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Supervisor:  Allison Skerrett 

 

The purpose of this dissertation was to explore with English Language Arts 

(ELA) teachers how to design and implement appreciative (Bomer, 2011) 

approaches to writing assessment in secondary ELA classrooms. This study aimed 

to counter deficit (Paris, 2012; Valencia, 1997) approaches to assessment that focus 

on perceived errors in students’ writing. I drew on theories that explain the ways 

discourse shapes knowledge (Foucault, 1970; Gee, 2014) and identities (Gee, 2014; 

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) in powerful and often hidden ways. 

These theories facilitated my analyses of the ways in which discourses around 

writing assessment positioned (Davies & Harré, 1990; Holland et al., 1998) students 

in deficit (Paris, 2012; Valencia, 1997) or appreciative (R. Bomer, 2011) ways.  

This research was guided by formative experiment design (Reinking & 

Bradley, 2008) and case study methods (Yin, 2014). The study consisted of two 

phases: Phase 1: Collaborative design between the researcher and teacher-

participants of an appreciative writing assessment; Phase 2: Teachers’ 

implementation of the writing assessment in their classrooms. Making use of 

qualitative, ethnographic methods (Marshall & Rossman, 2011), I collected data 
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around teachers’ design within an inquiry group as well as two teachers’ 

implementation of the design within their ELA classrooms. I analyzed all data using 

an inductive approach of qualitative data analysis (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 

2014). 

Analysis revealed that the inquiry group of teachers and myself approached 

the task of design by constructing a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998) of concepts, 

texts, tools, and discourses that served as resources for the negotiation of meaning 

around appreciative writing assessment. The inquiry group elaborated on 

appreciative discourses to design a writing assessment that positioned student 

writers as knowledgeable, in a process of growth, and authorities capable of 

assessing their own writing and growth. The inquiry group also used physical tools 

to reify the discourses upon which teachers drew and visualize how these larger 

discourses could shape classroom practice.  

To explore the ways in which teachers implemented the writing assessment 

in their classrooms, I focused on the case of one teacher. As the teacher 

implemented the inquiry group’s framework document, she redesigned related 

classroom practices, specifically, writing instruction that focused on student-led 

genre study, increased peer dialogue within the classroom community, and 

students’ roles as co-designers of assessment.  

This study contributes to the literature on classroom writing assessment as 

well as literature on resource pedagogies (Paris & Ball, 2009) and a multiliteracies 

pedagogy (New London Group, 1996) that demonstrate ways that teachers can 

draw on students’ strengths and resources in curriculum and instruction. 

Furthermore, this study points to teachers’ roles as designers of curriculum, 
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instruction, and assessment in both formative experiment research studies and in 

schools. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Review of Relevant Literature 

My first year teaching high school English Language Arts, I had a student named 

Emily. She was a small, brown-haired senior with a big smile and an enthusiasm for my 

class. In the fall as the students worked on their first pieces of writing, she came to visit 

me after school. Emily wanted to talk about how to craft her writing so that she would 

feel more confident as a writer and feel “ready for college” the next year. We worked 

together in class and after school nearly every day to develop her craft as well as her 

writer identity.  

 A few weeks passed, the students turned in their writing assignments, and I 

graded them. I wrote marginal comments related to organization, development, and 

clarity, circled and marked grammatical errors, and checked boxes on a rubric to 

calculate the grades. As I returned the papers, each student tentatively took his or her 

paper from me, and I saw shoulders slump and eyes look at the floor. I noticed that Emily 

sat quietly in the back with no smile but instead tears in her eyes. The bell rang, and I 

walked up to Emily to try to offer some encouragement. I wanted to tell her that I was 

impressed with the growth she had shown as a writer, that she had expressed her ideas 

thoughtfully in her writing. But the written comments and rubric scores I had given her 

had not conveyed that message. She didn’t respond to me as I called her name; she 

walked straight toward and out the door. Over the next few months, Emily’s smile 

returned, but she no longer came to visit me after school and often sat silently in the back 

of the room.  
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 My heart sinks as I confess this story, but unfortunately, I know that many writing 

teachers have similar stories to tell. In my teaching, I valued dialogue between Emily and 

me; we worked together and talked together about strategies she could use in her writing. 

I valued the purposeful decisions about language, organization, and content she made in 

her writing. I valued her voice and her identity as a writer. However, in my assessment of 

her writing, I became focused on a set of fixed standards. I became the judge of Emily’s 

writing, and her voice was no longer involved in the process. Through my assessment 

practices, I told Emily that her writing was not good enough, that her language did not fit 

the writing standards that counted in my classroom, that she was not a writer.  

This study aimed to counter deficit (Paris, 2012; Valencia, 1997) approaches to 

assessment that focused on errors in students’ writing. Instead, I wanted to explore the 

ways an appreciative stance (R. Bomer, 2011) could inform writing assessment—a stance 

that looks for “what a student knows and can do” (R. Bomer, 2011, p.22) in his or her 

writing. In this study, I joined with fellow secondary English Language Arts teachers to 

design and implement an appreciative writing assessment that positioned student writers 

as knowledgeable, in a process of growth, and authorities capable of assessing their own 

writing and growth.  

NEED FOR THE STUDY 

Studies in the field of literacy education and education more broadly have shown 

the ways in which school practices position (Davies & Harré, 1990) students in particular 

ways and construct students’ academic identities (Alvermann, 2001; McDermott, 1993; 
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Rubinstein-Ávila, 2003; Triplett, 2007; Wortham, 2006). Too often school practices 

position students as lacking knowledge, language, and literacy and so construct identities 

of deficiency (Paris, 2012; Valencia, 1997).  

Writing assessment is one such practice that can send messages of deficiency to 

students. Studies in the fields of composition and literacy education have shown that 

classroom-based writing assessment practices, such as teachers making marginal 

comments and using rubrics, have tended to consist of teachers locating and correcting 

errors within student writing (Bardine, Bardine, & Deegan, 2000; Connors and Lunsford, 

1993; Sommers, 1982; Sperling, 1994). These types of writing assessments have also 

positioned culturally and linguistically diverse student writers as deficient, primarily as a 

result of linguistic bias in both rubrics and teachers’ ideologies (Balester, 2012; Ball, 

1997; Davila, 2012; Kamusikiri, 1996; Kynard, 2008; Spence, 2010). Additionally, 

rubrics and teachers’ marginal comments have tended to position writing teachers as the 

sole authority on student writing (Ketter & Poole, 2001; Scott, 2008; Sommers, 1982), 

negating students’ knowledge about their writing. These common classroom assessment 

practices—teachers’ marginal comments and use of rubrics—draw from and contribute to 

deficit thinking (Valencia, 1997), particularly deficit discourses surrounding historically 

marginalized student groups and their language practices. These deficit narratives blame 

students for school failure and point to internal deficits such as “limited intellectual 

abilities, linguistic shortcomings, [and] lack of motivation to learn” (Valencia, 1997, p.2) 

as reasons for failure rather than recognizing systemic factors. These studies point to the 
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need for writing assessment practices that counter deficit discourses around students and 

their writing.  

Contributing to this need for anti-deficit writing assessments within English 

Language Arts classrooms is the current context of standardized testing. High-stakes 

assessments created in the recent No Child Left Behind era defined student abilities and 

linked those abilities to students’ racial and socioeconomic groups (Slomp, Corrigan, and 

Sugimoto, 2014; Poe, 2008). Standardized writing rubrics associated with high-stakes 

tests most often have enforced a rigid, monolingual standard that adheres to White, 

middle-class norms and conventions of Edited Academic English (Balester, 2012). These 

trends are continuing with the current reauthorization of the Every Student Success Act. 

On a broad scale, standardized writing tests have constructed narratives of deficiency 

around the writing identities of culturally and linguistically diverse students.   

The power of high-stakes, standardized writing tests also impacts students on a 

local scale as it creeps into classrooms and exerts control over teachers’ practices 

(Hillocks, 2002) and limits teachers’ abilities to enact culturally responsive or resource-

based pedagogies (Skerrett, 2009). Just as standardized tests have influenced teachers’ 

approaches to curriculum and instruction, classroom-based writing assessments have also 

come to mirror standardized assessments (Au, 2007; Scott, 2008). Even when teachers 

have not used standardized test rubrics to assess writing in their classrooms, dominant 

discourses from standardized writing assessments, such as skills mastery, have informed 

and shaped teachers’ classroom writing assessments (Wohlwend, 2009). Both large-scale 
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and classroom-based writing assessments have enforced dominant notions of language 

and literacy and constructed identities of deficiency for students based on those notions.  

The body of theoretical and empirical work that Paris and Ball (2009) termed 

resource pedagogies has aimed to counter deficit thinking about students by 

acknowledging and valuing students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge as resources that 

teachers draw on in curriculum and instruction (Ball, 1995; Benjamin, 1996; Dworin, 

2006; Martínez, 2010; Orellana & Reynolds, 2008; Weinstein, 2006; Williams, 2006) and 

valuing students’ voices and expertise (Gutiérrez, 2008; Skerrett, 2013). These 

approaches to writing curriculum and instruction positioned students as knowledgeable, 

resourceful, and capable.  

Though resource pedagogies have influenced the ways teachers draw on students’ 

knowledge and resources in curriculum and instruction, classroom assessment practices 

are often misaligned with this stance. Ball (1997) observed this misalignment:  

For the last two to three decades writing pedagogy has moved toward 

process-oriented, culturally sensitive, and content-specific approaches that 

focus on students’ individual cognitive energies and their socially 

positioned identity as members of culturally bound groups. On the 

contrary, writing assessment has remained a contextless activity that 

emphasizes standardization and an ideal version of writing quality. (p.194) 

Writing assessment practices, both statewide and in individual classrooms, most often do 

not work to sustain students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge or support their writer 
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identities but rather work to homogenize student writing to fit a “monocultural and 

monolingual” (Paris, 2012, p.95) norm. As more and more English Language Arts 

teachers begin to inquire into their students’ cultural and linguistic resources and 

multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996) for teaching and learning, there is a need for 

classroom-based writing assessments that align with the appreciative stance (R. Bomer, 

2011) of resource pedagogies and counter deficit narratives about students and their 

writing.  

Researchers have called for more empirical studies on writing assessments, 

particularly those that acknowledge race, culture, power, and language diversity (Ball, 

1997; Behm & Miller, 2012; Hamp-Lyons, 1996). Prior to No Child Left Behind and 

Every Student Succeeds, researchers in English Language Arts education explored uses 

of writing portfolios that included students’ reflections and evaluations (Callahan, 1997; 

Murphy, Bergamini, & Rooney, 1997), yet it seems that the recent era of NCLB and now 

ESSA put a stop to writing assessment research in K-12 settings, as assessment became 

synonymous with standardized tests and rubrics, and few studies examined alternate 

possibilities outside of standardized measures. Additionally, most recent research studies 

on writing assessment have been in the context of university writing programs, though 

much of this scholarship in university contexts consists of descriptions of instructors’ 

assessment practices and suggestions for future practice rather than empirical studies. 

Work by K. Bomer (2010) and Spence (2008, 2010) has explored the use of appreciative 

writing assessments in K-12 contexts; these assessments focus on strengths rather than 
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deficits in students’ writing and value cultural and linguistic knowledge that students 

bring to their writing. These studies present possibilities for appreciative approaches to 

writing assessment in secondary English Language Arts classrooms.  

Within the current context of deficit-based classroom assessment and high-stakes 

testing, possibilities exist for teachers to create and use appreciative, resource-based 

curricula and assessments. Research has shown how teachers have exhibited agency as 

curriculum-makers within contexts of standardization (Shawer, 2010, Skerrett, 2008) and 

have resisted oppressive curricula by building writing curricula around students’ cultural 

and linguistic knowledge (Dworin, 2006; Skerrett & Bomer, 2013; Williams, 2006). 

More research is needed, however, around ways that teachers can exhibit agency and 

draw upon students’ resources in their writing assessment practices.  

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

This study contributes to existing research on resource pedagogies by broadening 

resource pedagogies to include issues of writing assessment and contributes to research 

on appreciative writing assessment by including teachers’ thinking about appreciative 

approaches to writing assessment and their use of such assessments in secondary English 

Language Arts classrooms. Drawing on concepts from resource pedagogies (Paris & Ball, 

2009), appreciative assessment (R. Bomer, 2011), and appreciative writing assessment 

(K. Bomer, 2010; Spence, 2008, 2010), I examine ways that secondary English Language 

Arts teachers designed and implemented appreciative approaches to writing assessment in 

culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms. These assessments aimed to counter the 
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deficit perspectives of many common assessment practices by focusing on students’ 

cultural and linguistic knowledge as strengths and resources and by acknowledging what 

students were doing well in their writing and in the writing process.  

Using a formative experiment research design (Reinking & Bradley, 2008), the 

study consisted of two phases: Phase 1: Collaborative design between the researcher and 

teacher-participants of an appreciative writing assessment; Phase 2: Teachers’ 

implementation of the writing assessment in their classrooms. The study investigated how 

teachers designed and implemented this kind of writing assessment and how using the 

assessment in the classroom shaped teachers’ writing instruction practices and 

positioning of student writers as well as students’ identities and practices as writers.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The research questions for each phase of the study were as follows: 

Phase 1: Design 

 Within the context of an inquiry group, how do English Language Arts teachers 

design writing assessments that reflect an appreciative stance toward students and 

their writing? 

Phase 2: Implementation  

 How do English Language Arts teachers implement their writing assessment 

designs in their classrooms? 

 What happens when teachers implement their writing assessment designs in their 

classrooms? 
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REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

 This study builds on research in the fields of literacy education and rhetoric and 

composition related to writing assessment, appreciative approaches to writing curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment, and teacher inquiry and design. I begin by reviewing 

literature showing the ways that school practices position students in particular ways and 

construct students’ academic identities. These studies provide research to support my 

theoretical framework focused on discourse that shapes knowledge (Foucault, 1970; Gee, 

2014) and identities (Gee, 2014; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) in powerful 

and often hidden ways. These studies also provide the rationale for the current study’s 

focus on discourses around writing assessment and the ways those discourses position 

(Davies & Harré, 1990; Holland et al., 1998) students in deficit (Paris, 2012; Valencia, 

1997) or appreciative (R. Bomer, 2011) ways.  

