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Examining Opportunities
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Literacy Research
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In this era of accountability for learning outcomes in literacy education,
it might be easy to ask whether sociocultural and critical perspectives on
literacy learning and practice still matter. We know that sociocultural and
critical perspectives have moved education research to new and different
research questions over the last 10 years; but are these questions still rele-
vant? Do they make a difference when we think about the need to demon-
strate children’s and youth’s learning on standardized assessments? D6 they
answer the difficult questions of education when we recognize that schools
and districts are scrambling just to make “adequate yearly progress” and to
demonstrate that they have what it takes to educate children?

As we argued in the introduction, we believe that. they do matter now
more than ever, but we also believe that it is incumbent on critical socio-
cultural literacy researchers to be clear about how these perspectives mat-
ter, how they can be integrated in ways that demonstrate rigorous science,
and how taking such perspectives seriously can improve opportunities for
all people to learn. That is, although we applaud the attention being given
to children’s and youth’s literacy learning, we argue that greater attention
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16 MOJE AND LEWIS

must be given to the role of power in their opportunities _tf:r»__lgag_n. In this
chapter, we illustrate, through the analysis of one small bit of classroom

© transcript, that critical sociocultural perspectives may be the only available
tools for demonsirating how children’s opportunities to learp are bo.th sup-
ported and constrained by the role of power in everyday interactions o_f
students and teachers and by the systems and structures that shape the insti-
tution of schooling. Before turning to this illustrative analysis, .however, we
begin with a theoretical discussion of some central constructs in our work;
fearning, identity, agency, and power

THE ROLE OF IDENTITY, AGENCY,
AND POWER IN LEARNING

As education scholars, we are ultimately interested in learning, whether in
formal or informal contexts and spaces. But what is learning and how do
- our various analyses help us think about learning? How are identity, agency,
and power aspects of learning? ' S
~~ Learning, we argue, both involves and requires participation in some-

thing. Learning is motivated, as Kress (2003) argued, by a need to under- -

stand something, whether an act, a word, a sensory experie.n.ce. Learning,
| however, also leaves a residue; it makes a mark on the participant. ,I,n that
' sense, learning draws from and constitutes “histories of participation” (Rog-
_j ers, 2002) in other spaces, at other times, and with other chRle. I'ndeec.i,
. what makes learning so complex—and more than just participation—is

that people bring their histories of participation to bear on each new act

or moment of participating. Thus, learning can be conceived of as fztlways
" being situated in participation, but not necessarily synonymous w1th or
! reduced to participation. Learning goes beyond the moment of 'part1c1pa~
tion to constitute a history and to shape a future act of participating. o
~ Learning is a moment of participation within something, but within
what? Is it within a social context? Is it within a group, an epoch, a spac:e?
For us, the best way to think about learning is to situate it or embed it Wit:h‘ll’l
all of the aforementioned items by using the phrase discourse communities.
Discourse communities are groupings of people—not only facento—face.: or
actual in-the-moment groupings, but also ideational group}ngs across time
and space--—~that share ways of knowing, thinking, believing, acting, and
communicating, or, in Gee’s {1996) parlance, “Discourses.” _

The curious paradox of learning is that it simultanecusly occurs in and
is necessary for access to discourse communities. Lave and Wenger .(.1991)
addressed this contradiction by arguing that learners move from legitimate
peripheral participation to expertise or central partic%pati.on as they learrll,
and that in most communities of practice, learning is constituted by this
movement. However, what Lave and Wenger were less explicit about is the
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of knowing, thinking, believing, acting, a) d_cpmmunic_ggipmg::_gbg_t_ m:
used to control the activity and material goods within a community. More-
over, because material resources are always limited, discourse communities
produce and struggle over cultural tools, resources, and identities (both
within and across communities} that provide them access to Discourses and
thus, to the material goods. Some participants in discourse communitics
may have better access to or control of tools, resources, and identities nec-

essary for full participation and control of Discourses and material goods. |

This access or control is not only an artifact of expertise (NewComer versus
oldtimer), but also of qualities of difference such as race, gender, sexual ori-
entation, or economic status, depending on what aspects of difference mat-
ter most or are most marginalized in a given discourse community.

If one accepts that learning is always situated within discourse commu-
nities or is about gaining access to communities, as well as that discourse
communities struggle over access to resources and that people within dis-
courses communities are not always viewed or treated equaily, one must

then acknowledge that learning is shaped by and mired in power relations.

In addition, in a globalized, increasingly diverse world, people move across
discourse communities, seeking to gain entrance, while existing members
may be seeking to retain control over the community or to retain the coms-
munity’s power and access to resources, vis-d-vis other competing commu-
nities. Thus, gaining access to a community’s discourses~—learning across
discourse communities—is also a power-imbued process.

The Role of Power in Opportunities to Learn

Power is a complicated and challenging construct, precisely because the
working of power in people’s learning lives is often neglected or is relegated
to a position of outside agent acting on the subject. We argue, by contrast,
that power is produced and enacted in and through discourses, relation-
ships, activities, spaces, and times by people as they compete for access
to and control of resources, tools, identities. Our thinking about power
depends heavily on Foucault’s (1980, 1984) theorizing about power as “pro-

~ductive,” a result of interactions and relationships, rather than an entity

that is possessed by some and desired or resisted by others. Some groups
are dominant over others, but this dominance is sustained through “pro-
cesses of different origin and scattered location” (Foucault, 1977, p. 138)
that regulate minute details of space, time, and bodies, thus producing and
normalizing bodies to enact prevailing relations of dominance and subor-
dination (cf. Bordo, 1993).

In arguing that power is produced in and circulates among people, Fou-
cault did not deny that regimes or systems of power exist. Instead, his argu-
ment suggests that it is through micropractices of power that systems and
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regimes are produced and reproduced. In other words, we can participate
in creating differentially valued subject positions, even when attempting

to-ehallenge or subvert oppressive power relations. For us, it is an explicit

anilysis of these unpredictable productions of power, as welll as the Cszfiit::r:g
workings of power, that is oft.en missing from sociocultural perspe
ing of literate practice. : o
the\fi’iii?:]ggfrom thesepperspectives on. power, i't follows that learn(;ngnls
more than a matter of accumulating, assnnﬂat'mg, and accomrr(liz ZCC ug_
knowledge in structures coordinatedA by the brain. But tl_msel wo}:‘lt ],3 o
mulating, assimilating, accommodatmg, are not made irre Z;?er al? e
acknowledgment that learning is a social process. There 15,h and,how
question of what learning is, beyond the matter of where, }\l'v e?,H nd how
learning occurs. What does it mean to have learned somet mg.h How doed
one know when one, or another, has lear_ned? How do thos(;e tr1s.rl ;_) o5 o
participation that are constituted 'm. let?lrm?ng get formed and transp
ne discourse community to another:

froglrgwing from Piaget (1977)—who hovered over the llast fesw.vmsizlt:
tences—we argue that learning might‘ be about accumulagn%l z:tsr I11 nlat
ing, and accommodating information, ‘1deas, and concepts. But le o gia_
also more than those things; learning is also the acquisition or aplparlr:;in
tion of ideas (Vygotsky, 1978, 1934/1986), a‘nd, further, we argu;,h e . UE
is resistance to or reconceptualization of skills and kn(?wlezdge. . S}E gnd
sition, appropriation, resistance rfo, and rec?nceptual;zan;in 00 :1 esing
knowledge is a process that may mvol\‘re taking up and ta Irjg op exioting
discourses or disrupting and transformmg_ fixed discourses ( .EWIZ . Ourse;
2004). And the acts of taking up, disrupu.ng, and transformlrflgd j;(t:l rses
have implications for how one conceptualizes the constructs of identity

agency.

The Role of Identity and Agency
in Opportunities to Learn

Learning, when conceptualized as all of these pos.sibilit.ies, hasfthe I;Otiﬁit;al
to make and remake selves, identities, and rel_at.lonshlps. In a.ct., eaacce Sgs
both promotes and constrains agency by pfowdmg or constraml?gA ces
to discourses. What, then, makes som(?thlng an act f)f agfen(lzy. .gen tz
might be thought of as the strategic making and remaking o ;eh\_rets(,) rlies &
ties, activities, relationships, cultural tool.s and resources, an thls elati;ms
embedded within relations of power. At times, blut not always, the r

of power themselves are disrupted and remade.

1Butler (1993), in fact, argues that agency occurs primarily through radical resigmﬁcanm?s
rather than through dismuptions of overt power hierarchies.
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Lave (1996) and Gee (2001) have argued that learning can be conceptu-
alized as shifts in identity; that is, one learns to take on new identities along
with new forms of knowledge and participation. Deep, participatory learn-
ing involves learning not only the stuff of a discipline— ntent, fo
example—but also how to think and act something fike scientist,
oné does not eiiter the profession of science. For example, recently, Eliza-
beth’s 8-year-old daughter, Avery, was presenting Elizabeth with a lecture on
weather, and on tornados, in particuiar. In the process of her lecture, she
mentioned that a tornado is only a tornado if it has touched the ground,;
until then, itis merely a funnel cloud. Elizabeth mentioned that it was funny
that people talked about seeing tornados, not seeing funnel clouds. Avery
replied, “Well, probably most people call them tornados even when they are
really only funnel clouds. But scientists, when they're talking to each other
on their microphones, will say *funnel cloud,’ unless the funnel cloud has
touched the ground.” What's noteworthy in Avery’s discourse is not only her
specific use of terminology, but also her distinction between “most people”
and “scientists” and her idea that the scientists would be “talking to each
other on their microphones,” an idea she gleaned from watching videos of
meteorologists communicating across weather stations as part of her sci-
ence unit. Thus, Avery was not only learning conceptual distinctions, but
she was demonstrating an awareness of a particular kind of science practice
and discourse, and distinguishing it from that of the everyday person.

