we observed instanc-
es of thinking aloud, this form of thinking was rarely realized collectively. The 
next level observed was Building, as some groups did show instances in which 
students were working off one another’s comments in their attempt to identify 
the DR message(s). The instances of Building were mostly attributed to the older 
students in grades 4–7. There were very few demonstrations of Collective Ab-
straction; such instances involved two students who took the lead in explaining 
the DR to others who were either confused or disengaged.

ReQuesting textual explanations foR dRs

When soliciting feedback from students about what might be improved about 
each graphic, more textual description was the most common substantive re-
quest. Paradoxically, during the actual process of interpreting data representa-
tions, students delayed reading the text that was available. This neglected text, 
such as titles and legends, included information essential to the intended mes-
sages of the data representation. In some cases, students worked to interpret 
data representations for periods exceeding ten minutes without mentioning, or 
apparently noticing, key text. This pattern was more prevalent among younger 
students, particularly those in grades 1–4. Sixth graders, however, read the titles 
first and moved quickly to accurate interpretations of the graphics.
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the focusing illusion

Creating narratives about the content of data representations is a task that seemed 
somewhat easier for children in older grades. A successful account of the messages 
communicated by data representations necessarily involved narration, but not all 
potential narratives were plausible. We found that students sought to narrativize 
aspects of the DRs even before registering the presence and meaning of all available 
information. For example, second- and third-grade students became so focused on 
the fact that the DR contained a map of the US that they did not mention any 
other element of the graphic in their subsequent narratives, all of which centered 
on geography or the map’s color scheme. Borrowing a term from heuristics research 
in behavioral economics, we call this phenomenon a focusing illusion (Kahneman 
et al., 2006). The illusion occurs when people implicitly give too much importance 
to small features of a larger whole, effectively ignoring or downplaying information 
outside the temporary locus of attention (Kahneman, 2011).

fRoM inteRpRetation to WRiting

The findings described above were informative of the written products from 
students. Expectedly, patterns identified in written expressions produced during 
DR discussions echo the communicative moves identified during verbal inter-
actions. For example, Figure 11.4 shows a stylized pie chart that was presented 
to groups representing grades 1–5. This DR elicited a focusing illusion (apples) 
from the first and second graders while the interpretation of the third-grade 
students captured the key point (spending habits of children). The following ex-
change between a first-grade student (“S”) and the instructor (“I”) demonstrates 
this focusing illusion:

I:  what do you think that this picture means↑
S:  food
I:  food
why do you think it means food↑
S:  because it’s an apple
and an apple is a food

The first-grade student goes on to explain that the apple is “organic” and that 
is grown from a tree, and that more apples can be grown using apple seeds. How-
ever, the shape of the pie chart is a superficial element of the data representation. 
The students’ focus on this detail (what we identified as a focusing illusion) 
spawns a narrative that derails the interpretative process. Likewise tripped by 
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chartjunk, the second graders have a similar conversation, fixing their attention 
on both the apple shape and the colors. The third-grade students, by contrast, 
are able to discern that the shape of the pie chart is a superficial element (“It’s 
shaped like an apple. They try to make it interesting for kids.”). While the apple 
shape is the also the first element noted by the third-grade students, they quickly 
move away from this observation, as shown in the following exchange:

I:  Tell me what you see 
and how would you explain it 
to someone who is younger
S:  Uhhh
pie chart↑
I:  say there’s a younger student
what’s the first thing you would tell them↑
S:  this is how kids use money↑

The students’ prior familiarity with at least one format of data representa-
tion—the pie chart—as well as his early attention paid to the title, grounds a 
plausible interpretation of the data representation.

The two examples featured above were typical of the patterns of discourse that 
preceded writing about DRs across grade groups. Figure 11.4 includes the most 
representative explanations produced either through dictation or individual writ-
ing by each of the grade-level groups; original spelling and grammatical structure 
for handwritten accounts from students in grades four and five were maintained.

  

Figure 11.4. Third DR presented to groups with associated written explanations.
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The progression of communicative moves observed across such composed 
explanations highlight a general movement in constructing narratives anchored 
by a focusing illusion (grade 1) towards narratives focused on key textual ideas 
(grade 5). The various observed communicative moves from participants, such 
as narrativizing and making connections utilizing prior knowledge, were not 
prompted by the instructors, nor was there any indication that students were 
drawing on any specific techniques previously taught in school.

DISCUSSION

Findings from our present study suggest that the developmental lifespan for 
understanding and explaining data representations (or infographics) begins in 
early grades with an over-emphasized eye on familiar objects or concepts (e.g., 
an apple), from which less textually relevant narratives are constructed. Students 
in older grades tend to use more (but sparingly) textual information to anchor 
understandings about the DR. While there seems to be a developmental shift 
across grades (as represented in Figure 11.4), we observed a general struggle in 
understanding key information presented in charts, graphs, maps, tables, di-
agrams and drawings. Further, there is evidence of variability in exposure to 
DRs for children within the same grade. Such observed variability within a local 
community context suggests that young students may not have consistent op-
portunities to explore data representations. This finding runs contrary to current 
educational standards, which emphasize the importance of teaching such scien-
tific practices beginning in kindergarten, hence making resources and activities 
“accessible to younger students but . . . broad enough to sustain continued inves-
tigation over years” (NRC, 2012, p. 31). Findings from analysis of group discus-
sion suggests that the following practices develop across the represented grades:

• Collaborative thinking and knowledge building (moving from discon-
nected sharing toward abstraction),

• Narrative explanations (moving from focusing illusions toward graphi-
cally anchored connections), and

• Critical synthesis of presented elements (moving from discrete expla-
nations toward critical analysis).

• Such observed differences between student groups organized by grade 
level suggests that across the lifespan, one’s communicative under-
standing of DRs grows along with collaborative skills and multiple 
exposure to various textual sources.

We found that graphical information generally constitutes a mode of com-
munication that many students find difficult to interpret. This finding highlights 
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the need for explicit instruction for supporting development of such critical 
reading skills. This need is particularly important in light of the general increase 
in the number of DRs that children are encountering both in their textbooks 
and in the media that surrounds them (Lamb et al., 2014). As noted, partici-
pants who recognized aspects of the DRs mentioned that they had seen some-
thing like the graphic in math class, on the news, or even in a movie. Therefore, 
we can conclude that students are encountering DRs regularly among a variety 
of different formats and environments, even if they don’t identify them as such. 
However, mere recognition is insufficient given the inherent complexities of 
DRs, coupled with the pedagogical exigencies of current educational standards.

As mentioned in the findings, many of the students desired more textual in-
formation to help with explanation of graphical displays, yet most groups (par-
ticularly those of younger grades) seem to avoid using the text already available 
to them in titles and embedded text. In future research, we hope to better under-
stand this disjuncture between stated desires and performance. By modeling dif-
ferent techniques with which to approach data representations in the classroom, 
much like how a math formula is explained or complete sentence composition 
is demonstrated, teachers could demonstrate potential approaches for students 
while attempting to interpret DRs. Such instruction may help students gain 
greater understanding about aggregate data by regularly incorporating such mo-
dalities into classroom practices. Further, students in early grades may become 
more comfortable with engaging in such a modality, hence curtailing focusing 
illusions and non-relevant narrativization.

We suspect that the low levels of engagement and collaboration shown by 
some students is a side effect of confusion. DRs represent a wide range of rele-
vance and accessibility and as such, students would benefit from activities that 
would enable ample practice in engaging with such complex academic texts. If 
the student has had little to no prior exposure to a particular type of graphic 
(e.g., regression line across time), but has received explicit instruction about the 
general nature and purpose of DRs, the tasks of understanding and articulating 
may become more engaging and even enjoyable, hence positioning the activity 
as an opportunity to discover something new about the world. The ubiquitous 
nature of DRs has elevated this need to support such readerly opportunities for 
discovery.

The recorded group discussions described in this study provided a way of 
seeing how students develop sense making and interpreting DRs across the 
gradespan. From this initial phase of exploration, we have the foundations for 
a theory of development that may inform how teachers can support students’ 
communicative proficiency with DRs. For example, findings presented here may 
inform the selection of particular graphics for particular grade bands for class 
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activities (e.g., pie charts and bar graphs with minimal seductive elements for 
earlier grades). We have found that such grade-appropriate variation will indeed 
involve a closer examination of informational density and conceptual relevance. 
With collaborative levels and communicative moves identified, next empirical 
stages will include iterative, large-scale investigations. Specifically, we aim to cre-
ate systematically varied DRs to test emerging theories about the effects of in-
formational density and conceptual relevance on sense making and explanation 
from students across grades 1–7.
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The value of writing is not limited to single points of time in our lives but 
serves many different purposes across the lifespan (Bazerman et al., 2018). For 
instance, young children begin to experiment with writing as early as two years 
of age, using it as a vehicle for play, communication, and self-expression (Rowe, 
2008). With the advent of school, the purposes for writing expand greatly to 
include writing to inform, persuade, describe, summarize, learn, and narrate to 
identify just some of the ways children, adolescents, and young adults learn to 
write and use writing as part of their education. During adulthood, writing is a 
staple of life at both work and home. White and blue collar workers commonly 
use writing to perform their jobs (Light, 2001), and adults frequently use writ-
ing throughout the day to initiate and maintain personal connections, as they 
tweet, text, email, and connect with each other using a variety of social networks 
and media (Freedman et al., 2016).

Over 85 percent of the world’s population now writes (Roser & Ortiz-Os-
pina, 2018). People who do not know how to write or find writing challenging 
enough that they limit its use are at a disadvantage socially, educationally, and 
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occupationally. Persons with a disability are at special risk for experiencing dif-
ficulties learning to write. For example, the most recent National Assessment 
of Educational Progress in the United States (National Center for Educational 
Statistics, 2012; an updated report is due in mid-2020) revealed that 95 percent 
of eighth and twelfth-grade students with a disability scored at or below the basic 
level of writing competence, denoting only partial mastery of grade-level writing 
skills. While not every person with a disability experiences problems learning to 
write or continues to experience difficulty with writing as they move into adult-
hood, writing problems are so pronounced that persons with disabilities score 
lower than peers without disabilities on every measure of writing in almost every 
study conducted to date with school-aged children (Albertini & Schley, 2011; 
Graham et al., 2016, 2017, 2020; Mayes & Calhoun, 2003; Myklebust, 1965; 
Savaiano & Hebert, in press). Even so, we know virtually nothing about the 
writing of individuals with disabilities across the lifespan. This chapter addresses 
this issue by considering perspectives on writing development in individuals with 
two different types of disabilities: learning disabilities (LD) and autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). LD is a neurological disorder and accounts for 33 percent of stu-
dents who receive special education services in schools across the United States, 
whereas ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder and accounts for 11 percent of 
students who receive special education services in the United States (Hussar et 
al., 2020; Kauffman et al., 2017). The prevalence and increasing awareness of LD 
and ASD makes these two areas of disability good focal points for considering 
writing and disabilities across the lifespan.

For both LD and ASD, we examine evidence describing how the character-
istics of the disability impact writing. This includes the strengths that persons 
with LD and ASD bring to writing and learning to write as well as the challenges 
they face. This analysis is informed by a lifespan perspective that recognizes that 
the development of writing is complex and variable, involves the reconfiguration 
of cognitive and social capabilities that evolved separately from it, is shaped and 
shapes other forms of language and learning development, requires learning how 
to use language resources flexibly and intentionally, and occurs in multiple con-
texts (including school) that are influenced by changing social needs, opportuni-
ties, resources, and technologies (Bazerman et al., 2018).

It is important to realize that the systematic study of writing with persons 
with disabilities has been mostly limited to the first 22 years of life. Research on 
the writing of persons with disabilities beyond college is virtually non-existent. 
While there is some longitudinal research with students with disabilities that ex-
amines the writing capabilities of the same students across more than a single 
school year (e.g., Nauclér, & Magnusson, 2002), this is limited to the study of a 
small set of writing skills, as was done by Maeland and Karlsdottir (1991) with 
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the handwriting and spelling of students with LD. In fact, almost all of what we 
know about the writing of persons with LD or ASD is based on cross-sectional re-
search comparing their writing to the writing of peers without a disability in one 
or more grades (see Finnegan & Accardo, 2018; Graham et al., 2017) or research 
that involves one or more manipulations to determine how specific factors such 
as executive control impact their writing (Graham, 1997; Zajic & Wilson, 2020). 
While such studies can provide valuable insights, they are not a replacement for 
longitudinal research conducted both in and out of school at different points of 
development in the life of persons with LD or ASD. As a result, it is essential to 
view the writing of persons with disabilities through a lifespan lens.

WRITERS WITH LD

According to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), an LD 
refers to “a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved 
in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which disorder may 
manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or 
to do mathematical calculations” (Title 1, Part A, § 602(30), 2004). Although 
individuals with LD exhibit average to above average intellectual functioning, 
their unexpected underachievement is largely unexplained. LD has consistently 
been one of the largest disability categories through which students receive special 
education supports, with 33 percent of students receiving special education ser-
vices for an LD during the 2018-2019 academic year in the United States (Hussar 
et al., 2020). Though receipt of special education services is contingent on the 
qualification of possessing an LD in consonance with the IDEA definition, other 
definitions of LD, such as the definition of the National Joint Committee on 
Learning Disabilities (LD Online, 2015), emphasize the potential of the occur-
rence of LD across the lifespan.

Students with LD experience strained foundational writing and cognitive 
skills which impact their ability to develop more advanced writing skills. In K–12 
school settings, the writing challenges often demonstrated by students with LD 
have been grouped into two categories: approach to writing and knowledge of 
writing (Graham & Harris, 2012). The approach that students with LD tend to 
adopt—knowledge-telling—relies on the telling and recalling of content that is 
already known about a given topic. This approach is typically adopted in an ef-
fort to cope with the demands of writing (Graham & Harris, 2012). The writing 
of students with LD is less organized, contains fewer details, and is less likely to 
stick to the intended topic of focus compared to their peers (Gillespie & Graham, 
2014). They also spend less time planning, translating, and reviewing. When re-
viewing, changes largely focus on surface level details and oftentimes the changes 
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they make to their writing make no significant contribution or detract from the 
quality of their written response. The challenges that students with LD experi-
ence in regard to knowledge of writing—when compared with typically achieving 
peers—reflect a lack of knowledge surrounding different genres of writing (e.g., 
narrative and expository), as well as how writing works (Gillespie & Graham, 
2014). They also struggle with grapho-motor skills and writing mechanics, and 
their writing is often choppy and may contain incomplete sentences.

Difficulties with approach and knowledge of writing exist alongside cogni-
tive demands, as a lack of fluency with writing tasks drains necessary cognitive 
resources for developing writing. As McCutchen (2011) noted, fluent language 
processes allow writers—especially beginning writers—to manage the working 
memory constraints induced by writing, whereas writing knowledge helps writ-
ers manage the constraints of short-term memory.