I then review studies on classroom writing assessment, particularly teachers’ 

practices around writing marginal comments on students’ papers and using rubrics to 

grade or score student writing. As the literature on writing assessment in secondary 

English Language Arts classrooms is scarce, I include studies from elementary and 

college classrooms. These studies have shown classroom writing assessment practices to 

be largely shaped by deficit discourses that focus on students’ errors, position culturally 

and linguistically diverse students as deficient, and position teachers as the sole authority 

on student writing.  

In the following section, I describe research that has shown teachers 

implementing an appreciative stance in writing curriculum and instruction. Teachers in 
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these studies countered deficit discourses around students and their writing by drawing on 

students’ cultural and linguistic repertoires and multiliteracies and drawing on student 

voices and expertise. This body of work provides research to support an appreciative 

stance toward students, their languages, and their literacies. Confirming the need for this 

study, my review of research related to resource pedagogies (Paris & Ball, 2009) will 

point to the existing gap in this body of research that has not yet attended to writing 

assessment practices.  

I will then review studies that have shown ways that educators have countered 

deficit discourses around writing assessment, particularly through strengths-based 

approaches, anti-racist approaches, and approaches that include students. These studies 

show possibilities for appreciative approaches to classroom writing assessment; however, 

this body of work has not given sufficient attention to secondary English Language Arts 

classrooms and has not explored teachers’ roles as designers and developers of these 

approaches to assessment.  

Finally, I will review studies that have shown how teachers have become 

curriculum-makers and designers, particularly through processes of collaborative inquiry. 

I review studies of this kind because existing research on approaches to appreciative 

writing assessment has not included considerations of teachers’ thinking about and design 

of appreciative writing assessments. The reviewed studies explore teachers’ agency in 

conceptualizing, creating, and implementing alternative approaches to curriculum and 
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instruction that shed light on ways that teachers can do the same with appreciative writing 

assessment. 

School Practices Shaping Student Identities 

As described in my theoretical framework in the next chapter, I draw on theories 

that explain the role of discourse in shaping knowledge (Foucault, 1970; Gee, 2014) as 

well as identities (Gee, 2014; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) as discourses 

position people in particular ways (Davies & Harré, 1990; Holland et al., 1998). In this 

section, I review research literature that explores the ways in which school practices 

position students in particular ways, and in doing so, work to construct students’ 

academic identities. These studies provide the rationale for the current study’s focus on 

discourses around writing assessment and the ways those discourses position (Davies & 

Harré, 1990; Holland et al., 1998) students in deficit (Paris, 2012; Valencia, 1997) or 

appreciative (R. Bomer, 2011) ways.  

Rather than existing as fixed categories or as located within individuals, academic 

identities are constructed through school processes at structural and local levels. Triplett’s  

(2007) research showed how the label of “struggling student” was created within the 

school context of test preparation rather than from students’ cognitive deficiencies. 

Additionally, teachers identified the cause of struggle as lack of preparation from home, 

particularly for students from lower-income communities. Triplett showed the contextual 

nature of struggle and strength, as the students who were positioned as struggling during 

test preparation experienced no struggle during book talks in their reading intervention. 
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As teachers responded to students differently in each context, they constructed students’ 

identities in contrasting ways. McDermott (1993) similarly described how schools 

created the category of Learning Disabled; he noted, “There is no such thing as LD; only 

a social practice of displaying, noticing, documenting, remediating, and explaining it” 

(p.272). He presented the case of Adam, a third-grade student, and the ways in which 

school structures categorized him as LD and as a failure. Adam, however, changed across 

local contexts. At home, Adam used resources to get work done, while at school, as tasks 

became more arbitrary, he was not allowed to use those same resources.  

Further studies have shown how students’ academic identities are constructed 

through school processes and discourses, and often those school processes position 

students as struggling or deficient. At the beginning of a school year, teachers identified 

Tyisha, a ninth-grade, African American student, as one who participated in discussions 

and shared her own opinions; however, by January, teachers labeled her as a “bad 

student” (Wortham, 2006). Wortham noticed that Tyisha’s behavior did not change, but 

the ways teachers and students identified her did; her classroom identity changed through 

interactional positioning, and in response, Tyisha began to take up that position and 

thicken her oppositional identity. Alvermann (2001) presented the case of Grady, a ninth-

grade, African American student, who was positioned as a “struggling reader” and as 

below grade level according to school literacy tasks and assessments. The school had 

used standardized tests and fixed, arbitrary tasks to measure students and construct 

identities as struggling readers. However, in an after-school media club, Grady read 
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gaming manuals fluently and used them to reach new levels in his video game. 

Rubinstein-Ávila (2003) described how Miguel, an eighth-grade, Latino immigrant 

student, was labeled as an English Language Learner and felt the negative impact of that 

category in school. At home, Miguel translated documents from English to Spanish for 

his mother and read the newspaper on Saturdays to find local sales. While Alvermann 

(2001) and Rubinstein-Ávila (2003) highlighted ways in which schools position students 

as deficient through testing structures, literacy tasks, and labels, those same students were 

strong and capable in out-of-school contexts. It is important to note that Tyisha, Grady, 

and Miguel were all students of color, and the local construction of their identities was 

shaped by sociohistorical categories used to marginalize and oppress communities of 

color at systemic levels. 

This research on the social construction of students’ academic identities 

demonstrates ways that school practices and discourses position students in particular 

ways. Writing assessment is one such practice that sends messages to students about the 

kinds of students they are and the kinds of knowledge and skills that are valued in school. 

Discourses around the school practice of writing assessment position students as 

struggling or strong, deficient or capable, and in doing so, shape students’ academic 

identities. Research has shown ways that teachers have repositioned students to construct 

identities of strength and capability (Maloch, 2005; Skerrett, 2012; Worthy, 2012). The 

current study builds on that research by exploring ways in which teachers draw on 

appreciative (R. Bomer, 2011) discourses to design and implement an approach to writing 
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assessment that positions students as knowledgeable, in a process of growth, and having 

authority to assess their own growth.  

Classroom Writing Assessment 

In this section, I review research literature on classroom writing assessment. I 

review research primarily around two of the most common classroom grading or 

assessment practices: teachers’ marginal comments on student papers and teachers’ use 

of rubrics. Unfortunately, the picture of writing assessment painted by this body of work 

is grim; these studies have shown classroom writing assessment practices to be largely 

shaped by deficit discourses. The literature revealed that writing assessment has tended to 

consist of teachers locating and correcting errors within student writing (Bardine, 

Bardine, & Deegan, 2000; Connors and Lunsford, 1993; Sommers, 1982; Sperling, 

1994). Writing assessment has also positioned culturally and linguistically diverse 

student writers as deficient, primarily as a result of linguistic bias in both rubrics and 

teachers’ ideologies (Balester, 2012; Ball, 1997; Davila, 2012; Kamusikiri, 1996; 

Kynard, 2008; Spence, 2010). Additionally, rubrics and teachers’ marginal comments 

have tended to position writing teachers as the sole authority on student writing (Ketter & 

Poole, 2001; Scott, 2008; Sommers, 1982).  

Focusing on errors in student writing. In this section, I use both the terms 

grading and assessment, as oftentimes those terms become synonymous in teachers’ 

practices. Because grades hold such power within the school system, grading is 

inextricably linked with assessment in classroom contexts. Huot (2002) noted “the 
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slippage of assessment, grading, and testing toward interchangeability” (p.59) that reveals 

the strong connections among those practices as well as many educators’ unexamined 

attitudes toward assessment and its meanings.  

Classroom writing assessment practices have often taken a negative and deficit 

approach to commenting on and grading students’ writing. Teachers’ marginal comments 

and teachers’ use of rubrics have tended to focus on teachers locating and correcting 

errors within student writing (Connors and Lunsford, 1993; Sommers, 1982; Sperling, 

1994). 

Teachers’ marginal comments. One of the most common types of grading or 

assessment practices in writing classrooms is teachers commenting on student writing. 

Studies have shown, however, that this practice is often not beneficial for student writers 

(Bardine, Bardine, & Deegan, 2000; Connors and Lunsford, 1993; Sommers, 1982; 

Sperling, 1994). Sommers (1982) found that teachers’ marginal comments were often 

confusing to students. Beyond being confusing and uninstructive, Sperling (1994) and 

Connors and Lunsford (1993) revealed more dire consequences of teachers’ marginal 

comments, as the comments tended to be negative toward students and their writing.  

Sommers (1982) analyzed the marginal comments of thirty-five teachers from 

New York University and the University of Oklahoma as well as interview data from the 

teachers and their students. All of the teachers in the study wrote comments on the same 

set of students’ first and second essay drafts. Her analysis revealed that teachers’ 

comments often offered contradictory advice to students—in one case, telling the student 
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to both fix a grammar error and change the paragraph containing the error. With students 

receiving conflicting messages “command[ing] [them] to edit and develop at the same 

time” (p.151), students misunderstood the revision process and often saw their writing as 

a collection of parts rather than a meaningful whole.  

Bardine, Bardine, and Deegan (2000) studied one high school English Language 

Arts teacher’s comments on students’ papers as well as students’ responses to those 

comments. They found that students “believed the main reason teachers respond to 

students’ writing is to tell them what they are doing wrong” (Bardine, Bardine, & 

Deegan, 2000, p.96). The students also stated that they read the teacher’s comments to 

know how to get a better grade, but not necessarily to learn how to become better at 

writing. While the teacher thought that her marginal comments pointed students to 

aspects of her writing instruction, such as writing clear thesis statements, students, much 

like those in Sommers’s (1982) study, often did not understand her comments or how to 

revise their writing in response to the comments.  

In one eleventh-grade classroom during one semester, Sperling (1994) explored 

the teacher’s reader perspectives through her written comments on student papers. 

Sperling (1994) found that most of the teacher’s comments served to correct or change 

students’ language or writing; few comments supported choices the student writers had 

made. She coded the teacher’s comments written on eight students’ papers according to 

five reader “orientations” that emerged from the data: interpretive, social, 

cognitive/emotive, evaluative, and pedagogical. The coding of the teacher’s comments 
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showed that the teacher’s reader role changed depending on the type of writing; while 

commenting in students’ journals, the teacher assumed a more positive, peer role, yet she 

usually abandoned that stance while commenting on formal essays. The teacher also read 

differently across the eight focal students. Additionally, on the “best writer’s” papers, she 

commented more often as a peer with shared literary and world knowledge and included 

more positive and emotive statements. On the other seven students’ essays, the teacher 

wrote significantly more negative than positive comments. One student, whom the 

teacher identified as a weak writer and an Indian immigrant learning English, received 

comments that Sperling identified as “negative, didactic, and focused on the mechanics of 

his text” (p.192). Sperling proposed that “these data raise questions regarding…how the 

teacher-as-reader both responds to students as individuals and, for better or worse, helps 

construct them as individuals as well” (p.193). The teacher’s assessments had 

consequences beyond the grades she gave; her responses worked to construct students’ 

academic and writing identities, often in negative ways.  

Connors and Lunsford (1993) undertook a larger-scale analysis of teachers’ 

written comments by examining 300 essays randomly selected from a sample of 21,000 

college-level, teacher-marked essays that were self-selected by college instructors across 

the United States. The researchers read through the 300 essays to categorize each initial, 

terminal, and marginal comment. Connors and Lunsford discovered that the comments 

were overwhelmingly negative; in fact, only 9% of all comments were entirely positive 

and only 11% began with a critique and then turned positive. Many of the comments 
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were short, negative responses such as, “‘Do over, and pick one subject for development. 

This is just silly.’ ‘Throw away!’ ‘You apparently do not understand thing one about 

what a research paper is’” (p.215) or comments that provided no explanation of help to 

the student such as, “‘Organization’ or ‘No thesis’ or ‘Handwriting-learn to type!’ or 

‘Tense!’” (p.211).  

Though common in teachers’ assessment of writing, the research calls into 

question the taken-for-granted assessment practice of making marginal comments on 

students’ papers. While teachers may intend for these responses to be instructive, the 

comments and markings sometimes remove decision-making from student writers and 

even confuse students. Beyond contributing to students’ confusion, marginal comments 

can shape students’ thinking about the kinds of writers they are and the writing abilities 

they are developing. 

Teachers’ use of rubrics. Spence (2010) examined how two third grade teachers’ 

use of the Six Traits writing rubric (Culham, 2003) informed their assessment of student 

writing. The Six Traits rubric consisted of six categories: ideas, organization, voice, word 

choice, sentence fluency, and conventions. Within each category, teachers rated student 

writing from 1 (beginning) to 6 (exemplary). Using think-aloud protocol while observing 

teachers using the rubric, Spence (2010) found that the rubric tended to reveal 

weaknesses and conceal complexity in students’ writing. Spence (2010) noted “the 

negative wording [of the rubric], ‘frequent, significant errors that make it difficult to read 

the paper’” (Spence, 2010, p.342). Additionally, the rubric caused both teachers to focus 
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only on the student’s final product with no attention given to her writing process and 

created an artificial separation of the writing traits that took the teachers’ focus off of the 

overall meaning the student communicated through her writing.  

Though the assessment practices of writing marginal comments and using rubrics 

are common in English Language Arts classrooms, these studies provide evidence for 

writing teachers to rethink their responses to student writing, as marginal comments and 

rubrics often focus on errors and deficits in student writing. These studies shed light on 

the negative effects of teachers’ assessment practices on the formation of students’ 

writing practices and identities.  

Positioning culturally and linguistically diverse student writers as deficient. 

Classroom writing assessment can position culturally and linguistically diverse students’ 

language use and writing practices as inferior or deficient (Balester, 2012; Ball, 1997; 

Davila, 2012; Kamusikiri, 1996; Kynard, 2008; Spence, 2010). Often these messages of 

deficiency that writing assessment sends to students are linked to teachers’ and rubrics’ 

language ideologies and biases toward students’ language use in their writing. 