A few days later, when driving with a friend during stormy weather, the
topic of tornados came up again. Avery’s friend commented that perhaps
they would see a tornado, and Flizabeth said, “Will you see a tornado, or
just a funnel cloud,” at which Avery smiled and winked, suggesting that
Avery saw the language distinction as insider knowledge. This example is
- hot meant to suggest that Avery has become a scientist, but that observ-
ing the practices of scientists-and recognizing them as different from other
practices was an important aspect of her learning and her identity develop-
ment as a science kind of person (or not). Avery was not, in fact, enacting
a-scientist identity, as illustrated by her discourse, in which she refers to sci-
entists as “they.” However, this awareness of discursive practices as distinct
across communities is a key ingredient to the ability to strategically enact an
Identity of her choosing.

Learning thus involves both awareness of differences and distinctions,
and, ultimately, an act of subject formation, that is, identification with par-
ticular cornmunities. These identifications can be demonstrated through
the enactment of particular identities one knows will be recognized as valu-
able in particular spaces and relationships (see Orellana, this volume).
That is, as people acquire, appropriate, resist, or reconceptualize skilis and
knowledge within and across discourse communities, they continue to be
formed as acting subjects.
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Equally important—or perhaps more important—is the ide'a tha.t as
people move across different discourse communities, they enact identities
that will be recognized in particular ways by those communities (see Gee,
2001/2001 on identity as recognized). Eightyear-old Avery, for example,
would not be recognized as a scientist by practicing scientists at the Univer-
sity of Michigan regardless of the fluency of her discourse. Other features of
a person—age, ethnicity and race, gender, and socia_l .clas_s, to name a few,
shape how people are recognized. And those recognitions shapo; how peo-
ple see themselves. Thus, learning shapes subject formation, which shapes
identity enactments that allow for different types of agency. I._%ut the power
of that agency still depends on recognitions, which draw heavily from physi-
cal and social features of the persen and the discourse community the per-
son is trying to enter. ‘

However, the process of people navigating across discourse communi-
ties also has the potential to change the discourse communities themselves.

Learning is thus not only participation in discourse communities, but 15-‘51'150 .

the process by which people become members of discourse communit
reéist-umembership in such communities, are marginalized.f_r“q_r_nwc.;l_x_};‘(n:_ourse
communities (or marginalize others), reshape discourse communities, or
make niew ones. Such membership shapes opportunities to learn, and, ulti-
mately, learning. _ _

I literacy researchers and theorists could agree that identity, agency,
and power are important constructs in learning literacy (a hor_ly‘ contested
assumption), then it could be argued that having a real opportunity to learn
requires several conditions related to these constructs. First, it requires that

. one’s subjectivity and the identities one enacts be recognized and acceplted
* as valid and worthwhile, even when they may conflict with those subjec-
tivities and identities typically built in the learning space. Opportunity to
learn also requires that participants have the space and support for agentic
:re"faction, that is, that learners have opportunities to make and remake them-
selves, their identities, their discursive toolkits, and their relationships on
the basis of the new ideas, practices, or discourses learned through their
participation in a learning activity. .

Given these points about opportunity to learn, it is worth asking whetht'er
we, as literacy researchers, have attended explicitly to such constructs in
what is typically thought of as sociocultural literacy research and whether
we have done enough to make explicit how identity, agency, and power
matter in people’s opportunities to learn literacy. We are not the first to
ask this question and to argue for more attention to relations of power in
sociocultural work (cf. Gutiérrez & Larson, 1994). We want to build on
this call for more attention to issues of power and on the exhortation to
better analyze the relationships between the global and the local (Brandt
& Clinton, 2002) in sociocultural work. Qur analysis of the literature sug-
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gests that, if examined, these constructs are examined in many different
ways, and methods are not always clarified or documented for readers. Our
intent in this chapter is to bring together three perspectives that allow the
sociocultural researcher to analyze explicitly power, identity, and agency
and their implications for opportunities to learn at both local and global
levels. _

More important, in a time period dominated by attempts to bring instruc-
tional interventions to scale, researchers who study the role of power, iden-
lity, and agency in children’s and youths’ opportunities to learn must be
diligent in. producing scientifically rigorous and trustworthy analyses of the
processes at work as they learn inside instructional interventions. We argue,
therefore, that we mUst NAME CONSTICEs ‘carefully, and we mritist use the best
research practices at our disposal to produce such analyses. Our intent in
this chapter is to bring together three perspectives that we believe allow us
to do just that. We suggest that these three approaches, when used in con-
cert, support researchers of all backgrounds in analyzing the implications
of power, identity, and agency for people’s opportunities to learn across
many different discourse communities.

CRITICAL SOCIOCULTURAL THEORY:
METHODS OF ANALYSIS

In this section, we present a brief discussion of three complementary ana-
Iytic methods that together are informed by critical sociocultural theory.
None of these methods, we argue, would be sufficient on its own for uncov-
ering the opportunities and constraints for both student and teacher learn-
ing. These perspectives include activity theory, cultural studies, and critical
discourse theories. We have chosen to highlight activity theory as a form
of $6ciocultural theory because it is often used in sociocultural studies and
because we find it to be a powerful framework that helps to shed light on
how activity contexts mediate people’s teaching and learning. We highlight
critical discourse theories because they offer theoretical and methodologi-
cal tools useful to understanding how discourse both shapes and is shaped
by social processes and institutions. Closely examining this dialectic pro-

cess as it relates to learning and schools reveals, among other things, the

role of power and ideology in people’s learning lives. We layer critical dis-
course theories with a cultural studies perspective because cultural studies
demand that researchers spend time understanding cultural practices of
different groups, examine those practices from the perspectives of the indi-
viduals engaging in them, and recognize that power is produced in people’s
everyday lives and instantiated in institutions, systems, and socioeconomic
structures that shape, and, at times, control people’s everyday lives. As such,
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power can work in unpredictable ways, thus making space for individuals to
act with agency even in seemingly oppressive conditions.

Activity Theory: A Synopsis

For most acti{fity theorists, the key to understanding an !activity is in the
study of its goals or “objects” (Engestrom, 1999; Leont'ev, 1197"7/ 19'?'8).
The goals of an activity may be utilitarian, functional, or material in orien-
tation (e.g., to finish reading a piece of literature, to meet a content stan-
dard, or keep students under control), or they may be ideational (e.g.,.to
examine beliefs and values, to enjoy a piece of literature, to learn to write
in a particular form). Goals may be a combination of functional and ide-
ational: A'teacher and her students may wish to meet a content standarfi _of
learning to write a thesis statement; the teacher may organizi the activity
in a way that keeps students in their seats and “under co-ntrol, or she may
organize the activity in a way that encourages students to interact across the
room in small group discussions. In general, most classroom activity go:flls
are complex in orientation, working across function, ideas, and material
conditions. Although most activity theories argue for need as cent.ral to
goalsettings, many early activity theorists neglected the role‘ of desire, as
Ingalls (2005) argued, in relationship to need, goal, and f)bject. Davydov
(1997), however, emphasized desire as key to understanding the _content

of activity goals. In fact, his final Stage of analysis requires that the analyst

examine participants’ awareness of each others’ desires and needs in the |

enactment of an activity, _ -

In addition, situating any given actlivity within a mediating activity sys-
tem is a central aspect of the work of activity theorists. But activity systems
are not benign or neutral. The}{_squ_g_g,ngxmglt__iyc_ f_ur{C_EiQ{l__that determines
the parameters of the activity. These two points——-partimpa‘n'tS’ awareness
of other participants’ desires and needs and the role of activity systems in
mediating activity— point to possibilities for examining the role of power
at microlevels and macrolevels, Activity theory, as traditionally conceived
(e.g. Engestrom, 1999; Leont’ev, 1977/1978), however, does not expli;-
itly acknowledge such issues of power (see Gutiérrez & Lars.o.n, 19&?4, fora
deeper analysis of that point). Consequently, we turn to 'crltlcal‘ c‘hscourse
analysis to assist us in analyzing the role of power in learning activity.