One of the most recent meta-analyses examining the writing characteristics 
of students with LD when compared to their typically developing peers is re-
ported by Graham et al. (2017). Of the studies reviewed, they found that stu-
dents with LD obtained lower scores on several writing outcomes compared to 
their peers, including writing quality, organization, vocabulary, sentence fluency, 
conventions (i.e., spelling, handwriting, and grammar), genre elements, output, 
as well as motivation. These differences were both statistically significant and 
clinically significant. Their results suggest that writing is exceptionally challeng-
ing for students with LD and that deficits across these outcomes are pervasive 
over time as these variables were present in studies examining children in grades 
1–12. Thus, students with LD do not just struggle with certain writing skills at 
one point in time (e.g., spelling and handwriting in elementary school); their 
writing challenges are persistent across time.

ld and WRiting: a lifespan peRspective

Though more research abounds at the elementary level, relatively little is known 
about the youngest writers with LD, particularly around the pre-K and kindergar-
ten grade levels. This could be because young students have not yet been identified 
as having an LD. While disabilities can develop and be identified at different times, 
LD is typically diagnosed around third grade (this is the same time there is a shift in 
academic instruction from teaching students how to write to how to use writing to 
learn new content). In one study (Boudreau & Hedberg, 1999), preschool children 
with specific language impairments performed lower than matched peers on mea-
sures of language, processing, and print-related skills. Though this study included 
students with language impairments rather than LD, it is important to note the role 
that early language skills play in writing development (Graham et al., 2020).
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Much of what is known about elementary writing begins in or after first 
grade and expands in late elementary (e.g., grades 3–5). Although research in 
elementary grades has focused on aspects of writing quality and the develop-
mental process of writing ideas, there is a larger focus with students with LD 
at these grade levels on transcription skills and the mechanics of composing, 
including spelling, handwriting, grammar, and syntax. This literature regularly 
demonstrates that students with LD experience much greater difficulty with 
these transcription skills when compared to their typically developing peers 
(Berninger, 1999).

At the secondary level, from middle through high school, much less is known 
about the components of writing that are essential or critical for learners with LD 
(Poch & Lembke, 2017). While there is continued interest in transcription-level 
skills, these skills are generally assumed to be established by the early secondary 
grades, despite evidence that transcription-level challenges continue to develop 
across this time and continue to be constraining for adolescents with disabil-
ities (McCutchen, 2011). With the increasing need for secondary students to 
use writing to demonstrate content expertise, elements of text generation—such 
as structure, idea development, and clarity of communication—tend to gain 
prominence over transcription-level skills. However, secondary students who ex-
perience difficulty learning to write often continue to struggle with transcription 
skills (e.g., Graham & Santangelo, 2014).

At the post-secondary level, very little research has explored the writing of 
individuals with LD. In a literature synthesis from 1990 to 2000, Li and Hamel 
(2003) identified seven studies that explored characteristics and error patterns 
in the writing of college students with LD and writing difficulties, with many 
of these studies comparing students with LD to students without LD. Li and 
Hamel (2003) suggested that the studies generally focused on mechanical er-
rors (e.g., spelling, punctuation, and capitalization) and content problems (e.g., 
planning, organization, and coherence), both of which are consistent with those 
discussed earlier in the section above. No updated studies appear to be available, 
leaving a gap in this research over nearly the last two decades.

WRITERS WITH ASD

In addition to LDs, writing development can be affected by a wide array of other 
neurological differences, like those identified in ASD. Though ASD is diagnosed 
from a medical framework, a growing community push for self-advocacy and 
autistic identity exists embedded within a neurodiversity framework (Kapp et 
al., 2013). As these two perspectives differ, it is useful to consider the core char-
acteristics of ASD from both the medical perspective from the Diagnostic and 
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Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th Edition; DSM-5; American Psychi-
atric Association, 2013) and the self-advocacy perspective from the Autistic Self 
Advocacy Network (ASAN; ASAN, n.d.).

The DSM-5 describes ASD as a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized 
by difficulties with social communication and by the presence of restricted inter-
ests or repetitive behavioral patterns (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 
Additionally, clinicians are required to make two further judgments when diag-
nosing ASD: the severity of required support (specified as low, medium, or high); 
and the presence of additional co-occurring conditions (i.e., intellectual disability 
or language impairment), associations with either biological or environmental 
factors, or associations with other neurodevelopmental disorders. The ASAN 
(n.d.) offers a similar yet different definition of ASD described via seven com-
monly exhibited characteristics. These seven characteristics include (a) different 
sensory experiences; (b) atypical approaches to learning and problem solving; (c) 
extreme passion or deeply focused thinking about specific subjects or topics; (d) 
atypical and repetitive movements; (e) desire for consistency, routine, and order, 
as disruptions can result in increased anxiety and frustration; (f ) difficulties with 
understanding and expressing typically used verbal and non-verbal language; and 
(g) difficulties in understanding and engaging in social interactions.

Current prevalence estimates suggest that the number of eight-year-old chil-
dren in the United States diagnosed with ASD is one in 54, with boys four times 
as likely as girls to be identified (Maenner et al., 2020). In educational contexts, 
approximately 11 percent of children diagnosed with ASD are served under the 
IDEA (Hussar et al., 2020). A growing body of research suggests that children 
with ASD commonly present a heterogeneous range of educational strengths and 
challenges (Bauminger-Zviely, 2013; Keen et al., 2016). Research on the writing 
development of children with ASD has been generally limited to writing done for 
academic purposes where evidence has suggested a similar wide array of strengths 
and challenges (Zajic & Asaro-Saddler, 2019; Zajic & Wilson, 2020). Relatively 
few studies have focused specifically on issues of writing development for individu-
als with ASD, with no longitudinal studies currently available. A recent meta-anal-
ysis analyzed 13 available studies to find that individuals with ASD demonstrate 
lower overall performance compared to their typically developing peers across 
standardized measures of handwriting, spelling, and text generation (Finnegan & 
Accardo, 2018). A thorough review of all available research is beyond the scope of 
this chapter (see Zajic & Wilson, 2020), but the following provides a brief over-
view of available research describing the range of transcription and text generation 
research done across the school-age and postsecondary years. Given the current 
body of literature, it is important to acknowledge that broad claims about the 
writing development of individuals with ASD—particularly across the lifespan—
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are difficult at this time, and the following noted characteristics should be seen as 
preliminary points of consideration requiring further empirical investigation.

WRiting developMent in individuals With asd

Children with ASD commonly demonstrate transcription difficulties across the 
school-age years. Kushki et al. (2011) identified seven studies that demonstrated 
difficulties seemingly related to fine motor and visual-motor integration difficul-
ties with challenges noted for overall handwriting legibility and letter formation. 
Additional studies have further explored these challenges (Johnson, Papadopoulos 
et al., 2013) or additional challenges with grip strength (Alaniz et al., 2015) and 
letter form or spacing (Johnson, Phillips et al., 2015). Cross-sectional research 
has found that children with ASD show these handwriting difficulties across the 
school-age years (Mayes et al., 2019). Spelling difficulties were noted in relation 
to typically developing peers (Finnegan & Accardo, 2018), but other studies have 
noted minimal spelling difficulties (Mayes & Calhoun, 2006).

Difficulties with text generation have also appeared to be quite common for 
students with ASD across a variety of studies. Most commonly, studies report 
these children perform lower than typically developing peers on standardized ex-
pository (Mayes & Calhoun, 2003, 2006, 2008), persuasive (Brown et al., 2014), 
and narrative writing measures (Myles et al., 2003). Few studies have focused on 
distinct subpopulations—like individuals who no longer met an ASD diagnosis 
(Troyb et al., 2014) or who qualified as gifted and talented (Assouline et al., 
2012; Foley-Nicpon et al., 2012)—or on specific predictors of written language 
challenges, including social communication (Brown et al., 2014), oral language 
(Dockrell et al., 2014), and attention (Zajic et al., 2018). Studies have typically 
not focused on specific age ranges and have commonly included children in ele-
mentary through secondary school contexts (Zajic & Wilson, 2020). Some of the 
writing challenges experienced by school-age children with ASD appear distinct 
from those demonstrated by children with LD, even when children with either 
disability may demonstrate similar learning profiles (Zajic et al., 2019).

Beyond the school-age years, little empirical work has examined ASD and 
writing in postsecondary education and adulthood. Jurecic (2007) took an ana-
lytical perspective to one college student with ASD, though this work has been 
critiqued for offering a medical rather than neurodiverse perspective (Lewiec-
ki-Wilson et al., 2008). Gerstle and Walsh (2011) offered accommodation and 
pedagogy practices for college students with ASD, but they offered limited theo-
retical takeaways (Pacton, 2013). Similarly, Cherney (2017) explored writing cen-
ter tutoring practices for college students with ASD but offered pedagogical im-
plementation strategies rather than empirically derived findings. Gillespie-Lynch 
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et al. (2020) adopted a participatory research approach that examined strengths 
and challenges of autistic college students, finding autistic college students may 
face challenges overcoming perfectionistic writing tendencies. Tomlinson and 
Newman (2017) adopted a neurodiversity approach and surveyed autistic writers 
online about their own life writing, arguing for approaches from universal design 
for learning to support postsecondary writing development. Two additional em-
pirical studies echo difficulties observed in the school-age population. Beversdorf 
et al. (2001) reported preliminary evidence of handwriting difficulties in adults 
with ASD compared to typically developing peers. Brown and Klein (2011) com-
pared short writing samples (narrative and expository) of adults with ASD to typ-
ically developing peers to find that adults with ASD wrote lower quality narrative 
and expository texts and shorter narrative texts. They also found a positive associ-
ation between theory of mind and writing quality and length for both text types.

ADVANCING LIFESPAN RESEARCH ON 
INDIVIDUALS WITH LD OR ASD

Current research leaves much to be understood about the development of writ-
ing abilities and writing practices across the lifespan for individuals with dis-
abilities like LD or ASD. Three areas of further research predominantly absent 
from the above syntheses are discussed next that may help to further unpack 
the lifespan writing development of individuals with LD or ASD. However, it 
should be noted that perhaps the greatest limitation that has the potential to 
significantly hamper the growth of a lifespan understanding of the writing devel-
opment of individuals with disabilities is the field’s understanding and definition 
of terms like LD and ASD, which can unintentionally skew the participants 
who qualify for future research studies. As definitions change or are updated, 
it makes it difficult to know whether comparable subgroups of participants are 
truly similar and have been reliably identified with a disability across contexts. 
Compounding this challenge through adulthood is the need to account for how 
individuals with disabilities have learned to manage their disability and make 
adaptations to their writing in terms of both the changing cognitive demands of 
writing and the social contexts surrounding their lives.

eaRly WRiting developMent pRecuRsoRs

Much of the above-mentioned research has involved children in elementary or 
secondary grades with relatively no research focusing on the development of 
early and emergent writing abilities in children with LD or ASD. Writing devel-
opment begins long before early elementary school, as emergent literacy prac-
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tices (Rowe, 2018) and early linguistic and cognitive development (Berninger, 
2015) serve as important precursors to later writing development. Investigation 
into these abilities may help specify early characteristics of LD or ASD that may 
guide long-term writing development inquiries.

For individuals with ASD, in addition to oral language, exploring the impact 
of early social development on early writing skills may offer new insights into 
written language development. As oral language and written language share an 
interrelated developmental trajectory (e.g., Berninger, 2015), further research 
into these areas may help explain difficulties with transcription and text genera-
tion experienced across the lifespan (Graham et al., 2020).

For individuals with ASD, in addition to oral language, additional focus to 
the role of early social development may offer new insights into written language 
development. The development of social communication abilities is a noted 
ongoing challenge for individuals with ASD impacted by an array of abilities 
throughout development (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Looking to 
the development of joint attention abilities, one of the earliest developmental 
abilities related to social cognition (Mundy, 2016), may be important in the 
context of lifelong writing development. 

Joint attention refers to the ability to coordinate attention with other peo-
ple to fluidly adopt a common point of reference (or point of view) and assists 
with learning in structured and unstructured environments (Mundy, 1995, 2016; 
Mundy & Newell, 2007). For example, an adult may point to and label a specific 
object of reference (i.e., a toy or an animal), and the infant makes a behavioral 
move (i.e., attending to the item) to form an underlying connection (i.e., the name 
of that item) through a social communicative framework. Though this example 
relies on the overt use of behavior, the early social cognitive foundations remain 
throughout development while the process becomes more fluid and more covert 
(see Mundy et al., 2017). Joint attention typically begins in early infancy and be-
comes increasingly complex within the first two years of life (Bakeman & Adam-
son, 1984). It contributes to early lexical, vocabulary, and language development 
(Baldwin, 1995; Mundy, Sigman et al., 1990; Tomasello, 1988) and develops into 
a core underlying process involved in human social engagement (Mundy, 2016; 
Mundy et al., 2017). Early and ongoing challenges with the development of joint 
attention are a hallmark feature of ASD (Mundy, 2016; Mundy et al., 2017), and 
investigating the relationship between joint attention (and later social cognition) 
and writing development across the lifespan may help to fill specific gaps in early 
and later writing development. Specifically, better understanding this relationship 
may support the social cognitive abilities required for writing practices and under-
lying writing knowledge. However, understanding these areas further may only be 
a component of broader writing development concerns, as Tomlinson and New-
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man (2017) noted that not all writing challenges experienced by adults with ASD 
should be attributed to such underlying difficulties.

peRspectives fRoM individuals With ld oR asd

Much of the available research has focused on the writing done by individuals 
with LD or ASD rather than incorporating the perspectives and beliefs of these 
individuals into the research design. For individuals with LD, the role of knowl-
edge in writing development remains relatively unstudied, with specific atten-
tion needed at the adolescent and young adult levels (Lin et al., 2007; Saddler 
& Graham, 2007). For individuals with ASD, research must echo the ongoing 
need to adopt flexible research designs that straddle medical and neurodiversity 
perspectives to include insights from autistic individuals across the lifespan (Kapp 
et al., 2013). Some research at the postsecondary level has argued that hearing 
from autistic individuals can inform writing instruction based off their demon-
strated needs as opposed to diagnostic recommendations that often leave writing 
too narrowly conceptualized and fail to properly account for autistic individuals’ 
own writing strengths and challenges (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2020; Tomlinson 
& Newman, 2017; Walters, 2015). However, it is also important to note that 
while postsecondary attendance rates for individuals with ASD are increasing, 
attention should fall outside of educational contexts as well, including the need 
to look at prolific writers with ASD (Van Goidsenhoven, 2017). Further research 
is needed that incorporates perspectives that highlight strengths and challenges 
with producing writing across different writing genres for different purposes and 
that elucidate perspectives from the writers themselves as to their own processes 
and composing strategies. Incorporating further perspectives may help add to the 
understanding of what might be assumed incorrectly about writing development 
in individuals with LD or ASD by providing further insights into the complexity 
of skills involved with writing and how those skills change across the lifespan.

focus on stRengths and on developMent 
beyond school-based genRes

Predominantly through the school-age years and somewhat into postsecondary 
contexts, available empirical work has narrowly focused on in-school writing de-
velopment, neglecting other contexts where writing development occurs through-
out the lifespan. From the writer(s)-within-community framework (Graham, 
2018), available research on writing development in LD or ASD has focused on 
cognitive mechanisms without much attention to the socially embedded contexts. 
Ongoing research needs to consider both the psychological processes and the so-
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cial contexts that may impact writing development in individuals with LD or ASD 
across the lifespan. As not all individuals with LD or ASD experience difficulties 
with writing (or experience writing challenges to the same extent), further research 
is needed that is guided by both researchers and informed community stakehold-
ers on helping to identify sources of interindividual and intraindividual strengths 
and challenges with writing development that draw from different methodolog-
ical perspectives (e.g., Zajic & Poch, this volume). Accounting for the various 
lifespan trajectories requires balancing social and psychological factors that affect 
development across the lifespan to understand the highly varied writing profiles 
of individuals with LD or ASD, to capture how these individuals navigate their 
writing experiences, and to combine approaches from researchers and community 
members to identify the challenges and to support the strengths that emerge for 
individuals with LD or ASD across the lifespan beyond school contexts.
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CHAPTER 13.  