Teachers’ comments and grading practices. As teachers respond to perceived 

errors and mechanics, their comments on student writing can be influenced by language 

ideologies and biases. In a qualitative study focused on writing instructors’ perceptions of 

student writers, Davila (2012) asked twelve White composition instructors to comment 

on the identities of anonymous student writers by looking only at their written essays. In 

their comments, the instructors responded to the student writers’ language use and 
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consistently linked nonstandard language use with African American writers thought to 

be from low socioeconomic backgrounds. On the other hand, they linked standard 

language use with White, middle to upper-middle class writers. These responses came 

from deficit thinking about racial groups and language patterns. Further studies of 

university writing programs have revealed similar findings that instructors marked 

students’ use of African American English as errors (Kamusikiri, 1996; Kynard, 2008). 

Additionally, as previously mentioned, Sperling (1994) found that the teacher’s marginal 

comments responded most negatively to an Indian immigrant student who was learning 

English.  

Ball (1997) noted that European American, middle class teachers may lack 

knowledge of African American English and ways to assess the writing of AAE speakers. 

She collected twenty-three writing samples from fifth and sixth-grade students: three 

African American students, two Hispanic American students, and one European 

American student. All were considered to be “good” students according to their grade 

point averages. Four European American teachers scored the students’ essays, and Ball 

found that the teachers gave higher scores to the European American students than to the 

African American and Hispanic American students.  Ball replicated this study with four 

African American teachers who spoke both African American English and Edited 

Academic English. The teachers scored the same twenty-three writing samples, yet they 

assigned similar scores to students across racial groups. After completing both studies, 

Ball engaged the African American teachers from the study in a conversation about the 
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student essays, their scoring results, and issues of assessment. The teachers advocated for 

culturally relevant assessment practices that would both prepare students for academic 

and workplace settings and encourage students by focusing on ideas over language use.  

These studies reveal the role of language ideologies and racial bias in writing 

assessment and, together with the studies on marginal comments previously described, 

show how teachers’ responses to student writing can position students and their writing 

as deficient, particularly students with language practices beyond those of Edited 

Academic English.  

Teachers’ use of rubrics. In addition to teachers’ marginal comments, writing 

assessment tools, such as rubrics, tend to take deficit views of culturally and linguistically 

diverse students as they emphasize one language standard and position non-dominant 

forms of language as inferior. Though rubrics have been widely used as a way to guide 

teachers’ responses to student writing, rubrics cannot safeguard against linguistic, 

cultural, and racial oppression, as they contain bias themselves. Rubrics can function as a 

way to standardize writing and to “other” students whose language use deviates from 

Edited Academic English.  

Balester (2012) examined thirteen publicly-available rubrics used in eleventh 

grade through higher education, and categorized each one as either acculturationist, 

accomodationist, or multicultural. Rubrics with an acculturationist stance relied on one 

“correct” standard of Edited Academic English and treated any departures from that 

standard as errors. These rubrics counted errors, enforced a single standard, and aimed to 
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erase “slang” or “substandard English.” Accomodationist rubrics asked students to 

accommodate to school language, though they allowed students to use their home 

languages as a bridge to the school standard. Despite these moves toward appreciation of 

linguistic diversity, accomodationist rubrics still required Edited Academic English and 

asked students to write in a White academic voice. Multicultural rubrics gave writers 

agency and control over their rhetorical choices regarding language and judged 

appropriateness on the rhetorical situation surrounding the writing, including the identity 

of the writer; use of dialect and “nonstandard” grammar were matters of rhetorical choice 

on the part of the writer to achieve a specific purpose. Balester (2012) argued for 

examining the power inherent in writing rubrics and recognizing the ways in which 

rubrics disadvantage students of color whose first language may not be Edited Academic 

English.  

As discussed previously, Spence (2010) also examined the effects of a 

standardized rubric as she observed two third grade teachers using a Six Traits rubric to 

assess the writing of a student labeled as an English Language Learner. As Spence 

interviewed the two teachers, she discovered that both teachers had immigrated to the 

United States from El Salvador and Mexico and both spoke Spanish and English. Spence 

found, however, that as the teachers used the Six Traits rubric, they treated the rubric as 

an authority and privileged it over their own knowledge of writing, language, and the 

student. The teachers recognized that the student used Spanish phonemics to hypothesize 

English spellings, but the rubric “prevailed over [their] knowledge about [the student’s] 
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development as a speaker of English” (Spence, 2010, p.342). From this data, Spence 

concluded that “analytic rubrics reward students whose language closely adheres to a 

language standard valued by rubric developers” (p.339) and do not take into account 

ethnic, cultural, or linguistic diversity.  

In each of these studies on marginal comments and standardized rubrics, writing 

assessments positioned students’ language use and organizational structures as non-

standard and “less than” the norms of Whiteness inherent in teacher expectations and 

writing rubrics. When marginal comments and rubrics position students’ language use as 

inferior to a White, monolingual standard, they tell students that their cultural and 

linguistic identities are lacking, that their language practices do not belong in school. 

These studies emphasize the need for appreciative assessment practices as they show that 

deficit discourses around writing assessment not only shape students’ academic writing 

identities but also their cultural and linguistic identities.  

Positioning teachers as the sole authority on student writing. Teachers often 

mark errors, make marginal comments, and use standardized rubrics with no input from 

students (Ketter & Poole, 2001; Scott, 2008; Sommers, 1982). Studies have shown that 

classroom writing assessment practices often restrict students’ agency by removing them 

from the assessment process and positioning teachers as the sole authority on student 

writing.  

Teachers’ marginal comments. Sommers (1982) found that when teachers 

appropriated students’ writing by commenting on it, students focused on the teachers’ 
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comments rather than their own self-assessments of the writing. Sommers noted that 

“since the teachers’ comments take the students’ attention away from their own original 

purposes, students concentrate more…on what the teachers commanded them to do than 

on what they are trying to say” (p.151). The students’ purposes in writing became 

subordinate to the teacher’s purposes, and the students came to see their writing as fixed 

rather than in process. Instead of assessing and directing their own writing, students 

relied on and attended to the teacher’s comments and assessments, which halted their 

learning within the writing process.  

Teachers’ use of rubrics. Much like marginal comments, standardized rubrics 

direct students’ attention away from their own purposes toward an external authority 

(Ketter & Poole, 2001; Scott, 2008). Ketter and Poole (2001) investigated the ways that 

two high school English Language Arts teachers used the state standardized writing 

rubric in their classrooms to shape their writing instruction and assessment practices. The 

rubric became the authority on “good” writing in both classrooms, as the rubrics provided 

students with prescriptive rules and compulsory checklists to follow. Both teachers’ 

instruction and students’ writing conformed to the state writing rubrics. Students fulfilled 

the criteria on the rubrics yet did not write for an audience of their choosing or follow 

their own ideas and purposes for writing.  

In a similar study, Scott (2008) studied the ways a state-wide portfolio assessment 

impacted students’ writing processes in two senior English Language Arts classes. Scott 

found that the assessment documents and rubrics required submission of students’ writing 
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to the assessment tools. Almost all of the students’ writing throughout the school year fit 

within the boundaries set by the state scoring guide. Scott (2008) argued that “the 

assessment method itself is a powerful means of enacting systemic control” (p.148). The 

state assessment shaped teachers’ instruction and assessment of writing in their 

classrooms. Through student interviews, Scott discovered that students were aware of the 

inauthenticity of the writing tasks and disappointed by the lack of agency they had in 

their writing. Further studies have noted the ways that rubrics standardize students’ 

writing and take students’ focus off of their own writing processes and decisions (Kohn, 

2006; Mabry, 1999).  

When writing teachers use rubrics and marginal comments to assess student 

writing without input from students, students are made passive in the assessment process. 

Even if students self-assess during the writing process, but teachers use standardized 

rubrics and rubric-based marginal comments to assess the final product, teacher control 

over the final assessment negates the prior participation and agency of students.  

Appreciative Approaches to Writing Curriculum and Instruction 

In this section, I present studies that have shown teachers countering deficit 

discourses around students, their languages, and their literacies by implementing 

appreciative (R. Bomer, 2011) approaches to writing curriculum and instruction. These 

approaches have built on theories related to resource pedagogies (Paris & Ball, 2009) and 

a multiliteracies pedagogy (New London Group, 1996) that I describe in my theoretical 

framework in the following chapter. Teachers and researchers in these studies countered 
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deficit discourses by drawing on students’ cultural and linguistic repertoires and 

multiliteracies (Ball, 1995; Benjamin, 1996; Dworin, 2006; Martínez, 2010; Orellana & 

Reynolds, 2008; Weinstein, 2006; Williams, 2006) and drawing on student voices and 

expertise (Gutiérrez, 2008; Skerrett, 2013). These approaches to writing curriculum and 

instruction positioned students as knowledgeable, resourceful, and capable.  

Drawing on students’ cultural and linguistic resources and multiliteracies. 

Studies drawing on resource pedagogy frameworks (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 1995; Lee, 

2007; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Paris, 2012) and a multiliteracies pedagogy 

(New London Group, 1996) position students as filled with knowledge from their out-of-

school lives and experiences. Rather than school ignoring, devaluing, or replacing 

students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge, these studies show how that knowledge 

serves as a resource for students in academic contexts.  

Weinstein (2006) showed how writing practices often unsanctioned by schools 

can serve as academic resources. She presented descriptions of the ways four young 

adults in a rap collective developed and honed writing and language practices through 

their rapping. Each member of the collective possessed knowledge of the rap genre and 

specific discourses within that genre, particularly that of the rap battle. In these out-of-

school experiences, rapping helped the members of the collective develop strengths in 

drafting, revising, understanding a genre, and shaping language for an audience, which 

Weinstein explained are assets that teachers can draw on in academic contexts. 
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Many studies coming from resource pedagogy frameworks investigate ways that 

teachers can recognize students’ everyday language practices and position them as 

strengths and academic resources in the classroom. Martínez (2010), in his study of 

Spanglish or code-switching among middle school students in English Language Arts 

classrooms, noted that students’ uses of Spanglish did not come from needing a crutch or 

from lacking proficiency in Spanish or English. The students, instead, code-switched 

purposely and effectively to communicate with different audiences and to communicate 

subtle nuances of meaning. Martínez noted that these skills of audience awareness and 

knowledge of connotation were found in the state’s standards for English Language Arts 

and recommended that teachers collect examples of students’ language use, make their 

linguistic skills explicit, and connect those skills to academic tasks. Similarly, Orellana 

and Reynolds (2008) described the ways that students’ out-of-school translating for 

family members connected to their in-school paraphrasing of passages and texts. Dworin 

(2006) explained how biliterate students used both Spanish and English as resources in a 

Family Stories Project. In this project, fourth-grade Latino/a students collected stories 

from family members, which they wrote in both Spanish and English. The students’ 

biliteracy was necessary in their collection of the stories, communication with family 

members and fellow students, drafting of the written stories, and revision for publication. 

Benjamin (1996) catalogued the functions of Spanish in the school lives of bilingual 

elementary children and highlighted the abilities and resources that the children brought 
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to their school work. Spanish served as a tool to get work done, get along with others, 

talk about the world, and talk aloud as a cognitive strategy. 

Ball (1995) described the discourse patterns of African American English that she 

found in the in-school and out-of-school writing of four academically successful African 

American high school students. She found that features of AAE, such as rhythmic 

patterns, folk idioms, repetition, call and response, and narrative, that are often 

discounted or misunderstood in academic settings, served to enhance the students’ 

expository essays in terms of clarity to the reader and emphasis of key points. The 

students deliberately used culturally-influenced discourse patterns to create certain moods 

in their writing. Ball argued that language patterns that are judged “inappropriate” in 

school contexts should be reconceptualized as available resources for students’ writing. 

Williams (2006) explained the instructional approach of one eighth-grade English 

Language Arts teacher who positioned her African American students as bilingual and 

used her classroom as a space for students to improve their speaking and writing in both 

African American English and Edited Academic English. Using a multiple literacies 

approach in grammar instruction, the teacher sought to help students navigate across 

discourse communities, using their home languages as resources to gain confidence with 

academic forms of discourse.  

The concept of students’ resources refers not only to language practices but can 

more broadly include students’ multiliterate practices. A multiliteracies pedagogy (New 

London Group, 1996) expands literacy pedagogy from authoritarian notions of language 
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usage to include multiple forms of language, media, visual texts, and other modes of 

communication that differ across cultural contexts. Kirkland (2004) argued for a critical 

writing pedagogy that expands the notion of text so that students are able to represent 

their ideas in multiple ways that are meaningful to their social and cultural communities. 

This multitextuality includes visual and technological forms, music, and multilingual 

expressions and prevents students of color from “acculturat[ing] into the dominant textual 

world by forsaking their own linguistic and textual backgrounds” (Kirkland, 2004, p.84). 

Skerrett & Bomer (2013) described how one ninth-grade reading teacher supported the 

ways that her students drew on multilingual and multiliterate resources in their writing. 

They presented the cases of two Latina transnational students who wrote memoirs that 

included both Spanish and English, conventions of Spanish writing, and multimodal text 

features. One student used conventions of text messaging in her memoir for the class 

magazine and brought her out-of-school knowledge of religion and dance into her 

academic writing. Another student used Spanish punctuation marks and music symbols to 

add visual media to her written text. She chose to structure her memoir as a screenplay 

with characters names and colons signaling shifts in dialogue. Drawing on these multiple 

cultural and linguistic resources helped both students develop as writers as they made 

deliberate revision choices to expand the ways they approached academic writing. 

These studies show how students possess skills in their everyday language and 

writing practices that serve as assets and resources in the English Language Arts 

classroom. These studies also demonstrate ways that teachers can reposition students’ 
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cultural and linguistic practices as strengths rather than deficits in school settings and 

draw upon those strengths as resources for writing instruction. The literature just 

reviewed can inform teachers’ assessment of writing, as it broadens how teachers view 

the language and literacy practices and cultural knowledge students bring to their in-

school writing and reframes that knowledge as assets for learning.  Using a lens of 

resource rather than deficit, these scholars illustrated how resource and multiliteracies 

approaches to curriculum and instruction support students’ writing practices and 

development. These studies did not, however, include discussions of how the teachers 

thought about and responded to, or assessed, student writing. The consideration of 

assessment is a critical component for more fully understanding the process of teaching 

and learning in culturally and linguistically diverse literacy classrooms. If English 

Language Arts teachers position students’ cultural and linguistic diversity as resources 

and strengths in their writing curriculum and instruction, research must also addresses 

writing assessment practices that align with and do not negate that appreciative stance.  