Critical Discourse Analysis: A Synopsis

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is both a theory and a méthod that exam-
ines how social and power relations, identities, and knowledge are con-
structed through written-and spoken texts in social settings such as schools,
families, and communities. Specifically, it involves an analysis of “how mem-
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bers of social communities produce their ‘orderly’ or ‘accountable’ worlds”
and then, in a departure from other kinds of discourse analysis, extends
the analysis to how “members’ practices are shaped in ways of which they
are usuaily unaware by social structures, relations of power, and the nature
of the social practice in which they are engaged in whose stakes always go
beyond producing meanings” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 72). The power of CDA
is in its methodological precision, which enables the analyst to illustrate
how power and Discourse are produced in day-to-day discourse, and, fur
ther, hgw.thes&pz;ggiqqt:__ipns reflect and instantiate systems, structures, and
institutions of power. In fz-i'éu'tj"ﬁérrliégéi‘tw-'thht‘Ei‘étii‘ri‘ty'th‘eory'EIOﬂe"”c'ld‘e”é"ﬁot
possess the tools for a macrostructural analysis of the role of these differ-
ent players and their goals in the activity system that shapes the classroom.
Activity theory analyses typically neglect the analysis of the systemic struc-
tures in mediating activity within a given setting, and, perhaps more impor-
tant, do not provide the methodological tools for analyzing how these
systemic structures enter a localized activity and begin to speak through the
discourse of the participants. Discourse analysis can help to tease out how !
these different systems work together by examining how the cultural mod- |
els and Discourses that operate in different activity systems get brought into |
a given activity through language and other means of representation, E
The methodological precision of CDA allows for an anaiysis that artic-
ulates the relationship between microlevel activity and macrolevel social
structures. CDA examines genres (ways of acting); discourses (ways of
representing), and styles (ways of being) as they work in relation to one
another to produce orders of discourse (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999;
Fairclough, 1992, 2003) that instantiate powerful social orders. These semi-
otic components are more directly available for analysis than the social
orders they instantiate, thus allowing analysts to examine power relations

as they are produced. -

Cultural Studies: A Synopsis

Cultural studies as a theoretical frame is notable for its attention to a dialec-
tic relationship between micropractices of everyday life and macroprocesses
of structures, systems, and institutions, A hallmark of work that operates
from a cultural studies perspective is that it views power in more fluid and
unpredictable ways than other critical perspectives. Thus, although cul-
tural studies attend to systems, institutions, and structures that shape peo-
ple’s access and opportunity in everyday life, a cultural studies perspective
assumes neither that people who are marginalized are automatically duped

or powerless, nor that power flows only in hierarchical and linear directions Vi
from macrostructures to micropractices (see, €.g., the work of Maje, 2000; -
Radway, 1984; Willis, 1977). Another notable aspect of cultural studies is its ~
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attention to how the mass media, popular cultural texts, information tech-
nologies, and other popular forms of representation function in people’s
everyday lives to serve both as forms of expression and pleasure and as sys-
tems of domination and control (Fiske, 1994). Finally, cultural stud_ie-s.as
~a theory is particularly attentive to the relationship be-tween Sl-lbjeCFIVItleS
and enactments of identities. The cultural studies theorist examines, in par-

, tcular, the agency of actors to enact powerful identities within culture and

:,slructura] relations, at times challenging oppressive rcglmes at tlmes only

tweakmg them, and at times reproducing them. e —

“Bringing activity theory, cultural studies, and critical discourse ana.lysis
together shifts analyses from specifying only how people’s .goals, des1res,
and needs shape an activity’s production toward an emphasis on ho_w peo-
ple produce and resist the power of others’ desires as they engage in par-
ticular activities, situated within the particular activities and activity systerr}s
an activity theorist might analyze. In Table 2.1, we offer a chart.of analytic
questions a researcher might ask from these different perspectives. In the
column on the left side of the chart, we draw from activity theorists to pose
questions typically asked in activity theory analyses. On the. right side of
the chart, we draw from discourse theorists and cultural studies scholars to
offer questions that one might pose from a combined “critical cultural” dis-
course analysis.

ANALYSIS QUESTIONS

Our goal is to show in an analysis of one brief snippet of classroom dis-
course how we combine these sets of questions to produce a more powerful
theoretical and analytical lens than any one of the three t.hf?oreﬁcal per-
spectives can offer alone. Qur overall purpose in t.he analysis Is to ask what
people learned in this activity and what were their opportunities to !eam
or to teach. Given our theoretical stance that learning is shaped by 1den.—
tity, power, and agency, we asked specific questions about those opportuni-
ties to learn:

1. How are students’ experiences and subjectivities? incorporated into
or shut out of the learning activity?

2. How are their different identities recognized by other participants
in the activity?

5. What cultural models or ways of knowing (Gee, 1996) are invoked
in the activity and how do these models and Discourses frame iden-
tities and opportunities for agency?

4. What are the moments for agency—that is, strategic making and
remaking of self and sometimes the material conditions surround-
ing the self—afforded in this exchange?
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TABLE 2.1
Guiding Questions for Conducting Critical Sociocultural Analyses

Activity Theory Analysis

Critical Cultural Discourse Analysis

* What is the activity being studied?

* What are the tools used in the activity?

* Whatare the objects or gouls of the
activity?

* Who are the participants? (Who are the
subjects of the activity?)

* What are the needs, desires, or motives of
the various participants?

* What is the activity system?

* Who are the participants of the system?

* What are the goals of the system?

* In this activity, who acts/talks? Whenp

How?

What is the content of their utterances,

and how is that content shaped by the

activity? The relationships? The tools?

The system?

* How does the content of actions /utter
ances vary across participants?

* What are the structures of the utterances?

* How are those structures shaped by activ-

ity, relationships, tools, the system?

How does the structure of actions/utter-

ances vary across participants?

What do people learn in this activity?

How do identities get constructed, shifted,

contested, and/or changed?

* What are some of the features of this
social activity?

* What discourses (or ideologies) surface in
this discussion?

* What social identities are enacted in this
exchange (through language use, linguis-
tic constructions, discourses, generic fea-
tures, actions)?

* What identitics are enacted in this
exchange (in action, talk, and sifences)?
What is the nature of the identities?

* What relations of power are enacted and/
or produced in this exchange? How are
these power relations locally produced?
How are these power relations tied to and
reproductive of larger systems of power?

* What aspects of the action, talk, and
silence could be considered agentic?
How? Why?

* Whatis made and remade in this
exchange? How, if at afl, does the making
and remaking destahilize [ocal and global
power relations?

* What teols are being used to engage in
these agentic practices? How are these
tools both local and global? How are they
embedded in power relations} How, if at
all, does the use of these tools destabilize
power relations?

* 'What relations of power are enacted and/
or produced in this exchange? How are
these power relations locally produced?
How are these power relations tied to and
reproductive of larger systems of power?
How, if at all, does the making and remak-
ing destabilize local and global power rela-
tions?

¢ What is being learned via these practices?

* How do identities get constructed, shifted,
contested, and/or changed?
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Although we have posed research questions, we do not intend this anaﬁ
ysis of one brief instance of classroom interaction to serve 4§ }2: 1(’;:3&21111Cl
report This analysis serves only as an exemplar _Of how these me; -?i esn ct;)t;les
be applied to analyze opportuni.ties to l‘earn with an eye ﬁowar t.11C jenat 0%
agency, and power. To make strong claims about what t efpar pOSS o
this activity learned, we would need to present more data ro“m 1:?.cr <
full time frame of the study. The analysis, then, serves as a teling cas
(Ellen, 1984) that reveals otherwise invisible or obscmjed 1delr1t1t}};I enact-
ments, moments of agency, and cultural models and Dlscouﬁes t a; 1;?;11};
shape participants’ opportunities to learn. It shoulld be no(tied, ox:rleszt; hat
this analysis is framed by a much larger study, and indeed, draws o o
lected over time and multiple participants. Thus, althm:\gh no; a res_eathis

" report, this telling case is a valid analysis of the opportun}tlgcs tco. 62111131 ngSki
space, as documented in other analyses (see, e.g., Moje iec .

: Moje et al,, 2004). _

2023; ?fl%lecfltaliltéfowe)often pair the terms cul_tum.l models-and Dzscoursef
because we find them inseparable despite their shghtly different rnea;xt
ings. As Gee (1999) explained, cultural models mediate bfz-tweenfaill eran
{(microlevel) and its operating Discours‘es. For exaﬂnple, m’ the ”(‘) (;“Zdig_
exemplar, readers will note that the DIS(‘:OUI”SE _of” good gangst tlse nect
ated by cultural models of “family” and “fr1en_dsh1p. To relpr'::‘sent R
relationship between cultural models and Discourses as iflustra et y
example, we refer to them together rather than teasing them apart.

ANALYTIC METHODS

Although we do not intend this chapter' to serve as a research rep(;;t, (i;
s, nonetheless, important that we describe in some depth our n;i (zm
of analysis. To initiate the analysis, we began by re‘adlng, commen de%‘meci
and coding the transcript utterance by utterance, with an 1;1tteran(fe <
in this case as every turn of speech, even if one person’s turn interrup
another. That is, even when one individual continued 2 state’ment that was
interrupted by a second speaker, we counted the first speaker’s statement as

1sti i Erances. _
Corglr?g: ;glv: fhtz‘:iorlelga, coded, and commented on the transtiptf we set ou}
to define or identify the activity itself. We defined the activity in terms o
the actions observed and the goals, motives, ne_eds, and desires of the par-
ticipanss engaged in those actions. Because this is 2 school jclfl?sroom-j—at
clause that hints at the importance of understanding hov.v activities are 'sm:i
ated within activity systems—the initial object of the activity is determine
by the teacher. Whether that object is taken up by su%dents is always an ;,ft:

., question. A chaliéfige for the activity theorist studying classrooms 18

A,
0,
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mining whether the object of any given activity is understood or shared by
all participants. Similarly, an additional challenge is entailed in sorting out
relationships across multiple activity systems that come together to serve as
a mediating system, or network of systems, for the activity under study.

Studying activity systems evokes the notion of cultural models and Dis-
courses for us. Thus, as we moved through the transcript, utterance by
utterance, we asked questions about the Discourses that seem to surface in
the discourse of the text. However, simply naming Discourses is not enough
in CDA; the analyst must then document how those Discourses are called
into presence or instantiated in the discourse (actual talk) via language and
other tools. Consequently, a discourse analyst works through a text, utter-
ance by utterance, line by line, sentence by sentence, depending on the par-
ticular analyst’s stance. We opted to move through utterance by utterance,
as we did in the activity theory analysis, but in this iteration, we focused on
the linguistic construction of particular statements (sometimes sentences,
other times clauses).