VISUALIZING WRITING 
DEVELOPMENT: MAPPING 
WRITERS’ CONCEPTIONS 
OF WRITING THROUGH 
THE LIFESPAN

Erin Workman
DePaul University

We all travel through our lives acquiring different experiences, trying new 
things, and meeting different people, and each of these events in our lives 
contributes to our personal voice that we then express as words on a paper.

– Hudson, First-Year College Student

Because different individuals bring such variety to the task of learning 
to write, they may have very different trajectories of development across 
their lifespans.

– Bazerman et al., 2018, p. 43

In their recent collection The Lifespan Development of Writing, Bazerman et al. 
(2018) call for a “description of writing development that is realistic and rich,” 
one that “recognize[s] the roles of both early and continuing life experiences and 
of individual variation” (p. 20). Within the Lifespan collection, Berninger et al. 
(2018) take up writers’ individual variation, reporting on two studies that asked 
early developing writers “to explain what writing is” as a way of “gaining in-
sight into the perspectives that developing writers themselves bring to the task of 
learning to write” (p. 155; emphasis added). Berninger et al. (2018) found that 
writers’ explanations of writing “appeared to reflect a continuum of metacogni-
tion,” ranging from writers who articulated no definition of writing to those who 
defined writing according to function to those who described multiple forms of 
writing (p. 164). Taking a similar approach, I conducted a nine-month study of 
18-year-old writers, focusing on whether, how, and why these writers’ concep-
tions of writing changed as they moved “through and across space-times, modal-
ities, genres, [and] communities” (Smith, this volume) as they completed their 
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first year of college. In addition to defining writing, participants in my study 
mapped their definitions of writing by identifying key concepts and visually de-
picting connections among them, creating visual maps that served as documenta-
tion of their definitions at discrete moments in time. In this chapter, I draw from 
my research to outline visual mapping—an adaptation of concept mapping—and 
to demonstrate its promise as a method for lifespan writing research.

Researching conceptions of writing is methodologically challenging, in part 
because of the “tacit nature of writing-related knowledge” (Roozen, 2016, p. 152) 
and in part due to the inaccessibility of cognitive structures (Ifenthaler et al., 2011). 
While North American writing studies (NAWS) researchers have approached the 
first challenge using stimulated recall techniques to prompt a writer’s articulation 
of tacit knowledge—including retrospective accounts (e.g., Greene & Higgins, 
1994), document-based interviews, and reflective interviews (Roozen, 2016)—re-
searchers in education and educational psychology have responded to the second 
challenge using concept mapping to elicit a learner’s conceptual knowledge within 
a particular domain (e.g., Kinchin, 2014; Novak, 2010; Schroeder et al., 2018). 
Although education researchers have used concept mapping since the early 1970s 
(Novak, 2010), NAWS researchers are only beginning to take up this method. 
Wette (2017), for example, uses mind mapping1 to study graduate student writers’ 
“conceptual knowledge development in a genre-based ESP writing course” (p. 59), 
and similarly, Rounsaville (2017) uses concept mapping to study writers’ “genre 
repertoires from below” (p. 319). Like Wette, I use visual maps to study writers’ 
conceptual knowledge over time, and like Rounsaville (2018) and Berninger et al. 
(2018), I use visual maps to study writers’ perspectives on their conceptual writing 
knowledge and their perceptions of whether, how, and why that knowledge chang-
es along lifelong and life-wide dimensions.

This chapter outlines the utility of visual mapping for lifespan writing re-
search. First, I review concept mapping research to demonstrate its efficacy for 
studying changes in learners’ conceptual knowledge. Second, I distinguish visu-
al mapping from concept mapping by identifying key differences between the 
methods and describing the procedures for using visual mapping as a research 
method. Third, with these definitions established, I provide a brief case study of 
one writer to illustrate how this method works and what it can contribute to our 
understanding of individual writers’ conceptions of writing through the lifespan. 
In concluding the chapter, I address the limitations of my study and propose 
promising directions for using visual mapping in future lifespan writing research.

1  Although some researchers use the terms “mind maps” and “concept maps” interchange-
ably, those working in the Novakian tradition (e.g., Hay & Kinchin 2006; Novak, 2010) distin-
guish concept maps from mind maps by emphasizing the importance of linking words between 
concepts that can be read as propositional phrases.
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CONCEPT MAPPING: A METHOD FOR ELICITING 
A LEARNER’S CONCEPTUAL KNOWLEDGE

Used in many disciplinary and professional domains for both pedagogic and re-
search purposes, concept maps are “graphical tools for organizing and representing 
knowledge” that “include concepts, usually enclosed in circles or boxes of some 
type, and relationships between concepts indicated by a connecting line linking 
two concepts” (Novak & Cañas, 2006). A typical concept map uses lines and 
short phrases to connect concepts into a proposition, or “meaningful statement” 
(Novak & Cañas, 2006). Often organized hierarchically, concept maps represent a 
response to a “focus question.” Figure 13.1 shows an example concept map. In re-
sponse to the focus question, “What is a concept map,” the concept map indicates 
several interconnected propositions, including: “concept maps represent organized 
knowledge useful for effective learning/teaching,” “concept maps include proposi-
tions, concepts, and linking words,” “propositions are units of meaning,” etc.

Though most often associated with the classroom, concept mapping was 
first developed as a research method. Many researchers (e.g., Hay & Kinchin, 
2006; Kandiko et al., 2012; Kinchin et al., 2000; McNeil, 2015; Miller et al., 
2009) attribute the development of this method to Joseph Novak, a botanist and 
education researcher who, in 1972, began a twelve-year longitudinal study on 
elementary science students’ emerging knowledge (Novak, 2010). Through the 
course of the project, Novak’s research team recognized the need for a tool that 
would facilitate easier identification of patterns in the lengthy and complex tran-
scriptions of interviews with students; thus, concept mapping was developed 
as an effective means for seeing these patterns and tracing changes in subjects’ 
propositional knowledge of science (Novak, 2010; Vanhear & Reid, 2014).

Figure 13.1. Example of a concept map. This figure illustrates how concepts are 
linked via propositional phrases into a knowledge structure.
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Concept mapping offers learners a means to “express [their] mental models” 
(McNeil, 2015, p. 77) making it a valuable tool for researchers interested in learn-
ing because, as Ifenthaler and colleagues (2011) point out, “it is not possible to 
measure cognitive structures directly [so] individuals have to elicit or externalize 
them before researchers can analyze and interpret them” (p. 44). Education re-
searchers have documented the utility of this method for “capturing changes in 
students’ conceptions over time” (Ritchhart et al., 2009, p. 5) and “facilitat[ing] 
the empirical measurement of learning” (Kinchin, 2014, p. 235). Ritchhart et 
al. (2009) elucidate the process, explaining,  “[w]hen a student maps the same 
topic in the course of their study, then a comparison of two or more such ‘snap-
shots’ enables measurement of learning quality” (p. 5). Wette’s (2017) research 
on second-language writers’ developing genre knowledge used concept mapping 
to this end, demonstrating its efficacy for studying writers’ changing conceptual 
knowledge as evidenced through multiple maps in as little as two weeks. That 
Wette identified changes in writers’ maps within such a short time period is en-
couraging for researchers interested in observing changes that might occur over a 
much more extended time period, such as the nine-month span of my study or 
the complete span of a writer’s life.

VISUAL MAPPING: A METHOD FOR STUDYING 
A WRITER’S CONCEPTION(S) OF WRITING

Given the efficacy of concept mapping for studying learners’ conceptual knowl-
edge at discrete moments in time, I adapted concept mapping for use in re-
searching writers’ conceptions of writing, calling it visual mapping for two rea-
sons: (1) to distinguish it from other common forms of mapping (e.g., mind 
mapping, concept mapping, topic mapping), and (2) to foreground its use for 
seeing a writer’s conception of writing, a property allowing for quick identifica-
tion of change from one map to the next. Because concept mapping was devel-
oped as a research and pedagogical tool for investigating and facilitating learning 
in K–12 contexts, education researchers have argued that this method must be 
revised for use in post-secondary contexts: “For the purpose of using concept 
mapping at the university level, what is important is being able to include [a] 
wider range of representational forms, not just because this allows more to be said, 
but also because, otherwise, concept-mapping cannot be a means of learning 
from the whole of narrative” (Kandiko & Hay, 2010, p. 250; emphasis add-
ed). McNeil (2015), a teacher-scholar of a multimedia design and development 
course, echoes this concern, suggesting that “expressing mental models through 
a drawing process rather than a preset format [like concept mapping] may pro-
vide individuals with a higher degree of freedom to express concepts in ways that 



215

Visualizing Writing Development

they may have otherwise been unable to do” (p. 77; emphasis added).2 Likewise, 
Miller et al. (2009) advocate for a more open-ended approach to concept map-
ping that “does not provide restrictions on how the map may be drawn” because 
“[t]his enables creators to construct the concept map in accordance with their 
personal semantic understanding of knowledge of a concept” (p. 366).

It is just this kind of open-ended approach to knowledge representation that 
visual mapping was designed to facilitate. While both methods ask participants 
to identify concepts crucial for understanding a particular domain and to rep-
resent connections that link those concepts into a knowledge structure, visu-
al mapping offers participants a wider range of semiotic resources—including 
word, image, color, layout, proximity, and symbols—for depicting and connect-
ing concepts in personally meaningful ways. This open-ended approach also 
makes visual mapping a more fitting tool for qualitative research, as Wheeldon 
and Faubert (2009) explain: “A broader definition of maps, allowing for data 
collection based on a participant’s generated visual expression of meaning, is 
more in line with the theoretical starting place generally associated with qualita-
tive research” (pp. 71-72). In keeping with Wheeldon and Faubert’s argument, 
visual maps function as a “participant-centric means to ground theory within 
data” (2009, p. 68) because, “[i]nstead of looking to the researcher to search 
for codes, concepts, and categories within the data, maps allow for the identifi-
cation of concepts and connections based on how the participant frames their 
experience” (pp. 72-73). Oriented to an individual’s perspective, visual mapping 
grants the researcher an emic view of a writer’s conception of writing, making it 
well-suited to the study of writing in the lifespan.

To illustrate the affordances of visual mapping for lifespan writing research, 
I offer an example of one writer drawn from a nine-month study that used vi-
sual mapping to document and trace changes in writers’ conceptions of writing 
during their first year as college students at a large research university in the 
southeast. Participants were recruited from a 2000-level transfer-focused writ-
ing course that engaged students in developing theories of writing informed by 
rhetorical concepts (e.g., rhetorical situation, genre, audience) and composed 
iteratively through sustained reflective activities.3 During the first week of the 
course, participants were asked to create their first visual map by completing a 
sequence of tasks: first, to define writing; second, to identify five to eight key 

2  Although McNeil expresses a similar concern about the representational affordances and 
constraints of the traditional concept mapping approach, she does not engage the considerable 
body of research on university-level concept mapping by Ian M. Kinchin, David Hay, Camille 
Kandiko, and various colleagues.
3  This writing course design was adapted from the Teaching for Transfer model outlined by 
Yancey et al. (2014).
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terms important for defining writing; and third, to map the definition by de-
picting connections among the key terms. Participants created four additional 
maps throughout the study: two while they were still enrolled in the course, and 
two the following semester—in January and April—as part of document-based 
interviews. Participants also completed two surveys, one after the writing course 
ended, and another midway through the following semester. Thus, my data set 
for each participant included: (1) five visual maps with accompanying written 
descriptions for the first three, (2) three document-based interviews, (3) two 
surveys, and (4) participant-selected samples of writing.

Initially, my analysis focused exclusively on the key terms that participants 
retained, added, and deleted to their visual maps over the study. This approach 
enabled easy identification of the concepts that endured for participants over 
time as well as those added during the course of the study. However, this ex-
clusive attention to key terms provided a partial view of participants’ writing 
development. Tracking changes in key terms yielded limited insight into why 
participants had chosen these terms, what these terms meant to participants, 
and how terms came to hold these meanings. Returning to the data sets, I no-
ticed and began to identify texts that participants described writing, people that 
participants connected to those texts, locations in which participants produced 
texts, and key concepts that participants associated with those texts. Tracing 
these networks of texts, people, locations, and concepts became challenging, so, 
like Novak’s research team, I began mapping each mention of these as a way of 
visualizing connections among them. After several iterations of this process, I 
developed a lifespan map (see Figure 13.5), charting lifelong development along 
the y-axis and life-wide development along the x-axis. As I illustrate in the next 
section, these lifespan maps offer insight into a writer’s development as they 
move through lifeworlds.

AN ILLUSTRATION OF VISUAL MAPPING IN 
ACTION: HUDSON’S WRITING DEVELOPMENT

To illustrate the affordances of visual mapping, I offer a brief case study of one 
writer, focusing first on the writer’s visual maps and then on my lifespan map of 
this writer. At the beginning of the study, Hudson self-identified as an 18-year-
old white man and “a first-generation college student” from a working-class fam-
ily. He began his undergraduate career majoring in music composition with the 
goal of “one day becoming a successful composer.” Looking to Hudson’s visual 
maps, his identification as a musician did not appear to influence his conception 
of writing, though the lifespan map of Hudson’s writing development uncovered 
the deep connections Hudson made between writing and composing. For in-
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stance, when Hudson created his first visual map (see Figure 13.2), he identified 
four key concepts linked via 1:1 connections in a linear sequence, as indicated 
by the three large arrows connecting write to express, express to experience, and ex-
perience to interaction. Hudson further explained these terms with “sub-bubbles” 
that included five additional key terms—personal, ethos, questions, perspective, and 
application. Read together, these nine concepts depict writing as a process with 
three stages: a writer’s expression of content, a writer’s projection of the reader’s 
experience of text, and a reader’s interaction with the text. Hudson described his 
map by explaining, “writing should include an interaction of ethos, emotions, 
feeling, and should provide more questions than answers. I believe that is the only 
way writing can assist us into the future of fresh ideas and revolution.”

Figure 13.2. Hudson’s first visual map created 8/2015.

Four months later, Hudson created a third visual map (Figure 13.3), which 
he described as “simpler” than his previous maps because it “generalizes all of 
the key terms [for defining writing] that were mentioned in the previous maps 
into five terms: purpose, express, audience, context, and genre.” Unlike map one, 
these key terms are multiply connected with double-headed arrows, indicat-
ing a shift away from a linear, process-based understanding of writing toward a 
more dynamic rhetorical conception of writing. Hudson attributed this changed 
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conception to the content of the transfer-focused writing course, explaining, 
“Whenever I am writing, I remember to consciously remind myself of what 
my purpose, audience, and genre is so that I can create the most effective piece of 
writing possible. This is something that was not as present in my initial [visual 
map] and has therefore been significantly developed over this course.” Reading 
map three alongside map one, then, indicates a changed conception of writing, 
but these maps alone do not provide insight into why Hudson’s conception of 
writing changed and whether that change extended beyond the writing class.