Drawing on student voices and expertise. Along with recognizing and drawing 

on students’ out-of-school languages and literacies, studies drawing on resource 

pedagogies and multiliteracies frameworks place value on student participation, as 

student voices and expertise inform curriculum and instruction. Skerrett (2013) found that 

by allowing students to choose their own writing topics, a ninth-grade reading teacher 

invited students to co-create the writing curriculum. The teacher’s writing pedagogy 

positioned students’ personal lives and interests as legitimate resources for in-school 
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writing. Skerrett described how one student chose to write about her recent break-up with 

a boyfriend for a class essay assignment, and the teacher encouraged her to draw on this 

life experience for academic writing. The teacher also used students’ writing to model 

writing strategies during minilessons, and by doing so, drew on the students’ expertise 

and knowledge about writing and shared her role as writing instructor with the students. 

Students shared their knowledge about writing text messages, and together, the teacher 

and students discussed ways that text-messaging practices related to school writing 

practices, such as using punctuation and paragraphing. The teacher’s writing pedagogy 

not only drew on students’ out-of-school knowledge and multiliteracies as academic 

resources, but also included students’ voices in the writing curriculum.  

Gutiérrez (2008) also illustrated an approach to writing pedagogy that positioned 

students’ life histories as a primary curriculum resource. During a four-week summer 

program for high school students from migrant-farmworker backgrounds, each student 

wrote a critical autobiography, or testimonio. Gutiérrez described the autobiography as a 

hybrid text that moved across students’ personal and academic lives because it was both 

“a sociopolitical narrative shared orally and witnessed in an intimate and respectful 

learning community and, at the same time, written using the traditional conventions of 

academic texts and the editorial assistance of peers and instructors” (p.149). The 

instructors in the summer program encouraged students to use not only their life stories 

but also their tools and practices across home and school spaces; the students used both 

Spanish and English, “their complete linguistic toolkit[s] (p.150)” to produce the 
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autobiographies. While students expanded their knowledge about writing academic texts, 

they did so as experts about their own life histories. Furthermore, the student-produced 

testimonios became texts with which the students and instructors critically analyzed the 

roles of poverty and oppression in the lives of migrant-farmworkers. Students wrote from 

their own knowledge and expertise, and those texts became curriculum materials, which 

placed students’ voices, decisions, and knowledge at the center of the writing pedagogy.  

In the two studies described above, writing instructors enacted appreciative 

stances that positioned students as capable, knowledgeable participants in classroom 

work and discourse. Students did not remain passive but engaged in co-building writing 

curriculum from their experiences, interests, and knowledge. Teachers made space for 

students to become curriculum partners by approaching their instruction from an 

appreciative and collaborative stance rather than an authoritarian stance that enforced one 

rigid standard of language use or one privileged body of knowledge. Yet these studies do 

not address directly the ways that English Language Arts teachers can approach writing 

assessment in this same way—by positioning students as knowledgeable writers and 

readers of writing and including students in the assessment process to analyze their 

writing and evaluate their growth.  

Studies building on resource pedagogies (Paris & Ball, 2009) and multiliteracies 

(New London Group, 1996) frameworks most often deal with shifts in curriculum and 

instruction and do not usually address teachers’ assessment practices. This study 

broadens the lens of resource pedagogies to include writing assessment practices in 
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secondary English Language Arts classrooms. Additionally, in the current context of 

standardization and high-stakes testing, curriculum and instruction based on resource 

pedagogies may be critiqued for not including issues of assessing student writing and 

documenting whether and how student writing improves from those approaches.  

If teachers do not inquire into their assessment practices of the work students do 

under these appreciative frameworks, teachers could continue to be implicitly guided by 

deficit-based assessment practices that could undermine curriculum and instruction that 

approaches students’ knowledge from an appreciative stance (R. Bomer, 2011). 

Assessment practices must align with the appreciative stance of the curriculum and 

instruction and must work against deficit discourses rather than support them. The current 

study contributes to this body of work by exploring how teachers drew on appreciative 

discourses around student knowledge, growth, and authority to design and implement an 

approach to writing assessment. This attention to issues of writing assessment will enrich 

the productive pedagogies literacy educators are implementing by allowing teachers to 

identify and articulate to themselves, students, and others how their students have grown 

as writers in the context of appreciative writing curriculum and instruction.  

Appreciative Approaches to Writing Assessment 

In this section, I review research that has shown teachers implementing an 

appreciative stance in classroom writing assessment. Though the existing work building 

on resource pedagogies (Paris & Ball, 2009) and multiliteracies (New London Group, 

1996) frameworks that I described in the previous section focuses mostly on writing 
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curriculum and instruction, some research studies conducted by composition scholars and 

teacher educators elaborate on appreciative and culturally and linguistically inclusive 

approaches to writing assessment. These studies describe ways that educators have 

countered deficit discourses around writing assessment, particularly through strengths-

based approaches (K. Bomer, 2010; Simon, 2013; Spence, 2010), anti-racist approaches 

(Behm &Miller, 2012; Kamusikiri, 1996), approaches that include students (Ball and 

Lardner, 2005; Beck, Llosa, Black, & Trzeszkowski-Giese, 2015; Inoue, 2012; Murphy, 

Bergamini, & Rooney, 1997; Syverson, 2006; White, 2005). These studies present 

possibilities for classroom writing assessment that depart from the deficit-based practices 

described earlier in the review, such as teachers’ marginal comments and use of 

standardized rubrics. 

Strengths-based approaches to writing assessment. The work of K. Bomer 

(2010), Spence (2010), and Simon (2013) has closely examined how teachers can 

approach writing assessment from an appreciative stance by foregrounding what students 

are doing well in their writing. K. Bomer (2010) worked with teachers from elementary 

and secondary grades to read student writing as they would read published literature, 

assuming purpose and craft on the part of the writer. She provided descriptions of writing 

conferences with students showing how she named strengths that she saw in the texts and 

explaining how she selected teaching points that built on those strengths. K. Bomer’s 

work focused on assessment within writing conferences with students and shifted the 

purpose of assessment from grading to gathering information about students’ knowledge 
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of writing and shifted the focus of writing assessment from teachers’ judgment to 

students’ growth.  

Spence’s (2010) work brought this strengths-based approach to writing 

assessment to classroom teachers in an elementary context. Based on her year-long 

research in a third-grade classroom in which sixty percent of the students were 

considered English Language Learners, Spence (2010) argued against a superficial 

reading of student writing that focused on mistakes in grammar, spelling, and punctuation 

and proposed a “generous reading” that concentrated on students’ meaning and 

communication of purpose. Spence explained that “generous reading focuses on how 

students draw upon all of their resources, linguistic, rhetorical, social, cultural, and 

personal, to communicate meaning through writing” (p.636). Generous reading of student 

writing, based on theories of literacy as a social practice and sociolinguistics, focused not 

on discrete skills and grammar but on the cultural and contextual origins of the writing, 

the writing process, and the strengths of the finished draft.  

Simon (2013), a teacher educator, presented his work with student teachers in an 

English Language Arts methods course around reading and responding to student writing. 

The student teachers in the course learned about a collaborative inquiry process called 

descriptive review of student writing which involved multiple rounds of reading a piece 

of student writing to “suspend quick judgment and encourage collaborative analysis” 

(Simon, 2013, p.123). The purpose of this inquiry process was to help future writing 

teachers become “attentive to adolescent authors’ strengths rather than deficits: starting 
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with what their writing is, rather than what it isn’t” (Simon, 2013, p.117). Simon used 

this process to counter assessment approaches that judge student writing according to 

predetermined frameworks and instead to facilitate student teachers’ awareness of the 

intentionality and capability in student writing. This work, like that of K. Bomer (2010) 

encourages writing teachers to describe rather than judge, to notice the strengths in 

student writing that rubrics might not recognize.  

Anti-racist approaches to writing assessment. Scholars in rhetoric and 

composition have proposed types of writing assessment that focus on students’ cultural 

and linguistic resources and work against the monolingual and monocultural standards of 

many assessment practices and tools. Behm and Miller (2012) proposed an anti-racist 

framework, arguing that a critical race pedagogy (Yosso, 2002) must include racially 

conscious assessment practices that challenge White linguistic patterns positioned as 

“normal.” Behm and Miller challenged racialized writing standards that privilege White 

linguistic patterns and contended that many writing instructors have protected White 

hegemony by deflecting attention away from racialized evaluation criteria and 

conventions. Kamusikiri (1996) promoted using a process-based Afrocentric assessment 

model including portfolio assessment that would allow writing instructors to evaluate 

student writing across modes of discourse, uses of language, purposes, subjects, and 

audiences. In this model, instructors would not comment on African American English 

during early stages of the writing process and would not comment on AAE as error but 

rather suggest dialect transfer through revision. These scholars have suggested 
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dimensions of writing assessment that recognize the roles of race and culture in writing 

assessment and that work to build upon students’ cultural and linguistic resources.  

Approaches to writing assessment that include students. Studies have shown 

ways that writing instructors can share control of assessment with students and position 

students as experts on the writing process and on their growth as writers. These 

approaches to writing assessment call attention to the need for students to be involved in 

the assessment process.  

Teacher-student dialogue. One way that teachers can include students in the 

assessment of their writing is through conferences. Writing conferences provide a space 

for teachers to engage in dialogue with the writer about the text, the writing process, and 

the writer’s decision-making (Ball and Lardner, 2005; K. Bomer, 2010; R. Bomer, 2011; 

Murray, 1979). Conferences provide teachers and students with information about 

students’ ongoing growth as writers and can also contribute to teachers’ and students’ 

assessment of the published product, as they can take into consideration the development 

of the writer and the piece of writing throughout the writing process.  

Beck, Llosa, Black, and Trzeszkowski-Giese (2015) studied the ways that three 

high school English Language Arts teachers and two high school English as a Second 

Language teachers used think-aloud protocol (TAP) to assess students’ writing processes. 

Students thought aloud as they responded to essay prompts, and teachers recorded notes 

on students’ thinking and writing. The researchers found that while using the TAP, 

teachers based their assessment of student writing on student decision-making during the 
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process rather than traits of the student, such as intelligence or language proficiency, as 

teachers had done when assessing only students’ written products. Additionally, teachers 

noticed more strengths than challenges in students’ writing when using the TAP than 

when they assessed students’ final products. While using the TAP, teachers drew on 

multiple sources of information to assess student writing, including their prior knowledge 

of students, their observations of students writing, students’ talk during the TAP, and 

students’ written pieces. These studies point to the ways that teacher-student dialogue as 

a form of assessment can provide teachers with more information about students’ writing 

processes, strengths, and challenges than simply looking at students’ final written 

products.  

Student reflection and self-assessment. Studies have shown how portfolios 

including student reflection can take assessment from the sole control of the teacher and 

place it in the hands of students, as portfolios lead students to assess their own writing 

(Murphy, Bergamini, & Rooney, 1997; White, 2005). Murphy, Bergamini, and Rooney 

(1997) presented a case study of a sophomore English Language Arts class that used a 

teacher-created portfolio system. Students engaged in reflection and self-assessment as 

part of the portfolio process, and the teacher often held conferences with students to 

coach them in making portfolio decisions and assessing their own work. Murphy, 

Bergamini, and Rooney found that the portfolios helped students think about their own 

decision-making as writers and pursue their own interests and goals in their writing. 

Additionally, the portfolios allowed the students to see their progress with writing across 
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the school year rather than viewing their writing as distinct skills or assignments. 

Similary, White (2005) explained the use of what he termed “Phase 2 Scoring,” in which 

writing instructors scored students’ reflective letters rather than the actual portfolio 

contents. As he examined the use of portfolios in courses across three universities, White 

(2005) recognized the limitations of rubrics in portfolio assessments, as the rubrics did 

not allow teachers to take into account students’ reflections. The reflective letter, unlike 

the holistic scoring rubric, “[made] the assessor of first resort the student submitting the 

portfolio, who, in the reflective letter, perform[ed] the self-assessment that is the true 

goals of all academic assessment. The faculty assessment then focuse[d] on that student 

assessment” (White, 2005, p.594). White contended that “students should be involved 

with reflection about and assessment of their own work” (p.583).  

The Learning Record (Syverson, 2006) is similar to portfolio assessment in that it 

is an assessment tool that requires students to use their own written work as evidence of 

learning. Using an ethnomethodological approach, students and teachers collect evidence 

of students’ learning over time and across contexts in the form of interviews, 

observations, and work samples and then interpret that data to determine how students are 

progressing in relation to five dimensions of learning: confidence and independence, 

skills and strategies, knowledge and understanding, use of prior and emerging experience, 

and reflection.  The Learning Record provides a framework for teachers and students to 

analyze the work samples and observations and present a detailed interpretation of the 

learning and writing that took place within the classroom context.  
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Inoue (2012) explained how he used a grading contract to mitigate teacher 

authority in assessment, as students, rather than teachers, made decisions about the 

effectiveness of their writing and wrote reflective letters on their progress throughout the 

semester. Inoue found that the focus on quantity over quality in the grading contracts 

gave the students confidence and motivation to write.  

These studies show possibilities for appreciative approaches to classroom writing 

assessment; however, this body of work has not given sufficient attention to writing 

assessment in secondary English Language Arts classrooms. The majority of the 

foregoing research examined appreciative approaches to writing assessment within 

university contexts. Additionally, many of the studies were based on theoretical 

recommendations or teachers’ descriptions of their classroom practices rather than 

empirical research. This study contributes to research on alternative and appreciative 

approaches to writing assessment by examining secondary English Language Arts 

teachers’ design and implementation of such an approach.  