We employed a hybrid of Gee’s (1999) discourse analytic perspective,
Fairclough’s (1992, 1995) perspective, and our own practices (Lewis, 2001)
to analyze the linguistic constructions, We started with Gee’s global analysis
(Gee, 1999, pp. 85-86 and 93-94), which requires asking questions about
how (a) semiotics (or sign systems) are established, {b) how worlds are built,
(c) how activities get constructed, (d) how identities are made available or
recognized, and (e) how political alliances and connections across people,
spaces, times, and concepts are built. The next move is to engage in gram-
matical or linguistic analyses that focus on function and content words,
salience of information, stress and intonation, and groupings of ideas or
concepts. Gee recommended breaking transcripts into different formats,
such as line or stanza, to establish the flow of ideas and examine the macro-
structures and microstructures of the talk as a way of examining how iden-
tities get positioned, activities constructed, and worlds built. We, however,
maintained our focus on each utterance as 4 way of retaining the flow of
the activity, and, particularly, participants’ turn-taking, which we saw as an
important element of the activity.

Next, we employed Fairclough'’s (1992) analytic tools for examining dis-
cursive practice. We analyzed the talk in terms of turn-taking, exchange
structures, topic control, setting and policing agendas, formulations (fore-
grounding and backgrounding of different ideas, perspectives, teris),
modalities (how present individuals made themselves or others in their lan-
guage), politeness, and ethos (embodied and spatial relations). To Fair-
clough’s analytic tools we also brought Gee’s ideas of examining closely
how language choices positioned participants and others, focusing on the -
types of verbs used, the participants included and excluded, and how par-
ticipants are named. We examined grammatical relations of subject and
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object. We examined how information was foregrounded and asserted in
people’s talk and what information was backgrounded and assuméd. And
we thought through the cohesive devices used in the talk, how different
words, gestures, and ideas linked other words and ideas together, ‘

Throughout these analyses, we used Gee’s method of rephrasing state-
ments to examine how the meanings and Discourses evident in particular
constructions would change if we changed the linguistic construction. We
then reread the entire linguistic analysis to assess whether we had obtained
evidence to support the global or holistic analysis of Discourses we had
made at the beginning. .

Even with such brief excerpt of classroom transcript, presenting every
analytic move is prohibited by space constraints of the chapter (a point
which should be emphasized in regard to the amount of analytic time and
detail necessary for conducting such rigorous work). The analysis of one
brief excerpt of classroom conversation can take days to compleFe, thus
making the work of the careful critical sociocultural theorist laborious. In
addition, what we present here is an integration of activity, cultural, and
¢ritical discourse analysis, requiring several layers of analysis, As we wrote
the chapter, we chose the most deeply saturated points to put forvx‘ra'rd
in the final written product. As a result, we do not present every activity
move or linguistic construction that we analyzed. Our analytic presentation
focuses broadly on the particular research questions that we have alregdy
outlined.

THE CLASSROOM DATA EXEMPLAR

The classroom represented in the following exemplar is an eighth-grade
English language arts class in a kindergarten through eighth grade, two-
way, bilingual immersion public school of choice in a large urb.an area, ",.Fhe
population of the city is just over 1,000,000, with the metropolitan area just
over 4,000,000. The city itself is populated primarily by African Americans,
although this particular school is in a predominantly Latino/Latina com-
munity within the city. These data are drawn from a larger, ongoing ethnog-
raphy of the schools and community conducted by Moje since 1998.

Participants

The participants in, or subjects of, the whole class activity include the
teacher and her 30 students. The female teacher is of Latin American heri-
tage. She emigrated to the United States approximately 30 years ago, and
is now a United States citizen. She refers to herself as an “immigrant.” She
lives in town outside an urban area and would be categorized as of upper

2. EXAMINING OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN LITERACY 29

middle class socioeconomic status, although she describes her upbringing

- as a member of a well-educated, but economically struggling, family. She

spends about an hour and a half driving to and from the city every day
because she professes a deep commitment to urban education, and partic-

" ularly, to the education of Latino/Latina youth.

The students were 2 African Americans and 28 Latinos/Latinas (this
indexes both male and female participants) who claim different national
origins, but were predominantly Mexican or Chicano/Chicana. The class
was evenly divided into male and female students. All of the students were
hilingual and most were biliterate (although fluency levels vary). Individ-
ual socioeconomic information is not available for students; however, the
majority of the community fives below the poverty line and the majority of
these students lived in working-class or low-income settings.

The participants who speak in the particular transcript excerpted in
this chapter include the teacher, three Latinas (i.e., girls) who identify as
Chicana (1) and Mexican (2), and one Latino (i.e., boy) who identifies as
Mexican. All four of these students are high achieving students in terms of
partictpation and grades in this classroom. The remainder of the students

did not speak, although field notes indicate that they attended to the dis-
cussion that is represented here,

- The Activity

The class was reading The Quisiders (Hinton, 1967). The object of the activ-
ity—a class discussion—was to choose a topic or thesis prompted by the
book and to defend that thesis in writing (i.e., this discussion is preparation
for an essay-writing activity to follow). They had been reading and discuss-
ing the book for about 2 weeks when these field notes and audio transcript
were taken, and the transcript begins with a young woman, Pilar, making a
comment in reference to a comment just made by another student about a
particular aspect of the book, We chose this particular exemplar because it
represents a moment of activity in which the cultural models that mediate
between the event and its operating discourses are particularly evident in
supporting certain comments and constraining others:

PiLaRr: He said there should be more policemen to take care of that?

Weill, some police, they just stop somebody who looks like they're in a.

gang . . . They're judging them.

TeacHER: Okay, what is the point that you have? What is a statement

that you make?
- PrLar: That gangs really aren’t all that bad. Because it’s like have a
‘second family, because they’re willing to risk their lives for you, for

your safety. People think if you're in a gang, it’s all bad, that you have
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to get in trouble. It does.n’t‘ Some gang members tell you, “Don’t ge,t,

in fights when you're at school . .. Or you don. t have to do drugs.d

They tell you to do the right thing. They don’t just say do drugs an

do all this stuff. '

TeacHer: They're like family . . . Who do you think would go to a
ang? o

Ig’ILER: It’s not really a kind of person, anybody can join a gang for ar’ll}{

kind of reason, because they'll always be watching your bac}k, they

never leave you alone. You can just get in a gang, you don’t hana to

fight, you don’t have to do drugs, you don’t have to do all the things

that people think. They're not going to make you ... They let you

choose.

TeacHER: So they don’t make you fight or do drugs.

PiLar: Most of the gangs that I know, they don’t make you do drugs.

TeacHER: Anyone have a comment? ' -

JamEs: A reason why kids join gangs is to obtain power e Good or

bad . .. But in many situations it’s bad. There’s always a risk.

PiLaR: Most gangs don’t go out looking for trouble, If someone wants

to mess with them and they, like, make fun of them or do sf)methmg

to them, they're not just going to stand there, they’re going to do

something about it. |

Jovana: I think in gangs, there’s like good people and bad people.

There might be people that tell you— ;

TeacHER: Do you know of a gang that has good peoples

Jovana: Yeah.

TeacHER: You do? What specifically do they do in that gang so you

know they're good people? . '
Ermira: Like, when they're in a gang they try to help their family out

... Paybills. .. And if there’s younger people in gangs, t.’hey tell th-em :
to stay in school . . . Won’t make you sell drugs . .. They're not going -

to put a gun to your head.
TeaCHER: Anyone else? R
James: Do you know the name of a gang, Pilar?
PiLar: Yeah, lots of "em.
Jamrs: Tell me one.
Pilar looks questioningly at T, who tells her to go ahead.
. The Counts, Surefios— ‘
gﬁ: }zear]-:her breaks in to tell a story about her teaching at another
school, where the Counts were dominant. She says that they wgr}e1
“always fighting.” A conversation ensues about why gangs fight wit

one another. The conversation then returns to good versus bad gangs, '

with James initiating the questioning; ‘ X
James: Would you say that Surefios are a good gangs
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52 PrLar: Like Isaid, there are good people and bad people in a gang.
53 It depends who you go and hang with.

54 James: Butyou said Surefios are a good gang.

35 PrLar: Ican’treally answer that. .. I mean ... [she trails off]

56 Jovana: I have friends who are Counts and friends who are Surenos,
57 and I think they're both nice.

88 James: If they're so nice, why are they writing graffiti on the walls of
59 the school?

A CRITICAL SOCIOCULTURAL ANALYSIS

Our analysis yielded several patterns in relation to the four research ques-
tions posed at the start of the chapter. First, both the students’ and the
teacher’s experiences and subjectivities were simultaneously invited and
constrained in the classroom activity.