Created approximately four months after his third map (Figure 13.3), Hud-
son’s final visual map (see Figure 13.4) retains four key terms—audience, purpose, 
genre, and personal expression—and adds two new terms—delivery and material. 
In his verbal remarks about the map, Hudson explained that the double line 
between audience and purpose symbolizes the importance of that connection, 
while the dotted lines between delivery, material, and personal expression indicate 
variations in a writer’s agency in choosing the material of their text, the audience 
for whom they write, and the method(s) through which they deliver this text, 
such as in school settings where these choices are often constrained by an assign-
ment. As with previous maps, map five reveals changes to Hudson’s conception 
of writing, but the map provides no indication as to Hudson’s choice to add 
delivery and material to his writing definition.

Figure 13.3. Hudson’s third visual map created 12/2015.
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Figure 13.4. Hudson’s fifth visual map created 4/2016.

Figure 13.5. Lifespan map of Hudson’s writing development.

The lifespan map of Hudson’s writing—developed by tracing Hudson’s refer-
ences to texts he had written, and the people, locations, and concepts connected 
to those texts—provided a fuller, if still incomplete, portrait of his writing develop-
ment. And, because Hudson described some of his writing experiences in middle 
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and high school, I was able to plot those on the lifespan map (see Figure 13.5), 
using the y-axis to indicate lifelong writing and the x-axis to chart life-wide writing. 
The lifespan map covers the time period beginning with the earliest writing experi-
ence Hudson described—his “first research paper project” assigned by a sixth grade 
English teacher—and ending with the study’s conclusion. The black dotted line 
along the middle indicates the beginning of the study, which coincides with Hud-
son’s first year in college. The division between school writing on the left-hand side 
of the page and everyday writing on the right reflects Hudson’s distinction between 
these lifeworlds in his first definition of writing. The key in the top right corner 
indicates color coding for text, people, location, and key terms, which are further 
coded by (1) endurance over nine months, (2) recurrence after the writing course, 
and (3) presence across lifeworlds. Highlighting references to everyday, school, life-
wide, and music-related writing revealed interesting patterns in Hudson’s writing 
development that were not visible in analysis of Hudson’s visual maps.

Hudson’s identification as musician and composer does not seem to influence 
the definition of writing depicted in his visual maps. As indicated by the loca-
tion and prevalence of orange highlighting in the lifespan map, however, “music 
compositions” and “music composition maps” are texts that Hudson reported 
composing frequently both in school and during his “personal time at home.” 
For instance, as a high school student, Hudson completed a research project on 
music as an effective form of communication and composed a piece entitled 
“Red Moon” for his percussion ensemble to perform for an “adjudication.” After 
starting college, Hudson began creating “music composition maps,” a method 
for composing music that Hudson attributed to his high school band director. 
Although Hudson learned about music maps in high school, it was not until he 
began creating visual maps in his writing class that he started composing music 
maps in his personal time. When he made the connection between visual maps of 
writing and music maps, that connection was transformative for both his writing 
and composing development. As Hudson explained in his final interview:

Sometimes when I compose—this was a problem I was run-
ning into—I would sit down at the piano and start impro-
vising on ideas and I would be like “oh that was cool” and 
I would write it down, but I was never thinking about the 
whole thing. So what the [music] map helped me to do was 
think about the entire picture of the piece. And it helped me to 
like make a solid unit of a musical piece versus just like a lot of 
ideas strewn together. (emphasis added)

Likewise, Hudson described thinking of “the big picture of writing,” that is, 
the “overall picture of what you’re trying to do versus just like specifically trying 
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to do a piece of writing just to accomplish whatever you’re required to do [in a 
writing assignment].” Hudson’s development as a writer (re)shaped and was (re)
shaped by his development as a composer, both driven by his discovery of a “big 
picture” approach to writing and composing.

The lifespan map also provides insight into the endurance of specific concepts, 
including variations of personal expression stemming from Hudson’s experiences 
with creative writing in high school, as well as genre, purpose, audience, and rhetori-
cal situation/context (synonymous terms for Hudson), terms Hudson began includ-
ing on his visual maps at the conclusion of the writing class. Hudson consistently 
uses these concepts to describe both school and everyday writing, suggesting that 
they endure because of their relevance for Hudson’s life-wide writing. His addition 
of delivery and material to the final visual map provides further evidence for the 
connection between enduring concepts and life-wide writing. Hudson attributed 
his use of these concepts to a group presentation in a history course:

What we were required to do was bring a lot of new material to 
our audience, and even our teacher—he doesn’t know every-
thing about everything. . . . so I knew some things he would 
know, but I also wanted to bring some new material to what 
he saw in our presentation. So I thought of delivery because I 
think it kind of entails the genre [of the scholarly presentation] 
and also I’ve noticed like even in scholastic research papers 
it’s not always—the language and the style are not always the 
same. Like it can be very professional and very formal, but it 
also can be kind of casual. But it depends on how you’re deliver-
ing the material—or the material that you are delivering. That’s a 
lot of the time what people care about. (emphasis added)

Just as Hudson discussed delivery and material in relation to the genre of his 
history class presentation, he used these three terms to describe texts composed 
for everyday life: an application to a summer program on vocal music written 
for a committee of three professional composers; poems modeled on published 
poetry that could serve as text for vocal music compositions; and music com-
position maps that “help [him] think about the entire picture of the piece.” As 
Hudson talked through his visual maps, explaining each key term and articu-
lating his rationale for choosing it, he revealed traces of a chronology of writing 
development unfolding through a network of artifacts, people, practices, and 
concepts. These traces can be marked and tracked on a lifespan map (see Fig-
ure 13.5), affording the researcher a way of “look[ing] forward, backward, and 
across in time . . . to understand the causes, triggers, and impacts on writing 
development in an individual’s life” (Dippre & Phillips, this volume).
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A WAY FORWARD: MAPPING LIFESPAN 
WRITING DEVELOPMENT

While this study was limited by a nine-month time span, it reveals the potential 
of visual mapping as a method for studying writing in the lifespan. As Hudson’s 
case study illustrates, a visual map captures a writer’s conception of writing at 
one moment in time, and when used as a repeated measure, a visual map shows 
change—or stability—in a writer’s conception of writing as they move through 
and across lifeworlds. As documents, visual maps focus a writer’s attention on 
their conceptual knowledge and, when used in document-based interviews, can 
help to reveal traces of a complex network of texts, people, locations, and con-
cepts spanning time and space. When plotted on a lifespan map, this network 
provides a “perspective on [an individual writer’s] learning pathways that no 
other individual has” (Smith, this volume). Read alongside each other, Hudson’s 
visual maps show that his conception of writing has changed and how it has 
changed as he retains concepts like personal expression, adds concepts like genre 
and delivery, and deletes concepts like application. Used for document-based in-
terviews, Hudson’s visual maps serve as touchstones for elaborating his concep-
tion of writing, with each concept indexing a hidden network of texts, people, 
and locations. In other words, Hudson’s talk about his visual maps begins to 
reveal why his conception of writing changed, and when plotted on a lifespan 
map, changes to this conception can be understood in relation to Hudson’s “be-
com[ing] across contexts” (Smith, this volume).

Given the promise of visual mapping for studying developing writers’ con-
ceptions of writing, lifespan writing researchers can take up this method to fur-
ther refine our understanding of individual trajectories of writing development. 
Though this study was limited to a nine-month timespan, it still uncovered 
changes in writers’ conceptions of writing; what might we learn by extending the 
timespan to nine years? To nine decades? What further insights might be gained 
by sharing a researcher’s lifespan map with the writer? By asking a writer to com-
pose their own lifespan map? And what might a collection and comparison of 
individual writers’ lifespan maps reveal about patterns in writers’ developmental 
trajectories? There’s much more to explore, and I invite you to join me in map-
ping writing through the lifespan.
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CHAPTER 14.  

ADDRESSING THE FUTURITY OF 
LITERATE ACTION: TRACING THE 
ENDURING CONSEQUENCES OF 
ACTING WITH INSCRIPTIONS 
THROUGHOUT THE LIFEWORLD

Kevin Roozen
University of Central Florida

In articulating a model of writing development that adequately addresses the 
rich variety of textual engagements people encounter throughout the length and 
expanse of their lives, the Lifespan Development Writing Group (Bazerman et 
al., 2018) calls for theoretical and methodological perspectives that trace writers’ 
becoming across multiple settings. Noting that the biographical sequence of 
literate activities shaping people’s experiences of their hobbies, religious worship, 
schooling, government bureaucracy, and employment function as “pathways 
for engaging with and practicing new genres, for confronting different kinds 
of cognitive, linguistic, motivational, and social demands, and for developing 
new forms of communicative relationships” (Bazerman et al., 2018, p. 23), the 
LDWG asserts that as persons’ “adolescent and adult social worlds expand into 
new professional, commercial, civic, and other affiliational contexts, so do the 
possibilities and exigencies for their writing development” (p. 23). This chapter 
offers one response to the call for increased attention to the textual trajectories 
of meaning-making that people build, and build continually from, throughout 
their lifespans and across their lifeworlds. Based on data collected for an IRB-ap-
proved multi-year longitudinal case study of one writer throughout his college 
years, but that also reaches back to his early childhood, this chapter traces his 
use of a variety of everyday inscriptions in ways that extend across and weave 
together his engagements with disciplinary science and religious worship.

As an undergraduate microbiology major, Samuel’s (a pseudonym) science 
coursework found him navigating a dense network of “inscriptions,” a term for 
material documents that “covers everything that is used to refer to some thing or 
phenomenon in the material world, including photographs, naturalistic draw-

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2020.1053.2.14


226

Roozen

ings, diagrams, graphs, tables, lists, and equations” (Johri et al., 2013, p. 8). His 
organic chemistry class, for example, immersed Samuel in drawing a series of 
diagrams (see, for example, Figure 14.1) that graphically represent the structure 
of common organic molecules.

Figure 14.1. An excerpt from a page of Samuel’s organic chemistry notebook show-
ing his efforts to graphically represent organic molecules.

Working from the diagrams he copied from the whiteboard during class 
lectures and the ones displayed on the pages of his textbook, Samuel pains-
takingly drew and redrew different versions of these diagrams until they ad-
equately made visible the molecules’ key features, shapes, and arrangements, 
properties which cannot be seen with the naked eye or even with advanced 
imaging technologies.

Noting the mundane nature of inscriptions, Latour (1990) writes that they 
are “so practical, so modest, so pervasive, so close to the hands and the eyes that 
they escape attention” (p. 21), and yet, he acknowledges their vital importance 
to scientific ways of knowing. Articulating the centrality of inscriptions as the lo-
cus of the scientific enterprise, Latour (1990) asserts that, “Scientists start seeing 
something once they stop looking at nature and look exclusively and obsessively 
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at prints and flat inscriptions” (p. 39). What might seem like errant doodles or 
a simplistic shorthand are, as Latour (1990) states, “innovations in graphism” 
(p. 29). In learning how to see, draw, and act with these inscriptions, Samuel is 
acquiring what Latour (1990) describes as “the precise practice and craftsman-
ship of knowing” (p. 21) for chemistry. Developing a facility with producing 
and using these inscriptions, then, is a key part of Samuel’s rhetorical education 
toward becoming a scientist.

Samuel’s acting with these diagrams situates him firmly in the densely tex-
tual landscape of chemistry. And yet, as I have come to realize throughout my 
case study of Samuel’s literate activities (Prior, 1998; Prior & Shipka, 2003), 
his encounters with these diagrams is also deeply entangled with his extensive 
history of engagement with religious worship. In contrast with dominant map-
pings of writing development within specialized communities, my analysis of 
Samuel’s becoming as a scientist-in-the-making illuminates the ways people’s 
disciplinary becoming emerges across the assumed boundaries of everyday, ac-
ademic, and professional activities rather than from engagements within any 
single social world. Ultimately, this chapter argues for increased attention to 
what Gries (2015) refers to as “futurity” of literate action as a way of making 
visible the complexly historical and heterogeneous character of writing, learning, 
and becoming.

TRACING TRAJECTORIES OF BECOMING

In keeping with what Beaufort (2007) described as writing studies’ dominant 
metaphor of writing development, “one of writers moving from outsider to in-
sider status in particular discourse communities or activity systems” (p. 24), 
the dominant stories about disciplinary development that have emerged from 
writing studies’ scholarship locate writers and their writing tightly within a par-
ticular disciplinary world (Carroll, 2002; Dias et al., 1999; Geisler, 1994; Haas, 
1994; Poe, Lerner, & Craig, 2010; Winsor, 1996). These accounts configure his-
tories of development in terms of newcomers entering an unfamiliar disciplinary 
territory and moving from the periphery toward some more central location, 
mostly through increasingly deeper, fuller participation with a set of core ways 
of writing, representing, knowing, and being shared by all full members. Viewed 
from this vantage point, development is depicted as a fairly straightforward pro-
cess of taking up the already-established genres and identities available within 
the well-policed borders of an already-made social world.

These tightly situated accounts of literate development within the assumed 
borders of disciplinary worlds seem fairly commonplace, but only if we focus 
on people’s participation in this single social world. Consider, though, how 
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such mappings sever the historical trajectories people trace as their lives play 
out across expansive lifeworlds, lives textured with multiple engagements that 
extend across multiple timescales. Studies that have attended to the trajectories 
people chart across their lifeworlds have illuminated the ways disciplinarity is 
deeply entangled with those histories (Artemeva, 2009; Chiseri-Strater, 1991; 
Durst, 2019; Medway, 2002; Prior, 1998, 2018; Prior & Shipka, 2003; Roozen 
& Erickson, 2017). All told, these perspectives suggest that when our models 
of development fix writers and their writing solely on what happens within the 
presumed borders of a particular disciplinary world and solely on people’s en-
counters with its privileged forms of writing and knowing, we risk an overdeter-
mined, incomplete, and ultimately very confusing account of the pathways for 
disciplinary development.

To sharpen our view of those dynamic processes across temporalities and 
spaces, I have turned to a body of theoretical approaches that addresses the 
complex heterogeneity and heterochronicity of human mediated action and 
the prominent role such heterogeneity plays in the co-development of artifacts, 
practices, and persons across times, places, and activities (Engeström, 1993; La-
tour, 2005; Scollon, 2001; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991, 1998). Rejecting the 
notion of activity as unified, Engeström (1993) writes that, “An activity system 
is not a homogeneous entity. To the contrary, it is composed of a multitude of 
disparate elements, voices, and viewpoints. This multiplicity can be understood 
in terms of historical layers. An activity system always contains sediments of ear-
lier historical modes, as well as buds and shoots of its possible futures” (p. 68). 
The profound heterogeneity of activity means that moments of mediated action 
function as points of emergent, dynamic blending.

In addition to shaping action in the emergent here and now of a present 
moment, the interplay of heterogeneous elements also serves as the basic se-
miotic mechanism of development, as words, artifacts, practices, identities, 
and social worlds are slowly and incrementally transformed through being 
selectively reaccentuated and interwoven. Such transformations are vital in 
shaping the ways that elements might, and might not, be taken up in later 
activities in the near and distant future. Invested in understanding the con-
tinual becoming of semiotic resources, Gries (2015) argues for perspectives 
focused not on a specific element’s use in any single social interaction, but 
rather on how an element is re-used across a historical sequence of interac-
tions. She offers a conceptual and methodological framework for tracing the 
pathways of how a particular element circulates through a series of encounters, 
the continual re-shaping that occurs as an element is assembled with others, 
and the implications such re-shaping holds for an element’s potential uses in 
the future. For Gries (2015) it is through the dynamic, ongoing process of 
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“rhetorical transformation” that any particular element “becomes rhetorical in 
divergent ways as it circulates with time, enters into new associations, trans-
forms, and generates a multiplicity of consequences” (p. 14). In other words, 
elements “become rhetorical as they crystallize, circulate, enter into relations, 
and generate material consequences, whether those consequences unfold in 
conceptual or physical realms” (p. 11). What emerges from such heteroge-
neous associations are artifacts laminated with multiple histories heading into 
unknown and unpredictable futures.