Scholars of writing instruction have introduced, modeled, and suggested 

appreciative approaches to assessing student writing; however, teachers’ thinking about, 

approach to, design, and implementation of appreciative writing assessment are not 

included in the extant research. The reviewed studies have not explored teachers’ roles as 

designers and developers of these approaches to assessment. This study will contribute to 

existing research on appreciative writing assessment by focusing on teachers’ 
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conceptions, design, and implementation of an appreciative approach to writing 

assessment with their culturally and linguistically diverse students.  

Teacher Inquiry into and Design of Curriculum and Instruction 

Most studies within resource pedagogies research have not addressed contexts of 

standardization surrounding individual classrooms, which perhaps relates to the 

avoidance of issues of assessment within that body of work. However, within the context 

of standardization that often dictates and shapes curriculum, instruction, and assessment 

(Hillocks, 2002; Skerrett, 2009), teachers have found ways to push back against and resist 

the limiting effects of standardization by becoming curriculum-makers. For appreciative 

writing assessment within classrooms to be possible in the current context of 

standardized, high-stakes testing, teachers must become the primary agents in designing, 

making, and implementing those assessments. Teacher inquiry has the potential to 

facilitate teachers’ examination of classroom and school structures and the ways those 

structures limit learning opportunities for culturally and linguistically diverse students; 

through inquiry, teachers can counter discourses of standardization and deficiency and 

can becomes agents in curricular reform (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999).  

Teachers engaged in collaborative inquiry. Research has reported on the value 

of collaboration in teachers’ ability to adapt mandated curriculum and make instructional 

and curricular decisions in contexts of standardization. Gates and Watkins (2010) studied 

professional learning communities (PLCs) in two urban elementary schools that engaged 

in collaborative inquiry on how best to shape curriculum to benefit students. The PLCs 
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moved from relying on district mandates and curriculum specialists’ knowledge to 

researching in their own classrooms and engaging in dialogue and reflection on 

classroom practice. Through this cyclical, ongoing process, the teachers achieved 

“interdependence in community” (p.296) and greater autonomy over their curriculum 

decisions.  

Further studies highlight the value of collaborative inquiry in teacher learning and 

curriculum-making. Butler and Schnellert (2012) reported on a study in an urban school 

district in Canada involving eight and ninth-grade English Language Arts teachers across 

three schools engaged in a collaborative inquiry project to improve literacy outcomes for 

students. The authors described a model of self-regulation in teacher knowledge 

generation that involved defining a problem, setting goals, inventing strategies, 

monitoring outcomes, and revising approaches to improve student learning. This iterative 

cycle shares similarities with the cycles of formative experiment research (Reinking & 

Bradley, 2008). Butler and Schnellert found that the teachers who more fully adopted an 

inquiry stance in the project made more long-term changes to their planning and 

instruction to meet their students’ needs and more often engaged in reflection to improve 

their own practice. Enhancing the inquiry process were strong collaborative relationships 

formed among teachers that led to shared reflection on innovative strategies and co-

constructed understandings of student outcomes.   

Much of the research on teacher inquiry and collaborative learning emphasizes 

the need for autonomy and agency in teachers’ directing their own learning and inquiry 
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within the community. Hollingsworth (1992) formed a group with seven beginning 

elementary teachers that met weekly for three and a half years. The group engaged in 

“collaborative conversations” to connect knowledge from university coursework to 

current classroom practice. The conversations veered from Hollingsworth’s initial agenda 

of reading instruction to include the teachers’ concerns about teacher-student 

relationships and changing beliefs about students and teaching. The group became a 

space in which teachers inquired into personal and political issues they faced as 

beginning teachers. Key to this critical process of examining practice and constructing 

knowledge was valuing the teachers’ experiences as knowledge. Crockett (2002) also 

formed an inquiry group with four elementary school math teachers in the same urban 

school. Like the group in the Hollingsworth (1992) study, the agendas for the weekly 

meetings were based on teachers’ concerns. Questioning practical aspects of their 

teaching through the lesson planning and examination of student work led teachers to re-

examine their beliefs about what student learning and understanding can look like in 

math. Attard (2012) joined seven teachers in one school across various subject areas in a 

five-month learning community. The group was voluntary and had no pre-set agenda; 

instead, members brought issues to discuss from their own reflective writing. Participants 

reported that the collaborative reflection process led to deeper critical reflection on their 

teaching practices as a result of group members’ probing questions as well as collective 

knowledge construction from group members building on others’ ideas. Teachers tried 

new approaches and strategies as a result of the collaborative conversations.  
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Teachers as curriculum-makers within contexts of standardization. Skerrett 

(2008) explained the ways in which English teachers across two schools in the United 

States and Canada enacted multicultural and antiracist pedagogy despite challenges to 

those instructional practices created by high-stakes testing, such as the tailoring of 

instruction to tested skills and the organization of students into ability groups. In 

interviews, teachers reported feeling limited by standardized tests in their abilities to 

respond to student diversity in their instructional approaches, yet the teachers practiced 

forms of curriculum-in-use that departed from the official curriculum. Teachers drew on 

their own knowledge of multicultural literature to add texts to the mandated canon and 

designed units to teach students about various cultural groups. Teachers’ agentive 

decisions about curriculum and instruction celebrated and valued their students’ cultural 

diversity.  Shawer (2010) described how teachers he termed curriculum-developers 

transformed and expanded mandated curricula within a restrictive context by 

supplementing and adapting existing curricular materials to better meet students’ interests 

and needs. The curriculum-developers noted the necessity of flexibility and 

experimentation when transforming curricula; they each used their expertise as practicing 

teachers and their knowledge of students to select and change materials, activities, and 

sequencing.  

  Teachers as agents in curricular reform. This research on collaborative inquiry 

as a vehicle to teacher agency in making curriculum speaks to what Cochran-Smith and 

Lytle (1999) called “knowledge-of-practice” in which teachers investigate their own 
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practices and use knowledge and theory produced by others to interpret their own 

classroom experiences. Through inquiry, teachers problematize their own knowledge and 

practice, critique social and political school structures, and work for change. Cochran-

Smith and Lytle (1999) explained that teachers who take up “inquiry as stance” have a 

political agenda of transformation, collaboratively construct knowledge, and co-construct 

curriculum. Simon (2015) also described the ways that teachers in an inquiry group 

worked for change in their schools by innovating their teaching practices and attempting 

to alter top-down leadership structures. This way of viewing teacher knowledge and 

learning positions teachers as knowers, agents, and creators of curriculum who transform 

curriculum and instruction for a more just and democratic society.  

This foregoing research shows the ways that teachers can act as agents as 

curriculum-makers despite teaching in contexts of standardization. As the research 

demonstrates, this kind of collaborative inquiry has the potential to contribute to teacher 

agency and learning, transform teacher practice, and create more just classrooms for 

students. This study built on this research with a teacher inquiry group engaged in 

critically reflecting on teachers’ writing assessment practices, transforming deficit 

approaches to writing assessment, and co-constructing an appreciative writing assessment 

that built on students’ cultural, linguistic, and multiliterate strengths and that included 

students in the assessment process. This study contributes to the existing literature on 

appreciative writing assessment by exploring the ways in which teachers themselves, 
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rather than writing scholars and teacher educators, thought about and designed such 

writing assessments.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

In my conceptual framework, I draw on theories of discourse and theories of 

design. I draw on theories of discourse to understand the ways that teachers in the inquiry 

group took up, pushed against, and engaged with various discourses shaping writing 

assessment in their design process and implementation of the design. I have also included 

in the framing of this study theories of design to understand the ways in which teachers 

participated in an inquiry group to design an appreciative writing assessment.  

In this chapter, I begin by describing theories of discourse; first, theories that 

explain the role of discourse in shaping knowledge (Foucault, 1970; Gee, 2014) and then 

theories that discuss this role of discourse more specifically in the contexts of education 

(Giroux, 2001) and writing assessment (Huot, 2002). I then discuss theories that explain 

the role of discourse in shaping identities (Gee, 2014; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & 

Cain, 1998). To further explore concepts of discourse and identity, I draw on theories of 

positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990; Holland et al., 1998) and communities of practice 

(Wenger, 1998).  

I then discuss specific discourses that teachers drew on in their design work 

within the inquiry group, including deficit (Paris, 2012; Valencia, 1997) and appreciative 

(Bomer, 2011) discourses. I draw on the theories of Dewey (1938) and Freire (1970) to 

show early work that provided a theoretical foundation for appreciative discourses around 

students, their languages and literacies, and their academic work.  
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Building on theories that position students as full of knowledge, interests, and 

experiences is the body work that Paris and Ball (2009) termed resource pedagogies. 

Within that body of theoretical and empirical work, the theorists and researchers use 

distinctive terminology and advocate for different instructional approaches, yet they share 

similar tenets that work to create a coherent framework of resource pedagogies. These 

theoretical and pedagogical frameworks include funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, 

Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992), culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 

culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris, 2012), and cultural modeling (Lee, 2007). I also 

draw on multiliteracies pedagogy (New London Group, 1996) to expand my thinking 

about the various resources students bring to their academic work.  

 Included in my conceptual framework are theories of design that provide insight 

into the inquiry group’s process of designing and implementing an appreciative writing 

assessment. I draw primarily on Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice framework, 

particularly the concepts of participation, reification, and multimembership. As an 

additional lens, I have applied the New London Group’s (1996) concepts of design—as 

Available Designs, Designing, and the Redesigned—to the inquiry group’s work. I then 

use these theories to explore the ways in which discourses can be used as tools and 

resources for design. I conclude this section by describing the ways that Wenger (1998) 

and the New London Group (1996) consider design to hold possibilities for 

transformation, both in educational contexts and more broadly.  
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THEORIES OF DISCOURSE 

Discourse as Shaping Knowledge 

To understand the ways teachers in the inquiry group pushed against deficit and 

standardized approaches to writing assessment, took up notions of appreciative 

assessment, and centered the writing assessment design on value statements regarding 

students, teaching, writing, and assessment, I draw on Foucault’s (1970) theory of 

discourse. Foucault (1970) described discourse as the meaning “overflowing the words 

containing it” (p.104), the systems of thought represented by the words. Discourse shapes 

and organizes knowledge; it has a “regulating role” (Foucault, 1970, p.339) and classifies 

“identities and differences” (Foucault, 1970, p.172). Drawing on Foucault’s theories, Gee 

(2014) described this notion of discourse as the meanings and values contained in 

language: “We build things in the world not just with language alone, but with language 

used in tandem with objects, tools, ways of acting and interacting, and by displaying 

different sorts of beliefs and values” (p.46). The teachers in the inquiry group built 

writing assessment designs and practices with various discourses around teaching, 

learning, writing, and assessment; those discourses included different kinds of language, 

beliefs, values, tools, and objects that teachers drew on to design and implement an 

appreciative writing assessment.  

Foucault (1970) called attention to the power of discourse to define and determine 

what is possible to know within a field of study. Discourse conveys rules and norms that 

produce ways of knowing the world, as Foucault (1970) stated, discourse “defines the 

conditions of possibility of all knowledge, whether expressed in a theory or silently 
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invested in a practice” (p.182-183). Within the inquiry group and in their classroom 

practices, teachers’ understandings of writing assessment were shaped and regulated by 

various discourses that represented rules and norms for what writing assessment was and 

could be. Foucault (1970) noted that discourses often lie “hidden in a people’s mind,” 

working behind-the-scenes to form traditions, and “unspoken habits of thought” (p.324). 

As we articulate current understandings, we draw on existing discourses shaped by 

historical and cultural ways of knowing—what Foucault called an “ineluctable memory” 

(p.324)—which define and limit what can be known about a field of study. When we 

speak, we speak from larger discourses that have shaped our knowledge, yet because 

these discourses are often hidden and unspoken, we may be unaware of the presence or 

the historical dimensions of those larger discourses. In his description of discourse, Gee 

(2014) also acknowledged this tenet of Foucault’s theory, saying, “It is not just us 

humans who are talking and interacting with each other, but, rather, the Discourses we 

represent and enact” (p.52). Within the inquiry group, teachers voiced values, beliefs, and 

ideas about teaching and assessing student writing, which represented larger, and 

sometimes hidden, discourses. Foucault (1970) urged his readers to trouble discourses, to 

“[disturb] the words we speak…[and] dissipat[e] the myths that animate our words” 

(p.324) to recognize the underlying or hidden meanings beneath the words we speak and 

the ways we know. The inquiry group provided teachers a space to examine, recognize, 

and engage with those larger discourses shaping writing assessment and informing the 

group’s design.  
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Discourse as shaping educational practices. In considering the ways discourse 

shapes educational practices more specifically, I draw on Giroux’s (2001) theoretical 

work, which argued, “Schools are political sites involved in the construction and control 

of discourse” (p.46). Coming from a critical perspective exploring the ways that political 

and economic power and class oppression affect educational systems, Giroux described 

ways that discourse shapes school practices, and school practices shape discourse. His 

theory acknowledged the relationship between historical and political discourse and day-

to-day school practices. Discourse contains “common sense values and beliefs that guide 

and structure classroom practice” (Giroux, 2001, p.46), including writing assessment 

practices. Discourse not only shapes larger school structures but also daily experiences of 

teachers and students in classrooms.  

Giroux (2001) defined ideology as “the production, interpretation, and effectivity 

of meaning” (p.66) and explained discourse as an instance of ideology being “embodied 

in school ‘texts,’ films, and other cultural artifacts” (p.67). Discourse conveys social, 

historical, and political meanings through cultural artifacts, including writing assessment 

artifacts, such as standardized rubrics and traditional marginal comments. Giroux (2001) 

noted that educators could investigate these ideologies and discourses in the “beliefs and 

values embedded in the categories that teachers and students use to shape and interpret 

the pedagogical process” (p.67). By examining beliefs and values underlying their 

writing assessment practices, teachers in the inquiry group recognized discourses shaping 

their work with students. They also had opportunities to explore together how those 
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beliefs and values around writing assessment positioned students as certain kinds of 

people—how their “classroom social relations and practices” contained particular 

“messages and norms” (Giroux, 2001, p.67).  