Second, identities were enacted and recognized in particular ways
throughout the activity, and these enactments and recognitions carried
implications for what both the teacher and students said and did. Pilar, for
example, ended the discussion by backing off her earlier claims, moving
from a forceful claim-making position to a faltering, self-questioning posi-
tion by the end of the exchange: Other students—students who were cer-
tainly knowledgeable about gang activity—remained silent throughout the
entire discussion. These enactments of identity—whether as knowledge-
able participant or as silent, disinterested bystander—ultimately shaped
- the opportunities to learn and to teach in the activity,

Third, the enactment and recognition of identities were shaped by the
invoking of particular cultural models throughout the discussion, par-
ticularly models of goodness and badness, power and authority, risk and
safety, and individual and group. Finally, we noted a number of moments of
agency, some of which remade the activity by changing the activity’s objects,
and others of which remade identities of participants within the activity.
These agentic moments, we illustrate, were not always positive for all mem-
bers of the class, and, in fact, had implications for some class members’
- opportunities to learn within the discussion. Together, these four themes
* point to different opportunities to learn for different people within the dis-

_ cussion. What follows is our analysis according to these four patterns,

Subjectivities: Invited and Constrained

. Both youths’ and teacher’s experiences and subjectivities were invited, and
. ‘even in some ways incotporated, into the learning activity, but were also
- constrained by cultural models and discourses at work within the larger
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activity system. For example, from the first line of the Idisc.usz:,ior}, gﬂar’cs1
experience with gangs and with law enforFement ofﬁcmls is 1nv1tef an :
incorporated into the discussion to the point that Pitar ac.tually r(ti: ratxsnfo
the object of the activity from the teacher’slgoal of teaching stu 31(11
make and defend a thesis to the goal of debating the goodness and ba nlt;:sst
of gangs relative to other groups in society (lines 1-3 a‘nd 8—12)._ Eut I:]ava lfe
were the subject positions in this exchange, :—:nd how did the activity

e and constrain them at the same timer
: S?cml)c:c?silress these questions and expand on the pattern we obse-rved, we
must first ask what the learning activity was in this exemplar. In th.13 partic-
ular exchange, we define the activity at its outset as a classFoom ch'scusfsmxz1
of a novel engaged in for the purpose of modfahng and _bramsl;ormm_%1 Ofl
future writing exercise of making and defendmg a thesis. More spe(z }cia }}17:
the goals or objects are to probe the main themes of the book, a]r;1 Ci f:i .
lighted in this particular exc?ange, to prom;i)’t s;?gﬁ;: )to make and de

is (inspired by or in relation to a novel’s .
) t};jl:ugalysis of tgis particular activity, together “f*ith ar‘lalyses of years of
additional data from this teacher’s classroom and interview data, suigge.s.ts
that the teacher’s driving motivation or desire——an aspect ot: her subjectiv-
ity—was to produce student learning, as measured, in partlcul.ar, by state
standardized tests, For the students—who have also beep studle.d for sev-
eral years, via classroom, home, and comrpumty observation and 1nte1;]v.1(a\1;\:;
the driving motivation and desire (or subjectivity) appears to be to achie

or meet objects of the classroom activity, which revolve around learning how

to write a thesis, according to the teacher’s pred?ﬁned standarfl. Bc'oth -of
these goal sets reveal something about the teacher’s and students ;ubje;tlv-
ities: They wish to succeed in their particul‘ar roles as students and teac cj:,
as defined by cultural models of learning literacy repx:e_sented in essday }vlvrl :
ing, novel reading, and standardized tests. As tl“%e activity progress: ) 1owt
ever, additional subjectivities, motives, and desires on the part of at leas

four students became evident.

The students’ talk suggests a desire to express opilons on or concerns

with how gangs are represented in the novel, in .their classroom lchsc.us;
sion, and in their community. For example, when Pilar made the fol o’w1r.1g
statement in lines 8 to 12, early in the discussion, she expanded the ac(;w—
ity beyond its clearly defined goal of learning how to make and defend a
thesis:

PrLar: That gangs really aren’t all that bad. BCCE?.USC it's like you have a fsec—
ond family, because they're willing to risk their lives for you, for your sa slty
People think if you're in a gang, it's all bad, that you l"l'clVC to get in trou le.
It doesn’t. Some gang members tell you, “Don’t get in fights when you ;e
at school” . . . or “You don’t have to do drugs.” They tell you to do the right
thing. They don’t just say do drugs and do all this stuff.
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This shift in the nature of the activity served to reveal not only the subjec-
tivities of some of the students, but also a number of different ways-that
students enacted identities and that their identities were recognized, thus
leading to a second pattern we observed. In brief, we documented students’
enacting a host of identities throughout this exchange, ranging from that
of “good student” who went along with the demands of activity, to “gang-
identified student,” who argued with larger cultural models of goodness
and badness, to “gang-resistant student,” who called on mainstream cul-
tural models of goodness and badness to challenge the claims made by
Pilar and other students that gangs were “not really all that bad.” These and
a number of other identity enactments and recognitions became evident
through discursive analyses, as presented in the next section.

Identity Enactments and Recognitions in the Activity

In making her claim (lines 6-11), Pilar revealed not only her motives and
desires, but she also enacted several identities. First, Pilar enacted a willing
student identity by gamely producing a claim based on the reading, at the
teacher’s request (line 6: “That gangs really aren’t all that bad.”). She simul-
taneously enacted a gang-connected (but not gang “member”) identity as
she introduced and supported the claim in the subsequent lines.

Pilar’s move here was agentic as she responded to the teacher’s request
for a thesis statement, but refocused it slightly from the subject of her previ-
- ous statement (lines 1-3), which foregrounded the actions of law enforce-
ment officets in reference to a comment about the novel. Her refocused
- statement maintained the question of what counts as good and bad in soci-

ety from her first statement, but moved gangs to the foreground. Pilar’s sen-
lence construction across the two comments {lines 1-3 and 8-12) raised the
question of motives of socially sanctioned authority figures and suggested,
with the contrast of “policeman” in utterance 1 and “gang” in utterance 2,
that institutions déemed “good” are not always good, whereas individuals
deemed “bad” may not always be bad. Her positioning of the police in lines
1to 3 (“they just stop” and “Fhey’re Jjudging them™), contrasted with the
clause “somebody who looks like they're in a gang” (line 2}, signaled a
questioning of the motives and judgments of authority figures. With this
discursive construction, Pilar implied that police officers often operate on
stereotypes (“who looks like”) and questioned whether socially acceptable
uses of power are always good.
© Pilar’s statement was also an agentic identity enactment as she claimed
knowledge of gangs, but hedged her claim with the phrase “aren’t all that
bad,” using the qualifier “all that” to make evident her belief that some
gang practices are bad. Pilar also hedged her claim by naming practices
commonly associated with gangs (fights at school and doing drugs), but
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then debunking the stereotype that gangs always make members engage in
such activities. Moreover, Pilar used the concept of gang to deconstruct typi-
cal notions of goodness (“People think if you're in a gang, it’s all bad, that
you have to get in trouble. It doesn’t”), whereas she also reinscribed some
conceptions of goodness when she argued that gangs tell “you ‘don’t get
int fights at school’ or ‘you don’t have to do drugs.” They tell you to do the
right thing.” That is, she acknowledged fighting and drug taking as “bad”
practices often linked to gang membership, but then claimed that gangs, in
fact, do not engage in such activities. Through this strategic argument, Pilar
built a safe space for argumentation, claiming knowledge of gangs while
labeling certain stereotypical gang practices as negative. :

At the same time, however, Pilar’s discourse also positioned her as a
member of neither group (policemen and gangs are both referred to as they
and them), but connected to and sympathetic with gangs through her use of
the second person pronoun, you, as a recipient of a gang’s protection and
advice. Thus, her foregrounding of “gangs” was coupled with a moderate
modality (e.g., “it’s like you have a second family”), through which Pilar sig-
naled that she is not in a gang, but knowledgeable enough to speak about
them from some experience, albeit distanced through the second person
pronoun. Thus, even as Pilar critiqued common Discoufses about good-
ness and badness, she played inside an activity system that she recognized
as not approving of gang activity. She did not, for example, make the claim,
“Gangs are good for society” or “Some gang members have told me ‘Don’t
get in fights at school.”” In making her claim the way she did, however,
she nudged the boundaries of the activity’s original object and beyond the
activity system of the school. That is, she focused on conceptions of gangs
that contradict dominant Discourses of the activity system, while maintain-
ing a relatively acceptable identity as knowledgeable of, but not involved
in, gang activity. This simple, but agentic, conversational move had implica-
tions for the remainder of the activity and for opportunities to learn and to
teach within the activity.

The teacher, in fact, then took up the shift that Pilar had introduced
but reframed —officially, albeit temporarily—the object of the activity with
her restatement (“They're like family”} and her question (“Who do you
think would go to a gang?”} in lines 13-14. In doing so, the teacher both
opened space in the activity for participants’ desires or motives beyond
the defined activity object and simultaneously maintained a focus on the
activity’s object (learning to make a thesis statement or writing an essay)
by asking for clarification of the point and for formation of the statement
into a thesis statement, This, too, can be said to be an agentic move on
the teacher’s part. The teacher’s willingness to take up Pilar’s claim can
be read as her belief that this topic—although perhaps potentially sensi-
tive—may have been motivating enough to the students that it could serve
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as a rich opportunity to learn how to make a claim and back it up with
evidence,

Data from teacher interview after the activity suggest that indeed this
was the case (“This is something that they care about, know about, want
to talk about”). In addition, the teacher’s own subjective experiences as a
marginalized subject (she talked often of her carly years as an immigrant to

'~ the United States and of the oppression she experienced) and as a teacher,
. imbued her with the desire to offer an opportunity for youth to bring their

experiences into the classroom, to grapple with the arguments, and to use
their subjectivities as resources for learning how to write strong, persua-
sive essays. Simultancously, however, the teacher monitored the depth of
the conversation and used language to distance herself from the content
(“They’relike family”) because of the potentially sensitive nature of discourse
about gangs within the activity system of school. Her own identity as pub-
fic school teacher and authority figure was enacted in this system in a way
that reinforced prevailing Discourses about authority, gangs, goodness, and
badness, but her identity was made and remade in relation to her students

. asshe established herself as a teacher who was willing to engage students in

conversations about gangs (and other topics students cared about), even as
she acknowledged pressures and her own desires to achieve high scores on
the state standardized tests. :

James represents another set of identity enactments worth exploring
in some depth. Relatively early in the conversation (lines 24-25), James
enacted a nongang—perhaps even antigang identity—with the following
claim: “kids join gangs [is] to obtaim power . . . Good or bad . . . But in‘many
situdtions it’s bad. There’s always a risk.” James’s statement works within the
activity object; that is, he debated Pilar’s thesis and he engaged with the
topic of gangs. He also played inside the activity system of school by estab-

~ lishing his stance on gangs as negative in direct challenge to Pilar's claim.