In terms of understanding how people and artifacts come to be in the world, 
attention to the complexly laminated heterogeneity of situated action makes 
visible the ways artifacts, practices, and people are flexibly transformed through 
being entangled into heterogeneous associations as well as the long-term impli-
cations such transformations hold for their continual becoming. In this sense, 
the associations people build in a present moment of situated action provide 
the very resources people then build from as they take up newly transformed 
elements into later moments of action in their near and distant futures. Method-
ologically, attention to lamination suggests that analysis of practice should begin 
with people’s activity in particular sites of engagement, but should also address 
the extensive historical trajectories that flow into and emanate from such sites. 
According to Gries (2015), it is only by close attention to what she refers to as 
“futurity,” “the strands of time beyond the initial moment of production and 
delivery when rhetorical consequences unfold, often unpredictably, as things 
circulate and transform across space, form, genre, and function” (p. 14), that 
such histories can be disclosed and opened for examination. For Gries (2015) it 
is “[o]nly with an eye toward futurity” that researchers can “actually account for 
how things circulate, take on a life of their own, and help constitute and recon-
stitute collective existence” (p. 8) along a history that is “always unfolding into 
an unknown future” (p. 27).

DATA COLLECTION

Samuel is a Black (his chosen term) microbiology major at a large public uni-
versity in the southeast. He had just started his second year of college when our 
study began. According to Samuel, his intense interest in science began with 
the inquisitive nature he displayed as a child. As he described it, “growing up I 
always had a love for animals and I was always the thinker, always asked a bunch 
of questions.” He noted, though, that “growing up in the area I grew up in, it 
wasn’t cool to really pursue that, so like in my science classes, I really wasn’t that 
interested in that.” Through his volunteer work with a pet care center and his 
experiences in labs for his high school science classes, Samuel grew increasingly 
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interested in “just finding out how something works at the atomic level and 
molecular level and cellular and the tissue, organs, developing into the organism 
and how all of that works.” By the middle of high school, Samuel indicated that 
he “just fell in love with biology. I was able to immerse myself in it. And I’m like, 
‘I’m really good at this’.” His engagements with animals eventually drew him 
toward college in pursuit of a career in veterinary medicine.

Like much qualitative inquiry, the research design emerged as the study 
progressed. I first got to know Samuel as a student in a class I was teaching. 
Over the course of that semester, Samuel indicated that he was a microbiology 
major engaged in a wealth of literate activity for his science coursework. The 
following semester, I invited him to participate in a research study to under-
stand the textual practices for his science coursework. As the research moved 
forward, Samuel took up the role of “co-researcher” (Ivanic, 1998, p. 110) in 
the sense that, understanding the goals of the study, he brought new data in to 
interviews, suggested we might want to talk about this or that practice, offered 
his own insights, and responded constructively and critically to my emerging 
understandings. Initially, I collected sample texts from and conducted text-
based interviews regarding his engagements with science. During our early in-
terviews, Samuel frequently mentioned his religious faith (e.g., his knowledge 
of the Bible, his parents’ roles in the church they attended) and his activities 
associated with religious worship (e.g., attending church services, studying and 
memorizing religious texts). Because I sensed that his faith and these activities 
related to his faith were important to him, and because attending church fig-
ured prominently in my own history, they became something we talked about 
during our interviews.

Subsequent interviews on both Samuel’s activities led to more focused in-
terviews about those textual engagements, and included collection of sample 
texts in whatever representational media were appropriate (e.g., hard copy and 
digital inscriptions). Sample texts were crucial for text-based interviews that 
focused on Samuel acting with specific texts and textual activities rather than 
on his involvement with literate activities more generally. Such interviews were 
often process- and practice-based in order to make visible Samuel’s efforts 
toward creating and acting with various texts. Process-based portions of inter-
views involved having Samuel create retrospective accounts (often supported 
by texts and other artifacts) of the processes involved in the invention, pro-
duction, and circulation of a particular text (e.g., the current draft of one 
of Samuel’s chemistry lab reports), and key elements (e.g., other people or 
texts, inscriptional tools and technologies) involved in those processes. Prac-
tice-based portions of interviews aimed at understanding why and how such 
elements were employed.



231

Addressing the Futurity of Literate Action

I paid particular attention to moments when Samuel mentioned instances 
of difficulty or of learning something new. A key principle of sociohistoric 
research (Latour, 2005; Prior, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978, 1997; Wertsch, 1991) 
is that persons become much more consciously aware of action and practice 
during moments of genesis— when they are in the process of participating 
in or learning practices that are somewhat new or unfamiliar to them—and 
in moments of disruption—when their usual practices are disrupted. During 
such instances, when participation in practice slows down and persons become 
much more consciously aware of what they are doing, it is much easier to get 
a sense, from the participants’ perspective, of action in-the-making (Latour, 
1987).

In all, we conducted eight formal interviews, which resulted in just over 
14 hours of video- and audiotape data. I supplemented the formal interviews 
with dozens of follow-up questions developed while I examined the interview 
recordings, my notes, and texts that Samuel had brought to the interviews or 
had emailed me. I emailed these follow-up questions to Samuel after the formal 
interviews and he either emailed his responses, brought them up during later 
formal interviews, or mentioned them during informal conversations when he 
stopped by my office or during chance meetings on campus.

This ongoing series of interviews provided opportunities for the kinds of 
“longer conversations” and “cyclical dialogue around texts over a period of time” 
that Lillis (2008, p. 362) identified as crucial for understanding literate prac-
tice within the context of a participant’s history. They also allowed for what 
Stornaiuolo et al. (2017) describe as “the unprecedented, surprising, and mean-
ingful to emerge in observations of human activity without predetermined and 
text-centric endpoints of explanations” (p. 78). One insight that slowly emerged 
from the series of interviews was Samuel’s frequent use of diagrams and other 
inscriptions and their prominent importance in his science coursework as well 
as his other textual engagements. In terms of his science coursework, for exam-
ple, I noticed how fully he was immersed in an extensive cascade of inscriptions 
for his biology and chemistry classes and labs. I also noticed how frequently 
talk about diagrams and other inscriptions related to his various science courses 
became a focal topic of our interviews. In terms of some of his other literate ac-
tivities we explored, I noticed how he used inscriptions in those activities (e.g., 
using diagrams as a way of prompting discussion during Bible study meetings, 
copying Bible passages on notecards to aid in memorization). I also noticed how 
frequently during our interviews he would draw out the diagrams he mentioned 
and how quickly he generated them.

Another insight that emerged slowly during the early stages of the study was 
the tension Samuel felt between his deep engagement in science and his faith. 
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As I would eventually come to realize, the one thing that gave Samuel serious 
pause about pursuing a career in science was the impact it might have on his 
deep engagement with the church, a vital part of his upbringing and family life. 
Members of Samuel’s family are active in the Black Presbyterian church they 
have attended for generations. Both of his parents hold positions in the church 
leadership, and Samuel and his brother have been involved with church activi-
ties since their early childhood. Recalling the tension he felt about maintaining 
his faith and presence in the church as his interest in science grew, Samuel stated,

When I first started really pursuing science, I had trouble 
trying to see science and God in the same vein because of 
the way our culture works. We see them as two polarized, 
very opposite entities, that you can’t pursue knowledge of the 
world or try to understand creation and God himself. . . . All 
of the people that I would talk to would be like either, “Yes! 
Science is the answer, science is the way, science gives me 
all of the answers that I could ever possibly need to know.” 
And then others were like, “No, science is not this. You can’t 
believe that all of this makes sense.”

Faced with the dichotomy offered by this powerful cultural narrative, Samuel 
considered forsaking his interest in science for what he described as a “steady 
job” that would allow him to stay actively involved in his church. At the point 
Samuel started college, he had shifted toward a different stance, reconciling him-
self to pursuing a career as a veterinarian while keeping his religious engagement 
fairly private.

DATA ANALYSIS

In order to focus on Samuel’s engagement with diagrams, analysis of the data was 
oriented toward understanding the histories of Samuel’s use of inscriptions and 
inscriptional practices across multiple times, spaces, and representational media. 
To develop a sense of Samuel’s histories with inscriptions, I analyzed these data 
interpretively and holistically (Durst, 2019; Miller et al., 2003). I first arranged 
data representations (i.e., sample texts, sections of interview transcripts, inter-
pretive notes, copies of images, printed versions of still images captured from 
video, drawings Samuel had created during interviews, etc.) chronologically in 
the order in which Samuel engaged with them. Those data representations were 
examined for instances where I sensed that, or Samuel indicated that, he was act-
ing with particular inscriptions or employing particular inscriptional practices.
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This analysis of the data generated a large number of histories reaching across 
seemingly different literate activities. Based on those analyses, I constructed brief 
initial narratives of Samuel’s histories with practice across multiple engagements. 
Those initial narratives were reviewed and modified by checking and re-check-
ing those constructions against the data representations (to ensure accuracy and 
seek counter instances) and by submitting them to Samuel for his examination. 
At these times I often requested additional texts from Samuel, and frequent-
ly he volunteered to provide additional materials and insights that he thought 
might be useful in further elaborating and extending the narratives I generated. 
It was frequently the case that my understanding of the use of practices for these 
different literate activities needed significant modification as a result of closer 
inspection of the data, identification of additional relevant data, or discussions 
with Samuel during interviews or via email. Accounts of these interactions were 
modified according to Samuel’s feedback. Finally, Samuel was invited to mem-
ber check final versions of the narratives in order to determine if they seemed 
valid from his perspective.

To represent Samuel’s histories of acting with diagrams along trajectories that 
flow into and emanate from his engagement with his science coursework, and 
also to make my own analytic practices more visible, I present the results of the 
analysis as a documented narrative (Prior, 1998), or what Gries (2015) refers to 
as a “risky account” (p. 8) rather than as a structuralist analysis. Doing so allows 
me to present the history of Samuel’s acting with diagrams in a coherent fashion 
without flattening out the richness, complexity, and dynamics of their continu-
ally emergent becoming across multiple engagements.

In the sections that follow, I first examine the way Samuel’s actings with the 
diagrams he encounters for his scientific coursework come to be deeply textured 
by his engagement with religion. Next, I explore how Samuel’s laminated en-
gagement with diagrams shapes his use of them for later moments of action, first 
for a Bible study he leads later during the semester, and then two years later as 
he writes his senior thesis.

MAKING PRESENT ABSENT THINGS

From the very beginning of Samuel’s organic chemistry course, diagrams played 
an especially important role. Much of the activity centered around acting with 
a variety of molecular diagrams, bare-bones depictions that make readily visible 
a molecule’s key relevant features and its spatial arrangement and allow them 
to be closely examined, like the ones shown on the page from Samuel’s organic 
chemistry notebook offered in Figure 14.2.
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Figure 14.2. A page from Samuel’s notes for his organic chemistry class.

Describing a typical class lecture, for example, Samuel indicated that his 
professor “doesn’t write too, too much on the board unless it’s drawing a struc-
ture. . . . Like a Newman projection, she’ll draw that on the board. Like an 
organic structure she may draw on the board and then talk about chirality of a 
compound. 2-bromobutane is one of her favorites. At least for showing stereo-
isomers.” Pointing to a diagram at the top right of the page from his notebook 
(see Figure 14.2) we were looking at, Samuel stated “This is 2-bromobutane. We 
were talking about chirality and how to figure out what the chirality is.” Samuel 
indicated that he was somewhat surprised at the emphasis placed on students 
being able to draw the diagrams themselves. I include below a brief excerpt from 
one of our interviews during which Samuel describes his organic chemistry pro-
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fessor’s emphasis on knowing how to draw chair conformation diagrams: 

Samuel: I don’t write very neatly and I don’t draw very well. 
So the fact that I had to draw these chair confirmations [the 
diagrams in Figure 14.2 with the boxes drawn around them] 
in pen is just weird. Plus, like, one example of drawing them, 
like learning how do it . . . She taught us to set up each of 
these. [Samuel picks up a pen and draws the top of the two 
chair conformation diagrams at the very bottom right-hand 
side of the page shown in Figure 14.2.] Draw 2 parallel lines, 
set them each apart, and then draw an equilateral triangle. 
Well, whenever I would do it like that, my chair confirma-
tions would come out looking like this [laughing, and point-
ing to the top conformation diagram he drew at the bottom 
of the page]. And I’m like, I don’t understand!

Kevin: I see. So you’re trying to get it to look like this [point-
ing to one of the chair conformation diagrams in the middle 
of the page].

Samuel: So I learned, ok if I do this and draw this up and 
draw this down, just do dramatic everything then it comes 
out looking like a chair conformation [drawing the chair 
conformation diagram at the very bottom right-hand side of 
the page].

In this portion from the interview, Samuel describes and illustrates two dif-
ferent techniques he has encountered for drawing chair conformation diagrams. 
The first strategy, shown to him by his professor, involves drawing two slight-
ly offset parallel lines and connecting them with two equilateral triangles. His 
comments regarding the second strategy suggest that it is a version of the first 
technique, but involves drawing sharper, more “dramatic” triangles.

Despite their mundane and practical nature, these inscriptions allow chem-
ists to re-represent molecules that can’t be seen with the naked eye, and that are 
too messy and complex to make out even when made visible by cutting edge 
imaging technologies. Employing a few short line segments, simple geometric 
shapes (circles, rectangles, wedges, and arrows), and letters, these diagrams de-
pict a neatly and precisely arranged structure. The precise ordering is what allows 
chemists to see features like the positioning of particular atoms and the angles of 
the various bonds between them. These features, in turn, afford chemists a way 
of understanding how bonds are likely to change in response to interactions with 
other molecules, or how easily bonds might be formed or broken.
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While scientific diagrams certainly allowed Samuel to see the key features 
and arrangements of molecules, they also presented to his eye a great deal more. 
For Samuel, whose life history includes a deep and sustained engagement with 
religious worship, his ability to see, use, and construe scientific diagrams was 
deeply laminated with, and thus shaped by, his engagement with his faith. Over 
multiple interviews, Samuel routinely mentioned how these renderings illumi-
nated God’s handiwork to him. His laminated seeing of chemical inscriptions 
surfaced quite unexpectedly, for example, during one of our interviews while 
discussing some of the Bible passages he was working to memorize. I include 
below an excerpt from that interview where we were discussing a passage from 
Colossians:

Samuel: So Colossians 1:17, [reading from an index card with 
the verse from Colossians 1:17 written on it] “He is before 
all things and in him all things hold together.” . . . There’s 
nothing apart from him, literally nothing apart from him 
because everything, institutions, atoms, subatomic particles, 
everything holds together in Christ.

Kevin: I can see why you chose that one.