Similar to Foucault, Giroux (2001) noted the hidden nature of discourse; he urged 

educators to “uncover the assumptions and interests that go unexamined in the discourse 

and materials that shape school experience” (Giroux, 2001, p.61). He explained, 

“Critique must become a vital pedagogical tool—not only because it breaks through the 

mystifications and distortions that ‘silently’ work behind the labels and routines of school 

practice, but also because it models a form of resistance and oppositional pedagogy” 

(p.62). The inquiry group served as a place for teachers to articulate and question the 

assumptions and values—the discourses—shaping their writing assessment practices and 

the messages those practices sent to their students about the kinds of people they were 

and could be.  

Discourse as shaping writing assessment practices. To relate these theories of 

discourse—as shaping knowledge and communicating beliefs, values, and norms—to 

writing assessment, I draw on the work of Brian Huot (2002), who put forth a new theory 

of writing assessment. Though he did not use the term discourse to describe his theory, 

Huot (2002) explained the power of writing assessment as “an interested social 

mechanism for reinscribing current power relations and class systems” (p.7). This 

description of writing assessment echoes the theories of Foucault (1970) and Giroux 

(2001) in that assessment, shaped by powerful discourses, works behind-the-scenes to 
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form traditions and to reinforce “unspoken habits of thought” (Foucault, 1970, p.324). 

Writing assessments, like the discourses which shape them, are not neutral, but contain 

historical, political, and social norms, assumptions, and values. Huot (2002) focused on 

this value-laden nature of assessment in his theory, stating, “What we assess, grade, or 

test ultimately determines what we value” (p.68).  

Like Giroux (2001) who examined both systemic and classroom consequences of 

school discourses and ideologies, Huot (2002) noted that writing assessment not only 

shapes and is shaped by societal power structures, but also has the power to shape 

students’ classroom experiences. He described the power that grades hold within the 

larger school system “to identity or label people” (p.6) and “to enforce culturally 

positioned standards and refuse entrance to certain people and groups of people” (p.8). 

But that power is also evident in teachers’ daily classroom practices, as Huot (2002) 

explained, “Our statements as teachers in the context of a class can have a great deal of 

power or influence over students. Grades are probably the best example of this” (p.5). 

The effects of writing assessment, both on a systemic level and in local classrooms, can 

affect students’ perceptions of themselves as learners and writers and can affect their 

ability to succeed within the school system. The discourses shaping classroom writing 

assessment practices send messages to students about who they are and what is valued.  

Karen Wohlwend’s (2009) work on writing assessment explored the ways that 

multiple discourses shaped one teacher’s classroom writing assessment; those discourses 

sent messages to students and teachers about what “counted” as writing development and 
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growth. Wohlwend (2009) explained, “Writing assessment is a contested site where 

competing discourses overlap and invoke conflicting expectations” (p.341), and the 

“dilemmas caused by conflicting assessment expectations open a window that allows us 

to see how teachers and children are positioned by underlying discourse” (p.343). 

Wohlwend (2009) found that the following discourses shaped one kindergarten teacher’s 

writing assessment practices: maturation discourse (looking for distinct skills); skills 

mastery discourse (focusing on technical skills); intentionality discourse (focusing on 

students’ purposes); multimodal genres discourse (allowing students to draw and write); 

social practices discourse (valuing peer interactions around writing); and sociopolitical 

discourse (recognizing ways that writing practices marginalize students of color). The 

researcher in the focal kindergarten class noticed discrepancies between the teacher’s 

beliefs and formal assessment practices, as the teacher’s assessment practices were 

shaped by discourses that she had not recognized and explored. This research speaks to 

the ways that multiple discourses shape teachers’ classroom assessment practices and 

through those practices, position students and their writing in particular ways. The study 

also highlights the value of teachers exploring and recognizing the discourses shaping 

their assessment practices.  

Because “it is the beliefs and assumptions behind theoretical and epistemological 

positions that drive writing assessment practice” (Huot, 2002, p.43), Huot called on 

writing teachers to “examine and interrogate our underlying theoretical positions” (p.61). 

He detailed the theoretical positions of both English departments/college composition and 
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the educational measurement community and explained that even new forms of 

assessment within college composition operate on positivist theories of testing and do not 

consider theories of language and literacy that acknowledge the social construction of 

knowledge. These positivist theories of testing assume that writing is a “fixed, consistent, 

and acontextual human trait” and that “it is possible to isolate a particular human ability, 

like writing, and measure it” (Huot, 2002, p.83). Implementing a new approach to writing 

assessment does not necessarily mean that the positivist assumptions of testing theory 

have been questioned and altered. Huot (2002) pointed out that it can be easy to 

implement new assessment practices, such as writing portfolios, but “it is much more 

difficult to alter the assumptions behind our practices” (p.73). He further explained the 

difficulty of theoretical change in the field of writing assessment: 

At present, assessment procedures that attempt to fix objectively a 

student’s ability to write are based upon an outdated theory supported by 

an irrelevant epistemology…Although we were able to move from single-

sample impromptu essays to portfolios in less than thirty years, we are still 

primarily concerned with constructing scoring guidelines and achieving 

high levels of interrater reliability. (Huot, 2002, p.95) 

Huot (2002) argued, then, that to change writing assessment practices, teachers and 

instructors need to articulate the theories and assumptions underlying those practices and 

“begin a reflective inquiry to examine the problem with the practices we now use in 

assessment and to suggest practices that are more consonant with our theories” (p.63). To 
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accomplish this goal, Huot (2002) suggested that writing assessments be locally created 

and controlled and that teachers “become involved in designing and developing 

assessment procedures” (p.13). The teachers in the inquiry group engaged in this kind of 

reflective inquiry to examine and articulate the values, beliefs, and assumptions 

informing and shaping writing assessment practices, such as the rubrics and grading 

techniques commonly used in their schools, as well as more appreciative approaches the 

teachers aimed to design. Because assessment expresses what we value, as individuals 

and as a society, we can shift our values and those communicated to students by shifting 

our assessment practices and the discourses that shape them.  

Discourse as Shaping Identities  

 As discourses shape, organize, and regulate knowledge (Foucault, 1970), they 

also shape people’s identities and ways of knowing themselves. To understand the ways 

in which discourses shape people’s identities, I draw on theories of identity as developed 

through social practice, particularly the theories of Gee (2014) and Holland, Lachicotte, 

Skinner, and Cain (1998). Gee (2014) explained that people use discourse to build things 

in the world, such as practices, identities, and relationships. Discourses make available 

certain identities, and people use language to enact those identities. In this way, 

“identities are lived and transformed…via social interactions” (Gee, 2014, p.25). 

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) also explain how identities develop in 

social practice within socially constructed worlds, or figured worlds, that are mediated by 

discourse and artifacts. Because they “develop in social practice” (Holland et al., 1998, 
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p.5), identities are not consistent nor static but are shifting and multiple as people act out 

their self-understandings in various activities and contexts. Rather than individuals 

embodying essential selves, they generate self-understandings through participation in 

social contexts, which have been shaped by historical and cultural discourses. 

These understandings of identity as socially constructed inform the ways I think 

about teachers’ identities as shaped by discourses around writing curricula, instruction, 

and assessment, as well as students’ academic identities as shaped by various school 

discourses, particularly discourses around writing assessment. Rather than existing as 

fixed categories or as located within individuals, teachers’ identities and students’ 

academic identities are constructed through school processes and writing assessment 

practices at systemic and local levels. 

 Positioning. To further explore the ways in which discourses shape identities, I 

draw on theories of positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990; Holland et al., 1998). As people 

take up discourses, they also take up subject positions associated with those discourses. 

Individuals’ identities depend on the positions available to them through stories, 

narratives, and cultural stereotypes that they tell about themselves or that others tell about 

them (Davies & Harré, 1990). Huot (2002) noted that “assessment is a vital 

component…in the ways we define our students” (p.11). People have a sense of self as 

belonging to a category, or a particular discourse.  

Holland et al. (1998) explained that in discourse and communication, people 

“afford subject positions to one another” (p.26). People know who they are in relation to 
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others and the positions others offer them. For instance, students understand their 

identities as writers based upon positions offered by English Language Arts teachers, 

peers, standardized tests, and family members. Within social contexts and activities, 

people are offered subject positions so that they “speak, stand, dress, emote, hold the 

floor…in ways appropriate to…their position within it” (Holland et al., 1998, p.133). 

Within the social context of an English Language Arts classroom, students are offered 

multiple subject positions by the teacher, peers, curriculum and assessment documents, 

and standardized writing tests and rubrics. 

Positional identities include “relations of power” (Holland et al., 1998, p.127). As 

students are positioned by an English Language Arts teacher as knowledgeable, 

resourceful writers, those same students may be positioned by standardized writing texts 

as deficient or failing. Contradictions in subject positions create tensions and challenges 

so that people’s self-understandings become “hard-won standpoints” (Holland et al., 

1998, p.4). Also included in this tension are students’ abilities to position themselves and 

to either take up positions given to them by others or not (Holland et al., 1998).  

 Communities of practice. People’s identities are socially constructed and shaped 

by discourses, which happens within communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). Like Gee 

(2014) and Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998), Wenger (1998) described 

identity as socially constructed, as an ongoing process of becoming, and as involving 

multiple forms of membership across communities. He stated, “Building an identity 

consists of negotiating the meanings of our experience of membership in a social 
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community” (Wenger, 1998, p.145). In this way, identity is participation in a community 

rather than a trait, category, role, or label because “participation shapes not only what we 

do, but also who we are” (Wenger, 1998, p.4). Identities are shaped by the practices 

people participate in—“what narratives, categories, roles, and positions come to mean as 

an experience of participation is something that must be worked out in practice” 

(Wenger, 1998, p.151).  

 The learning that occurs within a community of practice is not just the acquisition 

of habits and skills, but the formation of an identity. Learning, then, means taking on an 

identity, an available position—becoming a particular kind of person. Wenger (1998) 

explained, “Because learning transforms who we are and what we can do, it is an 

experience of identity. It is not just an accumulation of skills and information, but a 

process of becoming” (p.215). Just as learning transforms identity, it transforms the ways 

we recognize and take up discourses that shape our identities. Learning “changes who we 

are by changing our ability to participate, to belong, to negotiate meaning” (Wenger, 

1998, p.226). As participants negotiate meanings, they engage with the discourses 

shaping those meanings. Teacher learning in the inquiry group involved taking on 

identities as makers and designers of writing assessment as well as investigating and 

engaging with the discourses shaping writing assessment. Additionally, the teachers’ 

assessment design included considerations of the ways that assessment could facilitate 

students taking on identities as writers, decision-makers, and participants in the 

classroom community.  
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Possibilities for agency and transformation. Because of the socially-

constructed nature of identity, possibilities exist for transformation of those identities, 

and discourses can serve as tools for this transformation. Holland et al. (1998) explained 

that “socially powerful, cultural discourses and practices both position people and 

provide them with the resources to respond to the problematic situations in which they 

find themselves” (p.32). Because positioning occurs through talk and text, or through 

discursive practices, discourses can be used to alter subject positions and identities. As 

discourses offer people new resources and positions, they “take on a new or different 

identity that may lead to new or different beliefs or actions” (Gee, 2014, p.21). Students’ 

identities as learners and writers are not fixed but are socially constructed through school 

discourses and practices, such as writing assessment. Because students’ academic 

identities are socially constructed, there exist possibilities to transform those identities by 

changing the discourses informing school practices and offering students new and 

different subject positions shaped by those discourses.  

 In addition to being offered new identities and subject positions, individuals also 

have the choice to refuse and resist the subject positions offered to them. This choosing 

or self-direction develops as people improvise new subject positions and new uses of 

cultural resources, such as discourses, that “can become tools of agency or self-control 

and change” (Holland et al., 1998, p.40). Improvisations of subject positions lead to 

altered identities, so individuals have the possibility to change, to exhibit agency. Citing 

Inden (1990, p.23), Holland et al. (1998) described agency as “the realized capacity of 
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people to act upon their world…That capacity is the power of people to act purposively 

and reflectively, in more or less complex relationships with one another, to reiterate and 

remake the world in which they live” (p.42). This definition echoes Wenger’s (1998) 

description of a community of practice in which members participate with one another to 

create “new images of the world and ourselves” (p.176). Within a classroom context, 

students could resist positions and discourses of deficiency offered by standardized 

writing tests and, with the teacher, create positions for themselves as knowledgeable and 

resourceful writers.  

Discourses Shaping Teachers’ Writing Assessment Design 

 As the teachers in the inquiry group designed and implemented an approach to 

writing assessment, they drew on larger discourses that shaped the ways they talked 

about, understood, and practiced writing assessment in English Language Arts 

classrooms. These larger discourses included both deficit thinking about students and 

appreciative stances toward students and their writing. The deficit discourses provided 

the impetus for the inquiry and design work, as inquiry group members wanted to trouble 

and push against these “unspoken habits of thought” (Foucault, 1970, p.324) shaping 

many traditional writing assessment practice and positioning students as deficient and 

lacking. While the teachers’ design and practices did not directly reflect Bomer’s (2011) 

definition of an appreciative stance, teachers drew on appreciative discourses to provide 

the vision for the design of a new approach to writing assessment, one that would offer 
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students positions as knowledgeable and resourceful writers and create identities of 

strength and agency.  

 Deficit discourses. Deficit thinking links school failure to students’ internal 

deficits, such as “limited intellectual abilities, linguistic shortcomings, [and] lack of 

motivation to learn” (Valencia, 1997, p.2) rather than acknowledging systemic factors in 

schools that lead to school failure, such as school segregation, cultural exclusion, 

curriculum differentiation, and language policies. Instead of recognizing ways in which 

school structures work to prevent students of color and poor students from learning, 

deficit thinking blames the victims of unjust school systems for their lack of academic 

success. One way that deficit thinking constructs narratives of internal deficits is by 

claiming that students’ homes and communities lack the knowledge and skills that 

students need to succeed in school. Deficit approaches to curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment intend to replace the linguistic, literate, and cultural practices students bring 

from their homes and communities with practices positioned by schools as superior 

(Paris, 2012). These deficit discourses have also impacted writing assessment as many 

approaches to assessment assume deficiency on the part of the student by focusing on 

students’ errors in writing rather than ways that students use their languages and literacies 

as resources for writing. Teachers in the inquiry group worked to counter these deficit 

discourses in their design and implementation of an appreciative writing assessment.    