His language use also distarnces him from gang participation. For example,
he used the generic noun kids, rather than you, kids [ know, or even they, in
his claim, “Kids join gangs to obtain power.” James's use of kids enacted
an extremely low modality that distanced him even as he made a claim
about the motivations of other people. His use of kids rather than people
also implied that James may have wanted to position the behaviors of gangs
as juvenile or temporary, something people would grow out of if they were
given the chance.

Later in the transcript (line 41), James’s conversational move, “Do you
know the name of a gang, Pilar?” appears to come out of the blue. His ques-
tion called out Pilar (who is his friend, as documented in other observa-

tions and interviews), pushing her to name her knowledge and firsthand

experience and to enact an identity that could be recognized as gang con-
nected. Pilar did not back down from this potential demand and owned,
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through her discourse, extensive knowledge. She claimed not only knowl-
edge of one gang name, but “lots of 'em” (line 42). . o

In an even later segment (line 51), James was more direct in his chall-
lenge to Pilar. His body movement—turning directly to face ‘her—and his
use of the name of an actual gang set— of which he knew Plla}" p9ssessed
knowledge (as documented in ethnographic interview data), 1nd1ca-ted a
high level of confrontation and a high modality enact.me:at of an antigang
identity embedded in a seemingly simple question. .Pﬂar s.reiponse (llpes
52-55) is curious on many levels. First, she stated, “Like I said,” but a review
of the transcript indicates that she did not distinguish between gangs f"md
individual members of gangs; in fact, jovana had made that distinction.

Pilar, however, took up that distinction, seeming to recognize here that

even within the relative “safety” of this classroom space, some claims may
be dangerous. Pilar, in the face of this direct request for knomlrledgt? ofa
particular gang, backed off her claim and enacted a dﬁferex?t 1,c,1er.1t1ty. In
addition, the phrase, “It depends on who you go and hang with” (line 5“3)
introduced a condition to her claim that “gangs really aren’t all thatbad,” a
condition that she may have introduced as a way of backing off the strength
of her earlier claim. . . .
James, however, refused to let Pilar back out of her clan"n, misquoting her
in his attempt to force her into taking a position (i.e., Pilar never actually
stated that Surefios is a good gang). What is at work in Jamnes’s refusal to let
Pilar back away from her claim about goodness of gan'gs?l An.d w.hy does he
push her to claim Surefios as a good gang? His modality is high in the con-

frontation, foregrounding the argument and facing Pilar and emphasizing, -

albeit inaccurately, “yousaid.” Given this high modality and‘ the fore.groufld-
ing of Pilar in the sentence itself, together with the use of :Lhe conjunction
but to indicate a contradiction to her previous statement, it seems evident
that James was not offering this comment as a friendly question: '

At least four possible explanations come to mind, all reflecting d1re(?t1y
on James's identity enactments and agency: First, James could s1_mp1y‘ like
to argue, seeking to find holes in the logic of others._]ames_ had 1fient1ﬁed
law as a possible future career, and he may have v.iewed arguing points as an
enjoyable pursuit. He may also have been enacting an identity as the class
debater and future lawyer. This explanation is challenged, howe.:ve.r, by the
fact that he actually misquoted Pilar and attributed to her a claim that shf:
did not make, thus diminishing the force and skill of his argument. In addi-
tion, ethnographic data over 2 years do not support the idea that.jamef, was
a vocal class debater, although he did participate actively and did at times
ask questions of the teacher. ' o

A second explanation is that James was strongly antigang in his orienta-
tion to the world and hoped to represent his identity as antigang. His argu-
ment could have been driven by rejection of Pilar’s view, Our ethnographic
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data do not support this interpretation, although it is true that James did
not consider himself “gang identified.” ‘

A third possibility is that James was not only progang, but that he was pro-
Surefios. He may be trying to force Pilar to claim Surefios against her will.
Claiming a set—by saying, for example, that one set is “good”~is a pri-
mmary means of identifying one’s allegiance to a set. James could, then, have
been enacting an identity as a good Surefio, an identity that would likely be
recognized only by other students knowledgeable about gangs (and not by
the teacher). This move, if accurate, would be a particularly strategic and
agentic identity enactment on James’s part as it takes in both the constraints
posed by the activity system of schooling and society and the rewards possi-
ble in a peer-hased activity system, Again, our ethnographic data, however,
do not indicate support for this hypothesis; we never documented evidence
of James as deeply knowledgeable of or involved in gang practices,

A fourth hypothesis is that James was trying to position himself as a “good
student” or “good person,” by setting himself up—within this activity, activ-
ity system, and its attendant Discourses—as antigang and as committed
to the original activity object, that of making and defending a thesis. This
explanation seems most defensible according to our broader data corpus,
but some hybrid of most of these possibilities is probable.

It should be clear that any and all of these hypotheses are possible and
that without access to a larger ethnographic and cultural studies perspec-
tive, it would be impossible to determine with any degree of certainty
James’s motives and desires. The larger ethnographic project allows us to
hypothesize about James’s goals in this activity, as well as to document his
general “good student” identity; his frustration with and fear of gang activ-
ity, and his lack of participation in gang-related practices. Thus, we can
assert—drawing from a wealth of data framed by cultural studies—that
James’s motives here in the activity were to challenge Pilar’s belief system
about gangs. He was, perhaps, also influenced by his desire to appear to be
a good student, but his desire was not superficial. He was not playing at this
identity, but was enacting a sense of self that was consistent with how he saw
his larger world. This move was agentic (and risky) in the sense that James
challenged a dominant perspective—thinking gangs are cool—among the
other youth in the class. His status with the group-—as sincere, good, and
smart—enabled him to enact an antigang identity, even to the degree of
openly challenging Pilar, a popular friend of many students in the room
and well liked by the teacher.

The move also demonstrated a different kind of agency, one enabled
by the workings of power within the activity system, power that allowed the
young Latinas (girls) in the class to make claims about gangs being good,
but that did not allow young Latinos (boys) to make similar claims. James—
as a Latino—was enabled 16 make antigang claims, whereas the other boys
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.in the room are not enabled to make their views of gangs——mlalrﬂy posi-
tive—known. Were they to argue for the gf}odness of gangs—in ;upport
of Pilar, Jovana, and Elmira—they would risk future surve}llanl;:e or pt(I)ls(;
sible gang membership. Thus, the agency .of thff-: othc?r Lat,lno. O)g 1;1 e
élass-'—many of whom were, indeed, gang-ldentlfled, is constraine L o
discussion. If one supports the position that bemg able to duscusi:l cliefs
and opinions is a useful learning and brainstorr'nmg tool for e.nl fmcmgt
one’s writing, then it would seem that this constraint has a pf)FentlaL . ;;npﬁct
on some students’ opportunities to learn so‘phlstlcated.wrltlflg skills tha
depend on arguing one’s beliefs and supporting them with evidence.

Activity Systems, Gultural Models, and Discourses

References to the aciivity system raise the question for an activity theorist of

what is the activity system that surrounds and mediates this particular activ-

ity. Because we are integrating activity theory with culu‘lral and chscf:lurs;v(e1
analyses, we also ask about the cultural models al_ad Discourses re 'ec ;:l
and reinscribed through participants’ talk and action. In our ana;lly51s,tlt (ﬁ
activity system is constituted by the school, the local community, the scho

district, and the state (via state assessment, around which the teacher makes

curricular decisions), as well as by youth cultural groups, e.tlr.mic culf:ural
groups, and popular cultural texts and Discourses. The participants of the

activity system include all of the aforementioned participants, as well as.
administrators, parents, community leaders, and other teachers, despite

the fact that the classroom doors are closed. In that sense, all of those peo

ple and structures—and their voices, experiences, and sul‘)_]ectmuesj—ualrg :
also present in the room and are framed in the goals of this one particular |

activity.

The goals of the system, however, are quite extensive and complicated. :

A dilemma in such analyses lies in how to account for multiple and inter
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tion mainstream views of gangs or urban life, an interpretation that seems
buoyed by the transcript shown here. Thus, the intersection of many dif-
ferent systemic goals requires a deeply complex analysis that must be read
from many different points of view and that must account for the role of
larger structures-—acro-structures—being localized in the very particular
talk and actions of participants in any given activity system.