Samuel: And then when people ask me why I believe what I 
believe or why I think the way I think I say, “Hey, well, here’s 
what the Bible tells me” and it actually makes a lot of sense 
when you study like chemistry, we learn how the trend for the 
universe is randomness but the very nature of matter, even at 
the most seemingly insignificant of levels, the microscopic lev-
els, there’s organization. There’s organization that we can ac-
tually notice plus there’s still things that we don’t understand 
about the organization and the structure of an atom, of the 
nucleus, of orbitals or electrons. We can’t tell with any true 
100 percent certainty where an electron is around an atom in 
orbit. And that becomes increasingly difficult when we talk 
about hybridization and the bonding that occurs between an 
SP3 orbital and an SP3 orbital like in ethane.

After reading the verse, Samuel elaborates the phrase “all things hold to-
gether” by emphasizing that “all things” encompasses “institutions, atoms, 
and subatomic particles.” Following my brief comment about his decision 
to choose Colossians 1:17, Samuel then indicates that everything being held 
together by a divine maker is consistent with what the study of chemistry 
has illuminated regarding the ordered design of even the smallest levels of 
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organization for the physical world. As examples, he evokes the structure of 
the atom and its constituents and the bonds between the carbon atoms in a 
molecule of ethane, structures typically represented in the diagrams he would 
have encountered during lectures for his science courses, on the pages of his 
course textbook, and those he accessed online. For Samuel, the organization 
and order “at the microscopic levels” made visible by diagrams depicting the 
sp3 bonding in ethane, for example, evidence God’s ability to “hold all things 
together.”

To echo Latour (1990), science is not all that Samuel is seeing, or doing, 
when he starts looking exclusively and obsessively at the inscriptions animating 
his science coursework. Samuel’s seeing of the ethane molecule is heterogeneous-
ly situated across and complexly mediated by his engagements with science and 
religious worship. In addition to Samuel’s seeing with the diagrams being in-
formed by his engagement with science, it is also deeply, densely laminated with 
his long history of religious worship and the texts that it involves. In Gries’s 
(2015) terms, the diagrams have become “dynamic, complex entanglements that 
often change right before our very eyes as they experience new associations” (p. 
13). It is through this lamination that for Samuel, these scientific diagrams take 
on what Gries (2015) refers to as their rhetorical “life,” their “complex and in-
tense vitality” (p. 8). One important consequence of this lamination for Samuel 
is that it occasions the opportunity for him to draw his faith together with his 
science and his science together with his faith.

As I elaborate in the two sections that follow, Samuel’s laminations of 
science and religion do not just lead brief, fleeting half-lives in the flow of 
Samuel’s history. Rather, these interweavings have long-term consequences for 
his becoming. In the next section, I examine how Samuel’s laminated seeing 
of chemical diagrams is employed in a Bible study meeting he led midway 
through the semester.

“WE WERE TALKING ABOUT GOD AND WE 
WERE TALKING ABOUT CHEMISTRY”

During his sophomore year of college, the same semester he was enrolled in 
organic chemistry, Samuel and some of his friends organized a Bible study in his 
residence hall, and Samuel’s co-organizers “volunteered” him to lead the group’s 
meetings. While Samuel was excited, he was also “exceedingly nervous” because 
he hadn’t had much experience leading small groups of people he knew fairly 
well, and because he couldn’t come up some productive activities for the group’s 
first session. He considered a fairly typical move of examining some passages 
of scripture, but decided against it because he didn’t want to dive into verses 
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that participants would not have had time to read and think about beforehand. 
He was, as he described it to me, “freaking out.” One of his co-organizers with 
some experience leading small Bible studies suggested that Samuel could prompt 
some discussion by showing participants a fairly simple diagram of a wheel rep-
resenting key components of the Christian walk. Based on Samuel’s account of 
that initial meeting, his use of this inscription worked to stimulate conversation 
fairly well. For leading the group’s later meetings throughout the semester, Sam-
uel typically relied upon some type of diagram (e.g., a flowchart showing the 
progression of Christian growth) or representation (e.g., a brief outline of the 
chronology of the book of John) and some selected Bible passages group mem-
bers agreed to read and study beforehand.

In addition to the more immediately recognizable religious-themed inscrip-
tions, one of the diagrams from Samuel’s organic chemistry course would also 
find its way into the Bible study meetings he led. In the interview excerpt I’ve 
included below, Samuel starts to describe one of the group’s recent meetings, one 
held just the day before our interview.

Samuel: In the Bible study in my dorm yesterday, we were 
talking about God and we were talking about chemistry, this 
was before the study started. We were talking about order 
and how the smallest level that we can now possibly know 
of, to some relative amount, that there is order. Scientists 
will say that there are shell levels within the nucleus, quarks, 
the different types of sub-nuclear constituents, they all are 
organized. There’s order in the nucleus. And then there’s order 
in the electron shells. There’s order in the way the molecules 
arrange. And so, we’re talking enantiomers. [Picking up a pen 
and looking for a piece of paper].
Kevin: What’s an enantiomer? [Getting paper out for Samu-
el].
Samuel: [While drawing the diagram in Figure 14.3]. An 
enantiomer is a stereoisomer, or stereoisomers that are mirror 
images of each other. So, I have 2-bromobutane. And then 
this will be my mirror plane. I have the same thing, basically. 
But the thing about enantiomers are that even though they’re 
mirror images they’re not superimposable. You can’t put one 
on top of the other and have it match up. You see that we 
have this and this [pointing to the top and bottom diagrams 
on the left-hand side of Figure 14.3]. They’re two different 
conformations.
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Figure 14.3. Samuel’s drawing of skeletal structures of 2-bromobutane, created 
during our interview, that he used at his Bible study.

Samuel mentions that he and members of the Bible study were “talking 
about God” and “talking about chemistry” prior to the start of the meeting as 
part of a discussion regarding the ordered character of the universe, from the 
smallest nuclear and sub-nuclear particles to the molecular level, and adds that 
the discussion turned to enantiomers. In response to my query about what enan-
tiomers are, Samuel explains that enantiomers are stereoisomers, molecules that 
have the same composition but with a slightly different arrangement, drawing 
two different conformations of 2-bromobutane, his professor’s favorite example 
of a stereoisomer, as he does so. He uses the diagrams to show me that the top 
and bottom versions of 2-bromobutane, while seeming almost identical, differ 
in terms of which way the bromine (Br) and hydrogen (H) atoms are arrayed 
in space (depicted by his use of the wedge-dash in Figure 14.3 to indicate that 
the Br and H atoms are extending out of the back and front of the plane of the 
page). This small detail has important consequences for how the two versions re-
act with light and with other molecules. In his very precise, meticulous fashion, 
over the next ten minutes of the interview Samuel offered a lengthy and detailed 
explanation of why this one tiny detail meant that the two versions were not 
superimposable, and why that made such a pronounced difference.

Curious about how he saw the 2-bromobutane connecting to the Bible study 
meeting he had mentioned, when Samuel ended his explanation I circled back 
to the topic of the Bible study meeting, inviting Samuel to say more about how 
it came to pass that the members of a Bible study were discussing chemistry. In 
the excerpt from that interview I’ve included below, Samuel explains how 2-bro-
mobutane came to be entangled with the discourse of the Bible study:

Kevin: You mentioned that you were talking about some of this 
before your Bible study started. What prompted that? Are there 
people in your Bible study that are chem[istry] majors or?
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Samuel: Chem[ical] E[ngineering]. One of them was a Chem 
E major and I was talking to him about it. We were just 
talking about order and disorder and I was like “ok, here’s 
what I think about it. 2-bromobutane.”
Kevin: And he knew what you were talking about?
Samuel: I mean, I just drew it out for him. I explained to him 
what an organic structure looked like and what all these things 
were, that is was a three-dimensional thing, non-super impos-
able, ok what are the implications of that? And then it was like 
ok, so, why is it that there are implications for order in design? 
Not just in with life, but even at the most basic of levels. The 
way in which inorganic, or organic in this case, materials react 
with things like light. The way that they polarize it or don’t 
polarize it because this rotates polarized light at the D line of 
sodium. So like, 589 nanometers. It rotates it clockwise. This 
one does. So it does so in a negative direction. The angle of 
incidence from 0 is -23.1. And it’s the opposite for the coun-
terclockwise direction. So these 2 enantiomers rotate the angle 
of incidence at the same magnitude but where the light goes is 
implied based on the structure. The 3-dimensional structure.

In response to my question about how the topic of chemistry came up, Sam-
uel indicates that one of the study members was a Chemical Engineering major. 
He then indicates that the discussion the two of them were having about the 
ordered nature of the physical world was grounded in a hastily-sketched diagram 
of 2-bromobutane—his organic chemistry professor’s favorite molecule to draw 
and thus one Samuel had encountered many times in organic chemistry lectures 
and homework—that Samuel had quickly generated in the midst of their con-
versation.

When I asked Samuel how he thought the discussion between himself and 
the Chem E guy went, he responded by saying that:

He was following me. I didn’t add this stuff [pointing to the 
-23.1 and +23.1 on the diagram] in, I didn’t start thinking 
about that until I was writing in my [chemistry] book, writing 
the notes and I was just like, man, even the way that these 
molecules, which are already structured and organized, react 
with light, there’s a distinction and it’s constant under these 
circumstances. It just amazes me. The fact that they are equal 
and opposite. He’s [the Chem E guy] like, “Well it makes a 
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lot of sense because of the structure” and “I’m like, ok, but it’s 
order. At a very basic level.”

From Samuel’s perspective, the Chem E guy was able to understand the com-
plex points he was working to make about the tiny differences between the two ver-
sions of the molecule Samuel had drawn and the consequences of those differences.

Based on what Samuel describes in the interview, then, he and the Chem E 
guy, and perhaps other participants as well, were using Samuel’s quick sketch of 
these two versions of 2-bromobutane to “talk about God and talk about chem-
istry,” focusing on the tiny difference between the two versions of the molecule 
made visible by the wedge dash projection in the diagram to talk about the order 
and design apparent at some of the smallest scales imaginable as a mark of God’s 
handiwork and creativity. Samuel’s comments that the numerical figures (“-23.1” 
and “+23.1”) on the diagram are ones he added at some point after the Bible study 
meeting when he was writing in his chemistry notebook and engaging with his 
chemistry notes suggest that the discussion of 2-bromobutane during the Bible 
study prompted him to examine the molecule’s features and properties even more 
carefully later that evening when he was studying his organic chemistry materials.

Having encountered scientific diagrams as a means of making visible God’s 
handiwork in the physical arrangement of molecules to himself, Samuel deploys 
his quickly drawn diagram of 2-bromobutane in the space of his Bible study 
meeting to make God’s character visible to one of the participants, a Chemical 
Engineering major who likely had encountered that diagram throughout his 
own studies. In doing so, Samuel’s organic chemistry professor’s favorite exam-
ple to draw to illuminate differences between stereoisomers becomes a means 
of making God’s character visible to others. Gries (2015) notes that as a visual 
artifact “circulates with time” and “enters into new associations,” it “generates a 
multiplicity of consequences” (p. 14). Samuel’s reuse of the 2-bromobutane di-
agram certainly generates a number of consequences. First, in incorporating the 
diagram into the discourse of the meeting, the 2-bromobutane diagram func-
tions as an inscriptional space into which Samuel can draw religion and science 
together in his life. Another consequence of deploying the diagram into the 
space of the meeting is that it offers Samuel a means of fashioning a possibility 
for selfhood that he might not otherwise have had available. As the result of 
acting with the diagram, Samuel has the possibility of becoming a person who 
is more comfortable leading a Bible study for people he knows fairly well, some-
thing that he mentioned was a source of anxiety for him as he prepared to lead 
the meetings at the start of the semester. Finally, by sharing the diagram with the 
Chem E guy, Samuel is able to enjoin someone else in weaving together science 
and religion into their life. In these ways, Samuel’s acting with the 2-bromobu-
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tane diagram affords what Gries (2015) refers to as “the ability to reassemble 
collective existence” (p. 13).

In the next section, I examine the enduring consequences of Samuel’s 
laminated encounters with scientific diagrams on his becoming as a scien-
tist-in-the-making as they are described in the undergraduate honors thesis he 
wrote throughout his final undergraduate year.

EXPLORING “THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN SCIENCE AND FAITH”

To fulfil the capstone requirements for his undergraduate honors program, Sam-
uel was required to write a senior thesis on a topic of his choosing related to 
his major in microbiology. For his thesis topic, Samuel opted to examine the 
relationship between science and religion. The initial portions of Samuel’s for-
ty-page, multi-chapter thesis explore how historical figures including Galileo 
and Jonathan Edwards navigated the seeming disjunctures between science and 
faith, but throughout the latter sections Samuel’s discussion offers readers some 
glimpses into his own experiences navigating this relationship over his college 
years. In contrast to the dominant cultural narrative that understands science 
and faith as “mutually exclusive or at the very least thought to operate in vastly 
different spheres such that one ought not to influence the other,” as he described 
it in his thesis, Samuel stated that by his senior year of college he had come to be 
entangled in his life to view science and faith as existing in a productive synergy. 
Articulating his central argument in the abstract of his thesis, Samuel writes, 
“the relationship between science and faith seems to be a synergistic one: the two 
enhance one another. As individuals study both the book of nature and the book 
of scripture, their love of God and enthusiasm for science are both enhanced.”

In the opening portion of his thesis, Samuel indicates that he arrived at his 
conclusion based on his observations that science and faith had come together 
in a number of ways in his life as an undergraduate. Reflecting on the past four 
years in his introductory chapter, Samuel writes:

As I began to grow in my knowledge of God and the Scrip-
tures, I was also growing in my knowledge of biology and 
chemistry. . . . As I studied science more deeply, He seemed 
more fascinating, more brilliant, and more beautiful than I’d 
first realized. This, in turn, made me want to study science even 
more so that I could see more of the awesomeness of God.

Over the next thirty-nine pages of his thesis, Samuel points to a number of 
particular instances in which science and faith had come to be entangled in his 
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life, reaching back to his initial years as an undergraduate. Each of the instances 
Samuel describes involved his close encounters with inscriptions.

For example, in a passage from his brief concluding chapter, reflecting back 
over the full arc of his trajectory across the undergraduate curriculum, Samuel 
wrote,

As I have studied science, from biology to biochemistry, I 
have become more fascinated by the God I had come to know 
through the scriptures. Studying His character and seeing 
some of His characteristics reflected through the ways in 
which the elegant molecular systems that allow all of life to 
function at times overwhelms me with elation. Many times 
I can barely contain my joy and awestruck wonder as more 
and more of the power, genius, and creativity of God become 
apparent through the study of the book of nature. It drives 
me to love and follow Him more fervently with my heart, 
mind, and soul, while simultaneously making me more eager 
to study the science through which these attributes emanate.

Here, Samuel indicates that it was through examining “the elegant molecular 
systems that allow life to function” made readily visible through the inscriptions 
he encountered in courses “from biology to biochemistry” that he became “fasci-
nated by the God I had come to know through the scriptures.” For Samuel, the 
“elegant systems” made visible by the inscriptions reflected “the power, genius, 
and creativity of God.” This increased insight into the character of the Creator 
also motivated Samuel to engage more deeply with “the science through which 
these attributed emanate.”