Appreciative discourses. While deficit thinking claims that culturally and 

linguistically diverse students come from households that contain insufficient experiences 
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and skills for academic learning, appreciative discourses reposition language and literacy 

practices of historically marginalized communities as valuable resources to explore and 

use in school. In the inquiry group, we drew on Randy Bomer’s (2011) definition of an 

appreciative stance as “acknowledging already-existing interests, experiences, 

knowledge, and skill in order to build upon them” (p.22). R. Bomer (2011) described how 

this stance can shape literacy assessment:  

The form of assessment a teacher really needs—a process of coming to 

understand—is a more qualitative and descriptive kind of appreciation of 

what a students knows and can do as a reader and writer…The most useful 

form of knowledge for teachers is affirming…rather than based upon some 

kind of diagnosis of a problem, impediment, or deficit in the student. 

(p.22) 

This appreciative stance, or discourse, builds on the work of Dewey (1938) and 

Freire (1970), which positions students as full of knowledge, interests, and experiences. 

In an explanation of progressive education, Dewey (1938) criticized traditional education 

for holding students at fault when they were not engaged in school material; he pointed 

out that “no question was raised as to whether the trouble might not lie in the subject-

matter or in the way in which it was offered” (p.46). Rather than blaming students for 

being physically or intellectually absent from school, Dewey placed fault with schools for 

failing to create curricula that drew on the interests and experiences of students, similar to 

the way Valencia (1997) argued that the blame for students’ failure should lie with 
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inequitable schools structures. Dewey (1938) contended that educators must consider 

“the powers and purposes of those taught” (p.45) and that “the beginning of instruction 

shall be made with the experience learners already have” (p.74). Dewey also positioned 

students’ home communities as full of resources, as he noted, “The teacher should 

become intimately acquainted with the conditions of the local community…in order to 

utilize them as educational resources” (p.40). Dewey’s vision of progressive education 

positioned students as coming to school with purposes and experiences that were 

educationally valuable and useful and that could lead to further learning in school. 

 In his theory of a humanizing pedagogy, Freire (1970) also posited that any kind 

of learning must begin with students’ existing knowledge and present situations. He 

described a “banking” concept of education that “turns students into ‘receptacles’ to be 

‘filled’ by the teacher” (Freire, 1970, p.72). This kind of oppressive education contains 

the deficit thinking described by Valencia (1997), as students are positioned as empty, 

knowing nothing, incapable of making decisions. As a result of this deficit-based 

education, students do not realize “that they, too, ‘know things’ they have learned in their 

relations with the world” (Freire, 1970, p.63). To counter this oppression, Freire (1970) 

stated that students have “creative power” (p.75), “right[s] to their own purposes” (p.76), 

and the “ability to reason” (p.66). Rather than positioning students as knowing nothing, 

teachers must engage in dialogue with students, inquiring into students’ present 

experiences. Both Dewey and Freire described students as resourceful and 

knowledgeable collaborators in classroom communities. Building on the theories of 
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Dewey and Freire, appreciative approaches to curriculum, instruction, and assessment 

position students as competent and intelligent; each student is “a source of information, a 

base of strength” (R. Bomer, 2011, p. 24). In their design and implementation of writing 

assessment, teachers in the inquiry group drew on these appreciative discourses and the 

ways they position student writers as knowledgeable and capable.  

Resource pedagogies. An appreciative stance undergirds the body of work known 

as resource pedagogies. Theory and research on resource pedagogies has countered 

deficit thinking by positioning culturally and linguistically diverse students as 

knowledgeable and capable, drawing on students’ out-of-school languages, literacies, and 

multiliteracies in curriculum and instruction, and involving students as active participants 

in curriculum building.  These aspects of resource pedagogies reflect an appreciative 

stance on the part of educators and researchers that directly opposes a deficit stance. 

While teachers in the inquiry group did not explicitly name resource pedagogies as 

influencing their design work or classroom practices, they often drew on tenets of this 

body of theory and research.  

Paris and Ball (2009) used the term resource pedagogies to describe a body of 

research and theoretical work emerging in the 1980’s and 1990’s that focused on 

“pedagogical methods using the nondominant languages and literacies of CLNS 

[culturally and linguistically nondominant students] inside the classroom to foster 

academic achievement” (p.382). This foundational research and theory resisted deficit 

approaches by “reposition[ing] the linguistic, cultural, and literate practices of poor 
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communities—particularly poor communities of color—as resources to honor, explore, 

and extend in accessing Dominant American English (DAE) language and literacy skills” 

(Paris, 2012, p.94). This body of work that Paris and Ball (2009) and Paris (2012) called 

resource pedagogies shifted scholarly conversations from students’ failure to meet school 

demands to schools’ failure to meet the needs of students.  

Several theories have informed and supported resource pedagogies, or curriculum 

and instruction that positions students’ everyday language and literacy practices as 

academic resources. Though they use distinctive terminology and advocate for different 

instructional approaches, these theorists share similar tenets that work to create a 

coherent framework of resource pedagogies.  

Funds of knowledge. The funds of knowledge framework (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

Gonzalez, 1992) has provided a theoretical foundation for resource pedagogy research 

and practice. Moll et al. (1992) put forth the argument that “by capitalizing on household 

and other community resources, [researchers and educators] can organize classroom 

instruction that far exceeds in quality, the rote-like instruction [culturally and 

linguistically diverse students] commonly encounter in schools” (p.132). Their 

ethnographic research in working-class Mexican-American communities aimed to 

“develop innovations in teaching that dr[ew] upon the knowledge and skills found in 

local households” (p.132). These households contained “ample cultural and cognitive 

resources with great, potential utility for classroom instruction” (p.134).  
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The research informing funds of knowledge involved visits to students’ 

households by university researchers and classroom teachers during which they 

interviewed family members, asked for life history narratives, and observed family 

members engaged in everyday tasks. With this qualitative data, the researchers and 

teachers sought to understand both the broad sociopolitical and economic contexts of the 

community and the specific social histories of each household to discover the bodies of 

knowledge of each family. For example, in one household family members had 

knowledge of business on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border as well as knowledge of 

agriculture and animal management from the family’s rural background. Moll et al. 

(1992) “use[d] the term ‘funds of knowledge’ to refer to these historically accumulated 

and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or 

individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133).  

The researchers’ and teachers’ collection of data also included the social networks 

surrounding each household, such as community members outside of the immediate 

family who fulfilled roles or performed tasks to help the household.  Moll, et al. (1992) 

found that these community members often filled multiple roles simultaneously, for 

example, an uncle who taught the child carpentry work, went fishing with the father in 

the evenings, and organized barbecues on weekends. These social networks contributed 

to each household’s funds of knowledge as the “social relationships facilitate[d] the 

development and exchange of resources, including knowledge, skills, and labor that 

enhance[d] the household’s ability to survive or thrive” (p.133). Moll et al. noted that 



68 
 

these community “teachers” differed from traditional classroom teachers, as they knew 

children within their home contexts as whole people, not just as students. Additionally, 

the teaching and learning within these relationships was driven by the children’s interest 

in and questions about everyday activities, such as automobile repair, painting, and 

music. Children in these households were active participants in the daily chores and 

functioning of the home by taking part in caring for young children, working outside the 

home to provide financial support, and translating from Spanish to English for family 

members. Through their relationships with community members and their participation in 

daily activities, children developed bodies of knowledge that they brought with them to 

school.  

In conceiving of how teachers could make use of students’ funds of knowledge in 

the classroom instruction, the researchers included classroom teachers in the collection of 

data from households. By taking on the roles of researchers, teachers could learn from 

families about their students’ out-of-school knowledge to inform their classroom 

practices. This teacher-researcher collaboration extended into after-school meetings 

where they “analyze[d] [teachers’] classrooms, discusse[d] household observations, and 

develop[ed] innovations in the teaching of literacy” (p. 134). Similarly, teachers in the 

inquiry group joined with me, a researcher, to create innovative approaches to writing 

assessment that would honor the knowledge students brought to their writing. As teachers 

in the inquiry group designed and implemented an appreciative writing assessment, they 

drew on this larger discourse of funds of knowledge that positions students and their home 
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communities as possessing valuable knowledge—knowledge that is relevant to school 

learning and writing.  

Culturally relevant pedagogy. Building on the concepts of “culturally responsive” 

(Cazden & Leggett, 1981; Erickson & Mohatt, 1982) and “culturally compatible” 

(Jordan, 1985; Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1987) pedagogies, Ladson-Billings (1995) put 

forth a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. Ladson-Billings critiqued culturally 

responsive and culturally compatible theories for continuing to preserve the privileged 

position of school culture and “locat[ing] student failure in the cultural mismatch between 

students and the school” (p. 475). Culturally relevant pedagogy departed from previous 

theories by adding the tenets of cultural competence and cultural critique to academic 

achievement. Ladson-Billings explained that her new theory “not only addresses student 

achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while 

developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other 

institutions) perpetuate” (p.469). 

Ladson-Billings (1995) developed this grounded theory by looking into 

classrooms in which African American students experienced academic achievement. 

Though the teachers in these classrooms engaged in different instructional practices, they 

had common beliefs underpinning their practices: all students are capable of academic 

success, teaching is pulling existing knowledge out of students, “teacher-student 

relationships are equitable and reciprocal” (p.480), a classroom is a community of 

learners, and knowledge is constructed and must be examined critically. These principles 
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of culturally relevant pedagogy have become a theoretical foundation for resource 

pedagogies, as they position students as possessing intellectual resources from out-of-

school contexts and experiences that teachers can use as a vehicle for academic learning. 

While Ladson-Billings focused mostly on classroom instruction in her discussion 

of culturally relevant pedagogy, she stated that the teachers shared a concept of 

assessment as “multifaceted” (p.481). Ladson-Billings described one teacher who 

“helped her students to choose both the standards by which they were to be evaluated and 

the pieces of evidence they wanted to use as proof of their mastery of particular concepts 

and skills” (p. 482). In this classroom, assessment became a collaborative process 

including the teacher and students; the teacher valued and included the students’ voices 

and knowledge in determining students’ academic growth. The assessment also included 

multiple sources of evidence rather than only one test or assignment. The teachers in the 

inquiry group also valued assessment that focused on student growth as shown by 

multiple sources of evidence as well as assessment that included students’ voices. The 

teachers in the current study shared many of the beliefs expressed by the teachers in 

Ladson-Billings’ study, such as the beliefs that all students are capable of academic 

success, “teacher-student relationships are equitable and reciprocal” (p.480), and a 

classroom is a community of learners. Much of the talk in inquiry group meetings 

centered on these beliefs about students and learning and how those beliefs—and the 

appreciative discourses underlying them—could shape a writing assessment design.  
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Culturally sustaining pedagogy. Paris (2012) called for a re-examination of 

culturally relevant pedagogy and put forth his framework, culturally sustaining 

pedagogy, arguing that many educators and teacher educators have lost sight of the tenets 

of cultural competence and cultural critique that are present in Ladson-Billings’ (1995) 

theory. Culturally sustaining pedagogy foregrounded the need to “support young people 

in sustaining the cultural and linguistic competence of their communities while 

simultaneously offering access to dominant cultural competence” (Paris, 2012, p. 95). 

According to Paris, teachers should not use students’ linguistic and cultural repertoires in 

the service of dominant academic language and literacy practices; instead, both home and 

school practices are valued and sustained. Paris did not depart from Ladson-Billings’ 

(1995) theory of culturally responsive pedagogy but urged researchers and educators to 

reconsider the ways in which they have taken up the tenet of cultural competence and 

enacted that concept in practice.  

Cultural modeling. Lee’s (2007) work on cultural modeling also linked students’ 

everyday practices to academic knowledge and has been influential to scholars 

researching and developing resource pedagogies. Cultural modeling involves teachers 

making explicit students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge and then connecting that 

knowledge to academic literacy skills. Lee (2007) explained, “By helping students see the 

functional relationships between everyday knowledge they possess and school-based 

tasks, Cultural Modeling repositions what might be historically viewed as vernacular 

practices as intellectually rich” (p.27). In the cultural modeling project, teachers showed 
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students how to transfer their knowledge in everyday practices to academic knowledge. 

To model that transfer of knowledge and skills, teachers provided cultural data sets that 

include students’ out-of-school language and literacy practices, such as signifying or 

rapping. The teachers modeled ways to use a reading strategy or literary device (such as 

symbolism) within a cultural data set and then showed students how to apply that strategy 

or knowledge to a canonical text. The teacher made the problem-solving process explicit 

in the work with both the cultural data set and the canonical text and then named or 

labeled the out-of-school knowledge that students applied to the academic task.  

Lee (2007) discussed the challenges of meaningfully assessing the students’ 

progress within the cultural modeling project, saying that the research team” faced a 

problem finding adequate measures of student growth over time in literary reasoning” 

(p.156). The research team found that the school’s timed standardized test for reading did 

not provide evidence of the complex learning that had taken place within the cultural 

modeling project. As a result, the research team “decided to take a more innovative 

approach to document changes in students’ literary reasoning over time” (p.156) by using 

essays responses and untimed multiple choice tests developed by the team as well as talk-

aloud protocol with a small group of students. While Lee focused on reading assessment, 

teachers in the inquiry group grappled with similar challenges of how to make writing 

assessment both meaningful to students and representative of students’ growth through a 

process of writing.  
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While cultural modeling has contributed to the body of work on resource 

pedagogies by showing ways in which teachers can draw on students’ out-of-school 

knowledge, it subordinated students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge to canonical 

literary texts. Both Ladson-Billings (1995) and Paris (2012) critiqued instructional 

approaches that privileged school culture above students’ cultural, linguistic, and literacy 

practices. Within the cultural modeling framework, “instruction begins with the everyday 

texts and then moves on to those canonical texts in which the social world is one about 

which we anticipate students will have greater prior knowledge and then moves on to 

canonical texts that are further removed from students’ prior knowledge and life 

experiences” (p.50). Organized in this way, cultural modeling constructs a hierarchy of 

knowledge from everyday to academic. While the cultural modeling project drew on 

students’ repertoires and knowledge, it did not challenge or disrupt the existing, taken-for 

granted knowledge of school, or include the cultural critique (Ladson-Billings, 1995; 

Paris, 2012) of the “great literature” (Lee, 2007, p. 111) that has historically been 

privileged as “the canon.” 