That said, the structures and content of the utterances in this excerpt
appear to be shaped by several activity systems and accompanying cultural
models and Discourses. For example, the teacher probed Pilar’s claim as
she did in part because she was a teacher in public school classroom with a
set of learning objectives to which she must teach. Interview data with the
teacher reveal thatshe has, in fact, designed the activity with the state stan-
dardized test in mind (constructed responses requiring the making and
defense of a thesis are de rigueur for the state test). Her seemingly non-
committal probing may also have been a function of constraints she feels
from the conversational rules of the activity system and its cultural model
that silences explicit talk about unsanctioned activities. Like most teachers,
this teacher was hesitant to encourage students to talk openly about gangs,
which are considered unsuitable material for classrooms. The teacher was
thus faced with a dilemma: She had, as the object of the activity, asked stu-
dents to make a thesis and defend it. And yet, the thesis made by one student
tnvolved problematic content. However, because she believed (information
obtained throughout interviews conducted over 4 years) that young people
must be encouraged to talk abetut issues, she was also hesitant to shut down
the exchange. The teacher resolved this dilemma through the structure of
her utterances, in which she probed with questions, but did not necessar-
ily support the statements being made. The only statement she offered pro-
vided a negative instance of her own experience with gangs (lines 46-49).
And many of her utterances, although seemingly neutral questions, were
tinged with a skeptical tone or interrupted students while speaking (lines

secting systems of power that may work in contradictory ;r\ra?s 111n ansj‘/;egrglez
participant’s action. and discourse. For example, one goa 0H1': f sY: 1967)‘_:
systems underlying the choice of the novel, The Qutstdws (hm on,ldraw; :
might be to position urban street life as pro]olematlc even as the noveo g
youth in by possibly reflecting their experiences or by plzflymg on} p En ) :
youth cultural texts (e.g., more than one young woman in the class pe
tioned how much she liked the actor Mate Dillon in the movie version of the.
novel). Hence, driven by the activity system’s cultural models or Dlscourlse
the teacher chooses a novel that features gang members as 'protagomsts,_,
but simultaneously provides a strong moral against gang activity. |
If, however, the influence of popular culture texts and Discourses al’l;e;-
accounted for in the activity system, and if the goals of the 'st1.1der1tlsj1 in the‘
activity are emphasized-—rather than Fhe teacher as goal setteiFt en te;.
goals of a popular youth cultural activity system might be to call into qu

32, 34, 46). Thus, she allowed the conversation to continue, but via the
structure (and content) of her utterances, she neither approved nor openly
isapproved of the content.
The teacher’s interruption of Pilar’s naming of gangs (line 46) is an
example of the play of larger cultural models and Discourses at play in the
talk within this classroom. The interruption scems prompted by mention of
the Gounts. The interruption served to constrain the specific conversation
about gangs, or to reframe it, because the teacher’s talk about the Counts
was framed in negative terms (they were “always fighting”), reflecting larger
Discourses about gangs. The fact that the conversational turn was an obvi-
ous interruption, combined with her framing of gangs in negative térms,
ggests an intentional turn away from more explicit, and possibly positive,
Ik about specific gangs. Indeed, the teacher’s framing of gangs as “always
fighting” reversed the flow of the conversation in which gangs were rep-
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resented as good and in which individual gang members could be “good
people” (lines 80-31) and took the activity full circle from Pilar’s initial
claim that “gangs really aren’t all that bad” (line 6). Through this discursive
move, the Discourse of gangs as problematic was invoked and reinscribed.
One can also interpret student utterances as formed within the school
as activity system. The exchange between James and Pilar (lines 51-59) is
particularly noteworthy in terms of the identities enacted, the cultural mod-
els and Discourses invoked, and the youths” awareness of multiple activity
systems and other participants’ desires and subject positions. For example,
consider again James's conversational move in line 41 and following (begin-
ning with “Do you know the name of a gang, Pilar?”). With his impera-
tive command, “Tell me one” {line 43}, James rejterated the demand for

an identity enactment as gang knowledgeable, if not gang identified. Pilar,

however, demonstrated her awareness that speaking the name of a gang
could be considered inappropriate within the walls of the school, that is,
within the activity system, through her embodied, but unspoken, move of
looking for permission from the teacher {(line 44). With that move, Pilar

thus indicated that she was aware of a larger system at work constraining or

enabling her talk. However, even as Pilar turned to the teacher as author
ity figure within an activity system that might frown on their conversation,

she also demonstrated her trust that the teacher would not judge her for

her knowledge; thus, her microlevel relationship with her teacher medi-
ated the power of larger Discourses in the activity system. Pilar thus negoti:

ated her position and participated in the workings of power at both micro

and macro, personal and institutional, levels.
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transcript, when Pilar introduced the com

. - arison of th
tioned authority figures to the P ¢ goodness of sanc-

. goodness of gang members. Her intr
/ _ e g . oduc-
t1§1t'1hof a }?otentlally rls.ky topic into the activity, and her teacher’s take-uy
o 1 € topic, silowed Pilar to reframe the activity from the teacher’s origf
nat activity object. James’s criti f Pilar’ :
. que of Pilar’s comments represent
moment of agency, a moment i i ly enaced
n which James strategicall
) 1c : enacte
number of identities, as detailed in the previcus seo:tiong ’ @
. Instances occurred. as well in which both students’ and the teacher’s
.bgeﬁlcy scems constrained. The teacher, for example, seems constrained
Aifthoigicu;nydsy:‘stegl of schooling, standardization, and accountability.
she desired to provide a space for stud i i !
; : ents to discuss issues and
Eﬁ}:cs they care about, she also wished to teach students the skills by which
iy ;1; gz}‘lowth .“illl be measured and to which she was held accountable
What, the activity system of _sc'hooling, replete with cultural models about
Sis thcoug.]ts. as literacy learning (e.g., the ability to make and defend a the-
Suf,)p etadl ];ty tg draw from personal experience to make an argument)
_ orted her decision to engage students’ i ,
: : . ‘ §' perspectives—even on gan
_ E;zc:sfi;g tlile dlscismin. At the same time, cultural models of goodgnesf
- Hority also spoke their Discourses in thi
$ exchange and constrained
31;1(:: imtuch thcf: tea_tchc.ar was willing to let the discussion go on unchecked
fler 1;11 er;uplnon 111}11 lines 46 to 50 was an agentic move designed to signal
udents that although they were talking ab
: t gangs, she
doning them and that, i i Sience, oy ngs” pro
_ » in fact, in her experience, th “ ”
doning th ) » they were “always” prob-
: matic (mgn_aled“throughfthe phrase “always fighting,” line 48; she dicIIJ not
or v:example, say “They had a lot of fights, )

Later, James’s question to Pilar in line 51 then underscores the teacher’s
Discursive move of reframing gangs as bad, and functions as a repeated and -
explicit challenge to her framing of gangs as good. His question, “Would '
you say that Surefios are a good gang?” explicitly invoked larger cultural
models of what counts as goodness, and, as outlined previously, pushed
Pilar into backing down from her claim (line 55) as she appeared to real-
ize that maintaining her claim would require her to reveal Discursive com
mitments that would not be approved in the activity system. Thus, although
willing to enact an identity as gang-knowledgeable early on, Pilar appeared
to realize as James pushed her to claim greater knowledge, that revealing
too much knowledge, and thus enacting too connected an identity, would
be at odds with the cultural models and Discourses that were taking hold as
the conversation progressed.

:llz ;r;i larger g?als of the activity system, Pilar’s agency to pursue a com-

X eglitzgl}:sr;a(.x.f:.(,jt(?A arghue for gang members as not necessarily bad) was

_ med. At the end of the transcript {line 55), f

: _ » tor example,

..a_flgr a.ppcared. to have .had second thoughts about either her claim or il.t‘ler
ty In speaking hfzr views 5o vocally as evidenced by her failure to take on

grt?ffs (1 ch.allenge, m_ accordance with the demands of the newly defined

c; r\;t:f ob]etct. Her dlsclc;urse in this utterance was distinctly different from

lor utterances, which were spoken with a
! \ : n ethos that sugeested not
nly confidence, but certainty. Not only her words (“ really cii’t answer

Moments of Agency, or Not

A number of moments of “strategic making and remaking of selves” occu
throughout the discussion. One obvious moment appears at the start of th
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that”), but also her hesitation and her eventual trailing off (atypical behav-
ior for Pilar, as documented by long-term ethnographic data collection with
her), suggest her unwillingness or inability to take the argument further.
The atypicality of her behavior in this instance when compared to other
similar interactions suggests that she perceived some confrontation or risk
in his challenge. James’s comments are coupled with the teacher’s com-
ments on her own experiences with gangs. Pilar’s awareness of the other
participants’ views, together with her own understanding of dominant dis-

courses on gangs within the activity system of schooling, may have led her -

to rethink the stance she had taken and the identity, as knowledgeable of
gangs, she had enacted.