Latour (1990) notes that the mundane nature of inscriptions means that they 
often escape attention, but they certainly did not escape Samuel’s. His seemingly 
mundane encounters with inscriptions held some enduring consequences for 
Samuel’s becoming as a scientist-in-the-making. Samuel’s thesis, written during 
his final year as an undergraduate, illuminates how his engagements with sci-
entific diagrams have been consequential to the pace and path of his emerging 
disciplinary trajectory. For Samuel, multiple encounters with these inscriptions 
across multiple courses brought science and religion together for him. Based on 
what he describes throughout his thesis, the interweaving of science and religion 
is not just something he did initially in his early science courses and that eventu-
ally subsided as he progressed through the curriculum, and not something that 
faded as his knowledge of science deepened. Rather, it increasingly intensified. 
Over his undergraduate years, Samuel’s laminated seeing of diagrams increas-
ingly deepened and enriched not just his knowledge of science, but his enthu-
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siasm for knowing more about science. In turn, that enriched view of science 
also deepened his enthusiasm for knowing more about God’s character. To echo 
Engeström (1993), Samuel’s laminated encounters with those mundane inscrip-
tions in his science classes, and in the Bible study meeting as well, were the “buds 
and shoots” (p. 68) of his becoming as a scientist of faith.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This tracing of Samuel’s history of acting with scientific diagrams across mul-
tiple engagements helps illuminate the ways in which people, texts, and arti-
facts circulate, and, more importantly, are agentively circulated by particular 
actors throughout the expansive lifeworlds they navigate. As Dippre and Smith 
(this volume) point out, such circulations can be viewed productively as acts 
of contextualization, the continually emergent work of making and re-making 
social worlds. This analysis of Samuel’s actings with inscriptions suggests that 
rather than focusing so intently on fixing textual action within a particular, al-
ready-made context, researchers might productively attend to people’s acts of 
contextualization through continually tying, untying, and retying together his-
tories of action in the emergent here and now through the ongoing repurposing 
of discourses, practices, and identities that have seen use across other thens and 
theres. In Samuel’s case, consider how vitally important the continual weaving 
together of science and religion has been. In examining futurity in acts of mean-
ing-making, Gries (2015) asserts the importance of addressing “what happens 
not only to an image but also to the people and other entities an image encoun-
ters when they all enter into complex relations” (p. 14). Over the course of this 
documented narrative, Samuel has shifted from a person who “had trouble try-
ing to see science and God in the same vein” and who had opted to background 
his faith while pursuing a career in science to a scientist of faith. The lamination 
of science and faith also continued as Samuel navigated four years of veterinary 
school. During that time, Samuel led a large weekly Bible study for members 
of his cohort, and also co-facilitated a smaller Bible study as his schedule al-
lowed. In addition, he was also deeply involved with some of the Christian veter-
inary organizations on his campus. Samuel graduated from veterinary school in 
Spring 2018 and has recently started work as a veterinarian in a large city in the 
same region as his hometown. He has also joined and become an active member 
of one of the nearby churches, and, as his busy schedule permits, he is hoping 
to continue his participation with the religiously affiliated veterinary medicine 
organizations at his alma mater.

In their discussion of the protean nature of context, Dippre and Smith (this 
volume) point out that addressing how writing can develop across the lifespan as 
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part of changing contexts, the first principle of a model of writing development 
articulated in Bazerman et al.’s (2018) The Lifespan Development of Writing, de-
mands an approach capable of illuminating “how literate actors move, in their 
work of producing writing, from one moment to the next, and how they keep 
the work of context going in the process of that work” (p. 33-34). Attention to 
the futurity of acts of inscription, to their emergent circulation toward unpre-
dictable futures, can certainly help writing researchers account for and make 
more fully visible the ways in which what might seem like a series of discrete, 
autonomous textual moments come to be entangled together across our pasts, 
presents, and potential futures, to compose a richly literate life.
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The authors of this collection have shared a range of theoretical positions and 
empirical studies that uncover the complex literate lives of writers and point 
us towards more diverse and more robust paths to researching writing through 
the lifespan. We have looked at writing from grade school students (Arya et al., 
Chapter 11) to retirees (Bowen, Chapter 7), and from everyday inscriptions 
(Naftzinger, Chapter 5) to religious and school writings (Roozen, Chapter 14). 
We’ve examined concepts and methods as diverse as sociohistoric theory, au-
toethnography, and structural equation modeling, along with other theoretical 
and empirical approaches, and we’ve questioned everything from the role of 
context in the production of literate action (Dippre & Smith, Chapter 2) to the 
way that language as seemingly insignificant as prepositions shapes the ways that 
we think about lifespan writing and lifespan writing research (Smith, Chapter 
1). We’ve explored innovative, even radical methodologies that push us out of 
our disciplinary comfort zones and examined how existing methodologies might 
be best leveraged to understand lifespan writing. Throughout these vibrant and 
diverse chapters, we have attempted to showcase the creative range and meth-
odological flexibility needed to meet the challenges of understanding writing 
through the lifespan.

Yet a considerable challenge for lifespan writing research remains: how can 
we mobilize the various traditions, methods, and understandings of writing in 
these pages (and beyond) together, in ways that build on convergent themes, 
theories, methods, and stances but also take advantage of the divergences of 
each approach? How do we create unity from all this diversity? How, in other 
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words, can we generate murmurations for a lifespan writing research agenda that 
includes the multiple approaches needed (including many more not represented 
in this text)? And how do we simultaneously orchestrate those approaches into 
harmonious, productive, and mutually enriching work? In our conclusion, we 
chart a path forward for a multidisciplinary, multi-site, multi-generational study 
of writing through the lifespan.

MOBILIZING CONVERGENCES TO EMBRACE RESONANCES

This collection suggests many moments of convergence: research that through 
methodological and epistemological stances, data sources, analytic choices, find-
ings, or interests overlap and/or interact with one another in some way. Bowen’s 
work on literacy tours, for instance, shares some significant theoretical assump-
tions with Roozen’s work on semiosis and Dippre and Smith’s work on context. 
The first “move” of our attempt to orchestrate our broad range of methods is to 
mobilize these points of convergence.

We do this by identifying, explicating, and elaborating upon the connec-
tions across the widely varying traditions that fall under the “big tent” of life-
span writing research. Much like Agar (1994) mobilizes a frame clash between 
ethnographic site and ethnographer into a rich point for research, we mobilize 
a point of convergence by (a) attending to the ways in which the intersecting tra-
ditions reached such a point, (b) uncovering the assumptions they bring with 
them, and (c) articulating the finer agreements and contradictions that emerge 
from such work.

Consider, for instance, the point of convergence that occurs between Roozen’s 
and Naftzinger’s chapters in this volume. Both Roozen and Naftzinger address 
ordinary, even mundane inscriptions. Roozen arrives at this point by following 
the work of Latour, trying to work out the ways in which everyday inscriptions 
shape and are shaped by the actions of his interviewee. Naftzinger comes to the 
concept of everyday writing by trying to get into the heads of the participants he 
is working with to see how they operationalize the concept of “everyday writing” 
for their own purposes. We can see two different but qualitative ways of envi-
sioning what this “everyday writing” concept is all about.

So we have two studies, each of which has reached the concept of “everyday 
writing,” but through different framings and with different intentions. Now, 
what might we have to say about the assumptions that these two chapters are 
bringing with them? How can we unpack that in ways that can help us go about 
the work of bringing these two together? A good starting point might be the 
agentive nature of inscriptions that Roozen’s approach brings. By inviting in the 
work of Latour, we can see more clearly that inscriptions do things, much like 
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other aspects of any given social situation. The inscriptions are actants, really, 
pulling on other actants, coordinating with other actants as meaning unfolds.

Naftzinger’s text, on the other hand, does not attend to the agentive powers 
of the writing that he investigates. In fact, his work seems focused squarely on 
the understandings of the human beings in his study, and how they might come 
to understand this concept of everyday writing. So we have two different starting 
points for agency: Naftzinger’s understanding, at least in this study, rests in the 
human being, whereas Roozen’s rests in the interaction of elements, including 
the agentive power—that is, the ability to impact a situation—of inscriptions, 
even mundane ones. But is this an insurmountable difference? Might we find a 
third way forward to integrate these two or, at the very least, obviate on some 
occasions (i.e., in the pursuit of some kinds of study) a difference such as this?

Perhaps. An interesting aspect of the finer points of Roozen’s uptake of Latour 
is in the distributed aspects of cognition that are caught up in Latour’s thinking. 
This can be seen in Latour’s (1996) response to Hutchins’ Cognition in the Wild, 
which argues for understanding cognition as deeply situated, as occurring through 
the action and interaction of people and objects. This may be a particular way 
to understand Roozen and Naftzinger together and, by extension, move forward 
with lifespan-oriented research on writing.

Let us unpack this a bit more. Roozen envisions inscriptions as agentive in that 
they have bearing on the situation and help actors make sense of an unfolding scene 
of action. Naftzinger attends more closely to the individual understandings that 
unfold when writers reflect on the work of everyday writing. In both of these situ-
ations we can use Hutchins’ work as a way of making sense of the material that we 
see—both Roozen’s interview subject in bringing chemistry and religion together, 
and Naftzinger’s subjects in identifying everyday writing. This work occurs amidst 
the coordinated efforts of people and objects, and it is through that that we can see 
both the blend of religion and chemistry and the acts of defining an everyday activ-
ity. So we can use distributed cognition as a divining rod, one that can be followed 
out in two ways: to treat everyday inscriptions as sense-making vehicles with their 
own agency, and to attend to acts of reflection by multiple interview subjects.

As the above example shows, mobilizing a point of convergence can bring 
more questions than answers, which is fine: through such articulations, we can 
identify further points of convergence, uncover connections to still more tra-
ditions, and thereby communicate across a range of theoretical, empirical, and 
disciplinary orientations. But such mapping, as we note above, is just the first 
“move” in the complex work of building a lifespan study of writing. At this 
point, as the name of the chapter suggests, we’ve merely embraced resonance by 
capitalizing on points of convergence that emerge from research that aims to 
understand writing through the lifespan. Though it’s disappointing to tag such 
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complex work with the word “merely,” we have but only begun our work. In 
the next “move” of our process, we outline how we might move from the new 
insights that embracing resonances offers to then creating the coherence needed 
to move a multidisciplinary project forward.

EMBRACING RESONANCES TO CREATE COHERENCE

As readers will no doubt agree, the mark of a good research study is its integrity 
across its steps. While a research study should of course be on sound ethical 
ground, we focus here on a different definition of the word integrity: as whole, as 
undiminished. A study has integrity when its various parts are deeply interrelated. 
The research questions, theoretical assumptions, methods, and conclusions feed 
off of one another, each crying out for the choices made in the others, with those 
cries being answered effectively.

If such integrity is at the core of a strong research study, the aim of a coher-
ent multidisciplinary research project should be to enable the pursuit of such 
projects. At this point the stakes are raised and points of convergence must be 
further mined so that a deeper understanding of each approach emerges, and 
with it a mutual orientation to the problem at hand. Building on the finer points 
of agreement provided in this next step, creating coherence, we can start to move 
forward in ways that inform future studies.

Much as we mobilized points of convergence in order to embrace resonances, 
we can use those resonances to create coherence through multiple steps. Our 
first step, reciprocating, brings our attention to the ways in which the disciplines 
we bring to the table can be used to support one another. Our second step, mo-
tivating, allows us to orient multi-disciplinary studies toward similar objects of 
interest. Drawing on two other studies from this collection—Bowen’s (Chapter 
7) literacy tours and Workman’s (Chapter 13) cognitive mapping—we demon-
strate these steps in use.

Bowen’s and Workman’s studies are miles apart in many ways: Bowen at-
tends to the deeply material aspects of performing literate action, to the point of 
attending to the physical spaces within which writing happens, and Workman 
pays close attention to the cognitive constructs that her subjects carry around 
with them in their heads. Furthermore, Bowen works with an older writer in his 
80s, while Workman interviews a college-aged student. On the surface, then, we 
can imagine that these two studies are essentially parallel lines, destined never to 
meet. Thankfully, our total disrespect for geometry allows us to identify places 
where we can see these parallel lines meeting.

Both of these authors have a basic interest in lifespan writing research and 
are orienting their studies in a lifespan direction. This gives us a starting point 
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from which we might identify opportunities to reciprocate—that is, moments in 
theoretical framing, in data collection, and in analysis when each study might be 
used to support the other. This can be something as simple as using similar word 
choice in interview questions, or as complex as building up a set of connected, 
testable propositions that carry across from one research site to the next.

In the cases of Bowen and Workman, the two authors are paying close at-
tention to sense-making practices, even if neither one uses the phrase directly. 
Workman is interested in a changing theory of writing over time and Bowen 
is interested in understanding the ways in which individuals organize them-
selves to engage in the act of writing. Both authors, in other words, attend to 
sense-making activity, albeit with different starting points and in different ways. 
This starting point or common frame can allow the two researchers to conduct 
future studies that can feed into their understandings of sense-making, while 
also collecting data that enriches each other’s work. Workman, for instance, 
might offer an opportunity for participants to describe their writing environ-
ment as well as their theories. Bowen, on the other hand, may add some inter-
view questions that allow her subjects to articulate the cognitive framework they 
use to think through writing.

Such reciprocity serves as a starting point: it gives each researcher some skin 
in the other’s work, and by extension provides opportunities for further work 
together. From here, the researchers can take the next step, motivating, in which 
they begin to orient toward similar research objects.

This is not as easy as it sounds. After all, both Bowen and Workman are 
oriented toward writing, and in particular, writing through the lifespan. But, in 
their work with different theoretical frameworks, different methods, and differ-
ent research questions, their studies are—with the exception of the sense-mak-
ing focus addressed above—separate from one another. In the motivating step, 
we propose helping researchers identify and operationalize together the shared 
motivations that they have. Bowen’s work, for instance, challenges a curriculum 
of aging as part of its lifespan-oriented agenda. Workman’s study, on the other 
hand, complicates and challenges our notions of transfer and the complexity of 
the constructs we hold in our minds when going about the act of writing.

But there’s an underlying connection at work, one that has sense-making as a 
component of it. Each of these researchers is attempting to understand a process 
that is at odds with contemporary accounts of related phenomena. Bowen sees 
older writers writing and develops a methodology of literacy tours to uncover 
some facts that push-back against the pervasive curriculum of aging. Workman, 
meanwhile, sees visual mapping as a way to uncover the complexity of writing 
across one’s life, developing an account of that complexity that runs counter to 
simpler psychological accounts of writing and transfer.



252

Dippre and Phillips

Both of these authors, in other words, push back against contemporary ac-
counts of writing and uncover persuasive supporting facts in the process. Be-
cause they are interested in challenging such notions of writing and writers, 
both Workman and Bowen attend carefully to the sense-making activity of their 
research participants. This careful attention pays dividends in developing per-
suasive cases that, with that sense-making activity at their center, productively 
disrupt commonplaces about writing. It is the focus on sense-making that allows 
them to uncover persuasive facts.

The connection between sense-making and push-back is the starting point 
for motivating these researchers to attend to similar phenomena in mutually 
productive ways. Bowen’s challenge to a curriculum of aging could be further 
served by a raft of complex visual maps that trace out the richly literate lives of 
older writers, just as Workman’s attempt to highlight the complexity of writing 
can be further enriched by attending to literacy tours. Thinking about the ben-
efits of moving together toward shared goals—even goals as broad as countering 
contemporary accounts of writing—is the starting point for actually moving 
forward together. When we see how our research can benefit, we have motiva-
tion to move beyond simply embracing resonances to create the kind of coher-
ence needed to generate murmurations.

CREATING COHERENCE TO GENERATE 
MURMURATIONS: DEVELOPING LINES OF INQUIRY 
ACROSS SITES, RESEARCHERS, AND METHODS

Our moves of mobilizing points of convergence to embrace resonance and then 
creating coherence give us a good starting point—a flexible framework that al-
lows us to start from just about anywhere. In terms of having a useful, portable 
framework for multidisciplinary research, this is a good thing. In terms of es-
tablishing an ambitious, long-term research project at multiple sites around the 
world, though, it’s inadequate. Once our metaphorical birds have taken flight 
together with some kind of coherence, we’ve got to be able to maintain that 
coherence while we’re in flight. We will need to be able to define a goal and 
shift directions if we truly want to accommodate so many diverse disciplines, 
interests, and goals. Coherence gets our studies off the ground; murmurations 
keep them moving, together. Thus, our final move is to use the coherence we’ve 
created to develop lines of inquiry. These lines of inquiry give our murmurations 
enough structure that the flock stays together instead of splitting into multiple 
directions. We propose that lines of inquiry can allow us to prioritize the points 
of coherence, keep them linked, yet also allow their directions to shift over time 
as interests, exigencies, and, most important, the data dictate.
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Elsewhere (Dippre & Phillips, in press), we define a line of inquiry as a rig-
orous investigation of a concept or set of concepts that can be traced through 
the lifespan and scaled from a case study to a large data set. Our work of devel-
oping a line of inquiry, then, begins with a concept or a phrase that has value to 
researchers throughout the Writing Through the Lifespan Collaboration. Con-
sider, for instance, the focus of Dippre and Smith’s chapter: context. Context is 
important for understanding how writing changes across time. Where people 
write, how they write, and the objects they use to write all impact their un-
derstandings of the limits and possibilities of writing, as well as their eventual 
uptakes. Dippre and Smith argue for a particular orientation to context, and 
although some chapters like Roozen’s deliberately work within a similar frame-
work, others like Zajic and Poch (Chapter 3) conceive of context as less “active,” 
and instead operating as a steady backdrop that can allow for changes in writing 
to be brought into focus. This is a concept, then, that matters to multiple re-
searchers and orientations, even if it matters in different ways.

After selecting a concept, then, we need to put it to work, using it to generate 
a question that is both intriguing enough to encourage researchers to join the 
work but broad enough for multiple disciplines to engage. Asking, for instance, 
“how does context impact writing development?” might indeed be a broad ques-
tion, but too tightly bound to the orientation to context that Dippre and Smith 
develop, thereby excluding Zajic & Poch. The framing of such a question, then, 
is crucial to orienting researchers and beginning the work of creating coherence.

Perhaps a more useful framing of a question about context is “What is the 
relationship between context and writing through the lifespan?” Such a question, 
again, is too broad for a single research question, but can be pursued through a 
range of methods. Sociohistorical researchers, for instance, can examine the interac-
tional work of contextual elements in order to develop a new understanding of the 
active role context plays in development, while psychometric researchers can begin 
treating certain elements of what they had previously considered to be inert contex-
tual elements as active agents in understanding the results of their research studies.

Another example of a line of inquiry might be agency. Questions of how we 
foster participants’ agency as researchers and how our research can highlight the 
agency of those participants are through-lines that intersect many chapters in this 
book. For instance, Bowen, Rosenberg (Chapter 6), and Zebroski (Chapter 9) 
each challenge researchers to consider the ways that agency manifests in older 
adults and argue that creating space for agency in our research designs is essential 
for capturing the complexity of lifespan writing; yet, they do so through very 
different theoretical and methodological orientations. Their collective interest in 
participants’ agency forms linkages and accommodates a common focus and goals 
that can generate a murmuration even while their theoretical and methodological 
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choices diverge. Moreover, agency-as-murmuration forms those linkages in a more 
substantive way than simply aligning along a shared demographic of older adults.

The final line of inquiry that we will suggest here is semiosis. Authors in these 
chapters explore multiple ways that their participants make meaning across the 
lifespan. Roozen and Naftzinger highlight the importance of everyday inscrip-
tions for understanding the complexity of our writing lives while Arya et al. 
(Chapter 11) ask us to attend to data representations as an unexplored site for 
creating and assessing semiosis. Lee (Chapter 8) explores how her participants’ 
literacies and thus semiosis have evolved and been shaped across multiple gen-
erations while Knappik (Chapter 4) argues for the unique value of the literacy 
narrative as a semiosis that reveals our sense-making of our literate lives. Again, 
this shared interest is able to unite work that is otherwise vastly divergent. In-
vestigating how people make meaning, the tools they use, and how those tools 
shape meaning-making itself is essential to the lifespan research project and al-
lows us to move forward, individually, but together.

CONCLUSION

We titled this chapter “Conclusion as Prolegomena” because we wanted to en-
courage our readers to see what we’ve developed throughout this text as the start-
ing point for future multidisciplinary research, rather than as its end point. The 
frameworks, concepts, orientations, and understandings developed above are 
only meant to be initial scaffolding into the under-explored territory of lifespan 
writing research. Following writers from their first inscriptions to their last, from 
one generation to the next, is going to uncover information that we never real-
ized we needed, suggest methods that our field has not yet considered, and lead 
to insights that we cannot predict. It would be foolhardy to close off such poten-
tial information, methods, and insights now, at the start of what we expect will 
be a century-long journey. We ask readers, then, to treat this concluding chapter 
as a starter pistol in what will no doubt be a long and sometimes grueling (but 
also incredibly rewarding) task of researching writing through the lifespan.
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When Ryan Dippre and Talinn Phillips announced at the end of the 2016 Dart-
mouth Conference on Writing that they wanted to form an interdisciplinary, 
multilocational collaborative research group on writing development across the 
lifespan, the idea struck me as highly admirable and wildly improbable. Surely 
after the euphoria of the Dartmouth conference wore off, attendees would drift 
back to their separate locales and to the daily grind of campus life. Commu-
nications would sputter, and attrition would set in. Isn’t coordinated research 
difficult enough with close colleagues? But across countries? Across fields? Across 
methodologies? Without a mega-grant? Really?

But in the months following the conference a working group did come to-
gether and stayed together. With the help of global technologies, the group talk-
ed, shared, reflected, and united in an inaugural conference that produced this 
volume. Within a scant three years, Approaches to Lifespan Writing Research took 
shape, solidifying a vibrant area for research. This volume challenges researchers 
to accept, indeed embrace, the conceptual and methodological demands of a 
difficult yet critical area of knowledge-making. By calling their effort a “murmu-
ration,” a wave of coordinated and buoyant energy produced by a flock of birds 
moving in the same direction, the authors clearly want lifespan writing research 
to take flight. But they also see that flight as necessarily collective, networked, 
and sensitive to changing conditions.

This volume focuses on some of the key perspectives and methods for gen-
erating understandings about writing across the lifespan. As the volume pro-
gresses, methods and perspectives proliferate. Some might find that frustrating, 
but it is the point. Look through multiple lenses. Start in different times and 
places and among different populations. Work forward. Work backward. Work 
across. Experiment. Be ready for confounding factors. Be inclusive before gener-
alizing anything. Run qualitative hypotheses and findings through quantitative 
hypotheses and findings and vice versa. Look for convergence. But not too soon. 
Remember that writing development is embodied but not atomized. Individ-
ually driven but socially and historically contingent. Remember that learners’ 
perspectives are indispensable to this endeavor because they put the life thread in 
lifespan development. Find partners—better yet, multidisciplinary partners—to 
design and undertake studies. Persevere.
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In their useful conclusion, Dippre and Phillips (this volume) anticipate next 
steps, drawing out what they call “lines of inquiry” that can begin to match 
up convergent or complementary research methods with patterns or processes 
that are central to writing and its development. These are useful and necessary 
moves. In a similar spirit I would like to raise some questions for the lifespan 
writing movement and raise possibilities for potential next steps and additional 
directions.

WHAT IS AT STAKE?

What motivates lifespan writing research? Why should the larger community (of 
literacy educators, writing researchers, policy makers, assessment experts, par-
ents, others) care about lifespan writing development? Who would be better off 
and what would be better off as a result of progress in this area? In what areas of 
teaching, learning, and society can this body of knowledge make a difference? 
What are the major problems facing writers and writing instructors today that 
a developmental perspective is best able to address? To engage wider audiences, 
these matters cannot be taken as self-evident.

WHAT ARE THE CORE QUESTIONS DRIVING RESEARCH 
IN LIFESPAN WRITING DEVELOPMENT  
(BEYOND HOW TO STUDY IT?)

This volume sensibly focuses on ontological, disciplinary and methodological 
matters. Before anyone goes to work in a serious way, perspectives need inter-
rogation and the investigative toolkit must be assembled. This volume demon-
strates how varied that toolkit can and must be. But what are the questions that 
lead researchers to their methods? Which questions tell us which tools to pick 
up? What kinds of questions does lifespan research best address? For what ques-
tions may it be less relevant? Identifying a common set of questions can focus 
collaborations and reveal similarities among the differences—both for research-
ers and for other constituencies in and out of academia. Now, if it is such that 
questions are not in common, that realization would be useful too.

WHAT DOES WRITING ITSELF DEVELOP?

For researchers in education and writing studies, the main interest is, of course, 
the development of writers. We see that focus in this volume. Among other 
things, chapters explore the contextual sources and stimulants for writing. Or 
they examine how a person grows as a writer or helps others to grow. Chapters 
explore how writers drive their own development, or how bodies and brains or 
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prior experience contribute to or interfere with this pursuit. This focus will need 
to remain dominant given the needs for writing instruction around the globe. 
But there is an opposite end to this telescope. What do writers and writing 
contribute to the development of our worlds? The powerful force of writing as a 
technology is implicated in the production of wealth, knowledge, organization, 
art, religion, peace, and strife. People write not only toward their own develop-
ment as writers but for other reasons. The working group that gave rise to this 
volume could serve as an example. Acts of writing sustained cohesion among 
members across time and space, served as a medium for developing and sharing 
understandings, and provided democratic access for consensus and disagree-
ment. Out of these powers of writing, a fledgling field of inquiry is developing. 
Obviously, individual development of writing and societal development by way 
of writing are reciprocal processes with mutual impacts. But that is all the more 
reason to reverse the telescope and make the highly generative, globally relevant 
concept of development a key interest.

HOW MIGHT THE LIFESPAN WRITING DEVELOPMENT 
MOVEMENT FORM PARTNERSHIPS WITH OTHERS?

One of the most attractive features of the movement represented in these pages 
is the urge to think audaciously and follow what Charles Bazerman has called 
the impossible dream. Bazerman asks us not to dismiss the possibility of truly 
longitudinal studies, even as we recognize the logistical and conceptual difficul-
ties. The gold standard in longitudinal studies would follow the same individuals 
from childhood across adulthood in a comprehensive way. This vision seems 
more possible after engaging with this volume. Seeing that a diverse set of re-
searchers can work together across sites and methods makes the challenge less 
daunting and the burden seem lighter.

Another way to think about collaboration is to consider how developmen-
tal perspectives might be infused into traditional writing research and how the 
writing-development movement could form partnerships with more traditional 
writing researchers for mutual benefit.

One such potential partner is the National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress which (rather lurchingly) is tracking writing achievement across childhood 
into adolescence. NAEP collects writing samples from fourth, eighth, and 
twelfth graders and sorts them by proficiency level. These studies do not follow 
the same students but rather give rise to a “report card” on the state of writing 
instruction by state in the United States. Interestingly the 2017 assessment is 
currently undergoing reanalysis because of what might be called a developmen-
tal oversight. In an effort to stay relevant to changing writing practices, NAEP 
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had asked students to take the 2017 assessment on tablets, only to find out 
too late that many students lacked experience with tablets. That inexperience 
suppressed achievement scores. After such an expensive mistake, it would seem 
NAEP might be keenly interested in consulting with development-minded re-
searchers going forward.

At the same time, NAEP findings provide big and tantalizing questions for 
those interested in writing development and especially those interested in finer 
grain approaches so admirably demonstrated in this volume. Here, in my view, 
are two big and tantalizing questions.

WHY IS PROFICIENCY IN WRITING (AS 
MEASURED BY NAEP) SO ELUSIVE?

According to the NAEP 2011 Writing Report Card, 24 percent of eighth and 
twelfth graders demonstrated proficiency when asked to plan, write, and com-
pose essays in response to prompts. Only three per cent of the students achieved 
advanced proficiency. In a society where writing is increasingly connected to 
democratic and economic life, these results are discouraging. But what do they 
really mean?

What if NAEP could be convinced to add a developmental dimension to its 
studies? It could administer its assessment to a subset of the same individuals at 
grades 4, 8, and 12 and allow a development-minded team of researchers to do 
finer grained study of these individuals. For instance, from where does advanced 
proficiency arise at the fourth grade level? What changes and what does not 
change by the eighth grade? And the twelfth grade? Any and all of the meth-
ods and study designs introduced in this volume could be applied in such an 
undertaking. Such an inquiry could more fully address the questions to which 
NAEP seeks answers. What impact does instruction have on writing achieve-
ment? What factors in and out of school condition writing achievement? What 
do highly skilled writers share in common and how do they diverge? The same 
questions could be asked of writers achieving at the proficient, basic or below 
basic level, providing deep dives into similarities and differences within groups 
and across groups. For its part, the lifespan development movement would also 
stand to gain in such a partnership. It would have access to a national, represen-
tative population and, over the course of ten years, would have at least a partial 
longitudinal result among an age group of critical interest to educators. Fine-
grained studies could get below apparent, broad correlations identified generally 
by NAEP (i.e., race, gender, socioeconomics, etc.) and explore the finer factors 
that drive writing development. Results would no doubt be surprising and use-
ful. Many methodological and philosophical issues would need to be addressed 
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to form such a collaboration but . . . nothing is impossible.

WHY DO GIRLS WRITE BETTER THAN 
BOYS (AS MEASURED BY NAEP)?

According to the 2011 Writing Report Card, girls as a group across race and 
socioeconomic background outperformed boys as a group in the NAEP writ-
ing assessment. Girls are overrepresented at the advanced proficiency level. To 
investigate such an interesting gap would be to investigate many of the factors 
that are of interest both to NAEP and to lifespan researchers. What gives rise 
to gender differences in NAEP results? Do those differences hold up in differ-
ent contexts? How do gender identities and experiences condition achievement? 
How do these conditions matter over time? What are the implications? To do 
an exhaustive dive into just this one finding could begin to develop a template 
for investigating other findings and developmental factors. It could fill in the 
blanks for NAEP and developmentalists, not to mention teachers, parents, and 
policy makers.

So what I am suggesting is the potential of working with traditional writing 
research to find areas that can be enhanced by a developmental perspective. 
Convincing the larger research community to build developmental perspectives 
into any study of writing (not just longitudinal ones) could be a welcome out-
come. In addition, such partnerships could build stronger political will for writ-
ing research, as writing continues to be neglected in comparison to reading in 
most national and international assessments of literacy.

As you can see, this is an afterword that only proliferates questions and pos-
sibilities. But I do hope that this response testifies to the provocative impact of 
this volume and to the contagious energy of murmuration.
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