Jovana’s agency to argue for an aliernative view of gang practices, how-
ever, seems unconstrained, as she jumped in to take a stand on the ques-
tion, actually claiming with high modality (lines 56-57: “ have friends who
ard’) friendly relationships with members of both sets. Again, Jovana empha-

sized the individual as gang member, and she smoothly, strategically posi- -

tioned herself through her talk as neither Count nor Surefio by claiming
friends from both sets, although not claiming membership in either. Fur-
ther, as the other members of the class and the teacher know, if one were
jumped into (initiated) full membership in one gang set, they would not
openly claim friendships with members of another set. Thus, Jovana’s dis-

course simultaneously positions herself as knowledgeable of and yet dis-
tanced from actual gang practice. What allowed Jovana to pursue this line

of argument, seemingly unconstrained by obvious Discourses of gangs as
always and only bad, when Pilar appeared to reevaluate the identity she

was enacting in the discussion and other students were silent throughout

the entire exchange? One possible explanation is that Jovana’s enactment
of a gang-connected identity, her claiming of friends, may be enabled by

her phenotype. Although Jovana identified as Mexican, she acknowledged
that her white skin, light hair, and freckles allow her to “act White” (Moje
& Ciechanowski, 2002). Jovana, as documented in multiple interviews and .
in this classroom excerpt, has repeatedly acknowledged the value of act-
ing White even as she identified as Mexican, and thus she acknowledges -
the power of race-based cultural models and Discourses at work in all the |

activity systems in which she finds herself. Thus, Jovana’s ability to iden-

tify openly with gang friends is a function not only of her discursive strate- ©
gies, but also of her positioning in a racialized activity system that may read
the talk and actions of dark-skinned youth as problematic, whereas accept- .
ing the talk and actions of light-skinned youth as safe, even when that talk :
and action is aimed at deconstructing dominant Discourses. To know this -
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Each of these examples represents only a few of the agentic moves made
by students in the class. Even the silence of the majority of the class can
be analyzed, for example, as agentic. For example, when questioned later
about why no other boys in the class spoke in this discussion about gangs,

~-Pilar and another young woman, Yolanda, hypothesized that the boys, in

partit}ular, might have been unwilling to reveal their knowledge of gang
practices because they knew that boys were more likely to be considered
actve gang participants than were girls. Thus, they these young womer rec-
ognized how any personal knowledge of or experience with gangs might
have been viewed by the teacher. The young women suggested that they
were more able to talk freely about gangs because school officials would
be Jess likely to suspect them of actual gang participation than the)f would

- young Latino boys. If the girls’ hypothesis is correct, then the young

men’s silence could be considered agentic in the sense that they strategi-~
cally enacted identities of neutral observers in the exchange. Although it
could be argued that their silence did not challenge Discourses or cultural
models that position young Latino boys as likely gang members, we assert
that their silence was, in fact, agentic in the sense that it did not ,reinscribe
those Discourses. However, their silence, coupled with James’s strenuous
arguments against the positive power of gangs, also potentially served to

remake stereotypical identities of young Latino men in the space of that
classroom.

e
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

’1'“his analysis helps to illustrate the role of microrelations and macrorela-
tions oi.: power—rvia cultural models and Discourses—in shaping people’s
subjective experiences, identity enactments, and agency in a given activity,
but what does it mean for learning? The central questions with which wej
went into tl‘liS analysis were what did people learn in this activity, and, per-
haps more important, what were their opportunities to learn (or to teach})?
In Partlcular, one mightask, whether it matters that these young people and
t?lell" .tcacher were constrained as they tried to argue about street gang prac-
tices in relation to a novel they were reading and in relation to questions
about goodness and badness in society? We want to argue that although
the students in this exchange did learn some useful literacy skills and sorﬁe
knowledge about exploring a novel’s content by examining one’s own sub-

Jective experience, the depth of their learning was constrained by their

unwillingness to speak against prevailing Discourses and cultural models
abciutl-gangs. We do not wish to argue that they should have left the class
believing that gang practices are good or even that their beliefs should have
been unquestioned, but we do wish to argue that their beliefs were not fully

about Jovana, of course, requires ethnographic observation and interview- -
ing from a cultural studies perspective, over time, coupled with a discursive
analysis of this particular activity and its activity system.
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examined—and thus their literacy skills not fully developed—because
their activity was constrained by these models and Discourses. In what fol-
lows, we outline what these youth did learn and how their opportunities to
learn were even moré constrained. '
First, this exchange is evidence that students had read, discussed, and
analyzed what is now considered a classic piece of young adult literature,
The Outsiders (Hinton, 1967). Thus, they experienced what we might con-
sider a conventional literature discussion and learned important skills for
exploring literature and making personal, as well as societal connections to
literature. (Evidence of their learning was documented in multiple obser-
vations beyond the snippet reported here and in analysis of essays the stu-
dents wrote.) Second, the data here indicate that most of the students had

" made connections from the riovel The Quisiders to their own experiences,

as illustrated by Pilar’s turn from the novel to her own experiences with law
enforcement officials and gang members. These connections shaped their
engagement with and comprehension of the novel, to the extent that all stu-
dents interviewed throughout the year (z =20 in formal interviews, more in
informal classroom mnterviews) nominated The Outsiders as their “Favorite”
reading of the year. They were also able to recount the story with accuracy,
even remembering character names and plot details. Third, as suggested
in this data excerpt, each student eventually wrote an opinion essay, draw-
ing from main ideas in the novel. Thus, they learned to identify main ideas,
conrect those ideas to current societal issues, and write a thesis on those
issues. A review of a sample of student essays indicated that students learned
to make a reasonably clear statement of opinion and to use information or
experience to support their opinions or theses (as evidenced in the analysis
of student essays, not included here). In doing so, the students learned that
the activity system of the school and a specific activity object could include
their personal, subjective experiences and beliefs even as they set out to
learn mainstream comsmunicative practices.

That said, students also learned that they could go only so far in weaving -

their experiences and subjectivities into school-based learning activities.
Dominant cultural models and Discourses that positioned their experi-
ences and discourses as outside the norm shaped the students’ willingness
to argue in extended ways for their particular views. In many ways, this learn-
ing was valuable, as students refined their awareness that they had to moni-
tor their communicative practices depending on the discourse community
in which they were immersed, always a valuable lesson for young people
who will need to cross many different discourse communities in their pur-
suit of educational and economic success (cf. Delpit, 1988; Guerra, this vol-
ume). In that sense, they learned to enact identities associated with certain
ways of reading and writing (Discourses), which many scholars (e.g., Gee,
2001; Lave, 1996) claim to be critical aspects of learning.
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It could also be said, however, that what they learned, or practiced,
was a kind of selfmonitoring or silencing that could serve them well in
mainstream social and educational settings. Such learning does not, how-
ever, question or restructure how certain cultural models and Discourses
empower some and disenfranchise others. These students did not, that is,
discuss why and how gangs have come to exist in society, and they did not
examine the relationship of gangs to sanctioned authority figures, despite
the fact that such a theme is a central one in the novel they were reading.
They did not learn to analyze the difference between individual behavior
(“there are good people and bad people in gangs”) and group behavior
(gangs as “always fighting”), also one of the novel’s themes and an impor-
tant concept in social sciences that links to the core democratic values stu-
~ dents are expected to learn in social studies classes (e.g., examinations
_ of the relationship between individual freedom and the common good).
Further, they did not learn to ask questions about what motivates gang
behaviors, why particular kinds of gangs develop in particular kinds of com-
. munities (e.g., street gangs in urban environments and “skaters” in subur-
ban environments), or why certain groups of people come to be labeled as
“gangs,” whereas other groups are called “clubs,” “groups,” or “frats,” and
why some groupings are never even identified in popuiar and legal dis-
- courses. Again, these are all mainstream sociological concepts that these
youth could have addressed in relation to even this very small snippet of lit-
erature discussion.

One might argue that these topics were not the point of the learning
- activity, and thus, do not represent missed opportunities to learn. We argue,
* however, that in failing to examine these issues in depth, these youth failed
to develop deep and sophisticated literacy skills and strategies for delving
into the major themes of the novel, making complex arguments, synthesiz-
ing ideas across texts and personal or cultural experiences, and for exam-
ining their experiences in relation to larger societal systerns, all aspects
of skills measured in most state standardized assessments and in national
assessments.

In that sense, then, their opportunities to learn were compromised by
the power of cultural models, Discourses, and activity systems that prevent
people from “simply speak[ing] of anything, when we like or where we like”
(Foucault, 1972, p. 216). The students, like any student, brought their sub-
Jectivities to bear on their reading of the novel, and in brief moments, they
enacted identities and remade identities that had the potential to support
and constrain their learning. The students’ opportunities to learn, then,
were shaped by the relationship they had with this particular teacher (which
actually allowed them to feel some safety in initiating the discussion), by the
activity she planned and then allowed them to reframe, by the activity sys-
tem in which this exchange had occurred, and, we would argue, by the
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Discourses and cultural models that slipped into the classroom to support
train their learning. N
am]:‘ifl(;?lsy, it is important tg note that the combination of activity ;hf.:ory%
cultural theory, and critical discourse gnalysm allowed for an ana ysT tci)c
opportunity to learn that we have carrlefi out here. ’_l“hes«? three analy <
frameworks weave together crucial questions of how identity, agency, an
power constrain and enable what counts as knowl.edg'e as well as V.vho is
allowed to own, receive, develop, or disseminate it within goal—omen;led
aclivity systems. Bringing these perspectives together allows the resea;chei:
to look for the unpredictable flow of power, for cultural models and Dis

k, for action toward goals.

CO‘;;S‘ZL?;;,W:;Z have tried to demognstrate that the identities that are rec-
ognized in classrooms and the discourses anq FuItural models thf:tt_oper-
ate therein have everything to do with the positions students are willing t;)
take up and the agency they have to resignify, disrupt, or exammc}e prevail-
ing discourses. Identity, agency, and power are not pe'r]pheral to1 earm;gd.
They are ceniral. Activity theory alone does not -prowde the too i neede
to analyze how these aspects of learning operate in and throulgh- classroom
exchanges of the sort we include in this .chapter. But C(.)Irllbu_nngl‘. a_ctmté
theory with cultural theory and critical dls'cpurse z%nalyms in explicit a}rll
systematic ways, researchers can conduct crltlcal. socmc'uitural analylses that
can move the feld toward a deeper understanding of literacy learning.
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