Each of the aforementioned theories foregrounded the importance of teacher 

knowledge in recognizing and understanding the language and literacy resources that 

students bring from their homes and communities into school. Lee (2007) discussed 

teachers’ “profound lack of understanding of the cultural displays of knowledge in the 

everyday practices of minority and low-income students” (p.25) that leads to deficit 

models of instruction. In contrast, when creating cultural data sets (Lee, 2007) teachers 
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must know about students’ language and literacy repertoires. Similarly, Ladson-Billings 

(1995) argued that teachers must “understand culture (their own and others) and the ways 

it functions in education” (p.483) to teach in culturally relevant ways. She noted the 

situated nature of culturally relevant teaching as the teachers’ knowledge as community 

residents allowed them to include specific community issues in classroom projects. Moll 

et al. (1992) emphasized teachers’ roles as qualitative researchers who learn from 

families about household funds of knowledge. They found that teacher research was 

necessary for educators to be able to build curriculum around students’ knowledge. 

Additionally, each of these theories conceptualized teaching as innovation since 

culturally relevant or funds of knowledge approaches depart from traditional pedagogies. 

Paris and Ball (2009) explained that because many teachers “come from very different 

cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds than their students, it is imperative 

that they become generative in their curricular problem-solving skills, so they can link the 

knowledge they have with the knowledge their students bring into the classroom” 

(p.392). More research is needed that explores teachers’ knowledge of students’ 

resources and teachers’ innovation and generative problem-solving in relation to writing 

assessment; the current study contributes to that need, as the inquiry group provided 

teachers an opportunity to consider their knowledge of students in their design of an 

appreciative writing assessment.  

Multiliteracies pedagogy. In addition to drawing from theories and research 

related to resource pedagogies in conceptualizing an appreciative writing assessment, a 
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pedagogy of multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996) also serves as a central theory 

guiding and informing my approach to writing assessment. Like resource pedagogies, the 

New London Group’s (1996) pedagogy of multiliteracies critiqued past approaches to 

literacy pedagogy as “restricted to formalized, monolingual, monocultural, and rule-

governed forms of language” (p. 61). In response to those past approaches that positioned 

nondominant languages and literacies as deficits, the New London Group (1996) 

proposed a “pedagogy of access” (p. 72). They described this pedagogical framework: 

To be relevant, learning processes need to recruit, rather than attempt to 

ignore and erase, the different subjectivities—interests, intentions, 

commitments, and purposes—students bring to learning. Curriculum now 

needs to mesh with different subjectivities, and with their attendant 

languages, discourses, and registers, and use these as a resource for 

learning. (p.72).   

The first principle of a multiliteracies pedagogy echoed the fundamental concept of 

resource pedagogies: “Cultural and linguistic diversity is a classroom resource just as 

powerfully as it is a social resource in the formation of new civic spaces and new notions 

of citizenship” (p. 69). However, the second principle broadened the lens of students’ 

resources to include “the burgeoning variety of text forms associated with information 

and multimedia technologies” (p. 61). Multiliteracies extended the notion of literacy from 

language only to “modes of representation much broader than language alone” (p. 64), 

such as visual, audio, gestural, spatial, and multimodal.  
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The New London Group (1996) argued that “cultural differences and rapidly 

shifting communications” (p. 63) should change the nature of literacy pedagogy, and I 

contend that they should change the nature of literacy assessment as well. Rather than 

thinking about literacy teaching and learning as covering a set of national standards or 

aligning curriculum with an elite cultural body of knowledge, the expanding pluralism in 

work, civic, and personal spaces requires that classrooms become places where students 

“have the chance to expand their cultural and linguistic repertoires” (p. 69). The 

understanding of literacy as broad and multiple impacts classroom instruction as “there 

cannot be one set of standards or skills that constitutes the ends of literacy learning” 

(p.64). If literacy educators approach instruction from this understanding, then their 

assessment of writing cannot remain bound to a fixed set of language or writing 

standards. Teachers in the inquiry group took up this discourse of literacy as broad and 

multiple in their design of an appreciative writing assessment.  

This research and theory showing the ways that educators value and hold in high 

regard students’ interests and experiences and their cultural and linguistic knowledge 

provides the theoretical foundation for teachers’ appreciative stance toward students and 

their writing. While this culturally relevant theoretical framing is appropriate for the 

study as a whole, my focus on Lily’s implementation of the designed assessment 

framework for this dissertation did not allow for that application because of the lack of 

racial and linguistic diversity among her student population.  
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THEORIES OF DESIGN 

 To understand the ways the teachers in the inquiry group engaged in the design of 

an appreciative writing assessment, I draw on a communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) 

framework as well as the New London Group’s (1996) theory of multiliteracies. Both 

theories discuss ways that discourses can be used as tools and resources for design and 

include considerations of educational design and the role of teachers as designers. 

Additionally, I draw on theories related to formative experiment research and design 

research (Engeström, 2011; Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014) to further explore the role of 

teachers as designers.  

Discourses as Resources and Tools in Design 

 The theories of Wenger (1998) and the New London Group (1996) provide a lens 

through which I understand how the inquiry group drew on existing discourses in their 

design of an appreciative writing assessment in ways that both constrained the work and 

that provided possibilities for transformation. Aiding participants’ mutual engagement in 

a community of practice is a shared repertoire of words, tools, concepts, and discourses 

that the community has produced or adopted and that serve as resources for the 

negotiation of meaning (Wenger, 1998). As participants in a community of practice 

import, adopt, and adapt tools, concepts, and discourses, they construct “a shared 

discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world” (Wenger, 1998, p.126). As 

inquiry group participants negotiated meanings around appreciative writing assessment, 

they took up and created both physical tools and discourses to facilitate that work. 

Having a shared repertoire of discourses and understandings can create alignment among 
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participants as they “coordinate perspectives and actions in order to direct energies to a 

common purpose” (Wenger, 1998, p.186).  

Along with aligning participants in a community of practice with one another, 

shared discourses can also “connect local efforts to broader styles and discourses” 

(Wenger, 1998, p.186). The design work of a community of practice can “require the 

creation and adoption of broader discourses that help reify the enterprise and by which 

local actions can be interpreted as fitting within a broader framework” (Wenger, 1998, 

p.187). In the inquiry group, broader discourses around writing assessment, deficit 

thinking, and an appreciative stance served as tools for the design of an appreciative 

writing assessment and as tools to consider ways that the group’s design could become a 

boundary object as teachers implemented the design in other communities shaped by 

conflicting discourses. 

 In their theory of multiliteracies pedagogy, the New London Group (1996) also 

included discourse as a tool for design. They defined discourse as “a configuration of 

knowledge and its habitual forms of expression, which represents a particular set of 

interests” (New London Group, 1996, p.75), and explained that discourses serve as 

Available Designs, or resources for Designing. As people design, they draw on past texts, 

past designs, and the discourses shaping those texts and designs so that “Designing is 

continuous with and a continuation of particular histories” (New London Group, 1996, 

p.75). Teachers in the inquiry group drew on texts, tools, and discourses around writing 
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assessment as they constructed a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998) and designed an 

appreciative writing assessment.  

Design in Communities of Practice  

 Wenger’s (1998) concept of participation frames my understandings of the ways 

teachers built up identities of participation as they negotiated meaning around 

appreciative approaches to writing assessment in the design process. A community of 

practice (Wenger, 1998) is defined by the mutual engagement of participants in a joint 

enterprise. I consider the inquiry group to be a community of practice with teachers and 

myself engaging in the joint enterprise of inquiring into and designing appreciative 

writing assessment practices. Wenger (1998) emphasized participation as a necessary 

component of a community of practice; members build identities of participation as they 

negotiate meaning. Wenger (1998) explained, “When information does not build up an 

identity of participation….it fails to translate into a way of being in the world coherent 

enough to be enacted in practice” (p.220). If teachers in the inquiry group merely 

received information about writing assessment but did not participate in the negotiation 

of meaning around the design, they would not have as effectively carried writing 

assessment practices from the inquiry group into their classrooms. Because of the 

necessity of participation in a community of practice, “whenever a process, course, or 

system is being designed, it is thus essential to involve the affected communities of 

practice” (Wenger, 1998, p.234).  
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 Wenger (1998) also discussed the relationships between design and practice, 

which inform my understandings of the ways teachers designed a framework rather than 

a standardized tool and the ways they implemented that designed framework. Wenger 

(1998) stated, “There is an inherent uncertainty between design and its realization in 

practice, since practice is not the result of design but rather a response to it” (p.233). The 

teachers in the inquiry group created what Wenger called a “minimalist design” (p.233), 

which did not prescribe or specify how teachers would implement the design in their 

classrooms. In Wenger’s (1998) terms, “A design, then, is not primarily a 

specification…but a boundary object that functions as a communication artifact around 

which communities of practice can negotiate their contribution, their position, and their 

alignment” (p.235). The inquiry group’s designed assessment framework served as a 

boundary object that connected the work of the inquiry group to the teacher’s 

implementation of the design in their classrooms. As they implemented the design, the 

teachers continued to negotiate the meanings and practices around it.  

 Because of the uncertain and minimalist nature of the inquiry group’s design, the 

teachers continued to adapt the framework as they implemented it and redesign their 

practices in response to the framework. Wenger (1998) noted, “Practice is a response to 

design….unexpected adaptations of the design are inherent in the process;” these 

adaptations allow “a design to be realized meaningfully in specific…situation” (p.233). 

An important part of teachers’ implementation of the design was their adaptations of the 

design to their specific classroom contexts. Wenger (1998) explained that the design 
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process involves both participation and reification—involving members in the 

negotiation of meaning and capturing those meanings in tools, texts, and artifacts. In the 

next section, I will discuss Wenger’s concept of reification in greater detail.   

Reification. Design within a community of practice involves participation to 

negotiate meaning as well as reification of those meanings. While common 

understandings of the term reification often refer to sedimented practices and discourses 

that have become established and taken-for-granted, I draw on Wenger’s (1998) use of 

the term to show how reification can be generative in a design process. I do not use the 

more common, negative definition of reification to explore how the inquiry group created 

or drew on unexamined practices. Instead, I use the concept of reification to understand 

how teachers gave shape to ideas and discourses to facilitate their design process.  

Wenger (1998) explained that as participants co-construct and design practices, “a 

certain understanding is given form. This form then becomes a focus for the negotiation 

of meaning” (p.59). Negotiated meanings are reified and then those reifications serve as 

tools for further negotiation of meaning. Reified understandings can take the forms of 

explanations, examples, models, representations, and visualization tools. Reification “can 

produce representations and models that trigger new interpretations” (Wenger, 1998, 

p.217), thereby facilitating a recursive design process of developing and refining new 

meanings.  

The reification of teachers’ understandings of writing assessment, both during and 

at the end of the design process, was “not merely giving expression to existing meanings, 
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but in fact creating the conditions for new meanings” (Wenger, 1998, p.68). In the 

process of design, reification can expand participants’ imaginations and considerations of 

alternate possibilities. Wenger (1998) explained, “Reification thus affords an opportunity 

to step back and see situations in a different way….it allows rearranging the world and 

dislocating experience” (p.186). The teachers’ creation and use of tools in the process of 

design altered the nature of that work and allowed them to view writing assessment from 

different angles and perspectives. In this way, the concept of reification is central to my 

understanding of the teachers’ design of an appreciative writing assessment. I am using 

the concept of reification to analyze the tools the inquiry group used and created to aid in 

the design process as well as the artifacts that the group produced as a result of the design 

process, artifacts that remained open to teachers’ continued development and refinement 

of meanings.  

Multimembership. To explore the ways the teachers in the inquiry group 

designed an artifact to be used in their school communities and implemented the designed 

assessment in their classrooms, I draw on Wenger’s (1998) concepts of multimembership 

and boundary objects. Participants in a community of practice participate in multiple 

communities—what Wenger (1998) termed multimembership. As participants take 

learning, practices, and designs from one community into another, they become brokers 

aiming to make connections across communities who hold different—and sometimes 

competing—values, visions, and discourses. Wenger (1998) noted that 

“multimembership may involve ongoing tensions that are never resolved” and explained 
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that negotiating those tensions across communities “requires the construction of an 

identity that can include these different meanings and forms of participation into one 

nexus” (p.160). The teachers in the inquiry group were also participants in their school 

communities, departments, and larger state and national systems of public schools, each 

having their own discourses shaping writing assessment.  

Part of the work in the inquiry group included teachers’ consideration and 

negotiation of these different discourses across communities and how to implement the 

appreciative writing assessment design in contexts outside of the inquiry group. Wenger 

(1998) described the challenge in taking a design from one community into another: 

The crucial issue is the relationship between the practices of design and 

the practices of use. Connecting the communities involved, understanding 

practices, and managing boundaries become fundamental design tasks. It 

is then imperative to consider a broader range of connections beyond the 

artifact itself. (p.108) 

The designed artifact that the inquiry group produced served as a tool “to perpetuate the 

repertoires of practices beyond the circumstances that shaped them in the first place” 

(Wenger, 1998, p.89); it served to carry teachers’ work in the inquiry group into their 

classrooms. Wenger (1998) explained this movement of artifacts across communities: 

“Artifacts, then, are boundary objects, and designing them is designing for participation 

rather than just use” (p.108). Wenger’s (1998) concepts of multimembership and 

boundary objects aid my understandings of the ways the teachers, in their design work, 
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had to consider the discourses and practices around writing assessment in their school 

communities. 

Design in A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies 

In addition to drawing on the New London Group’s (1996) pedagogy of 

multiliteracies to inform my understandings of appreciative discourses, I also draw on 

their concepts of design, as they describe “any semiotic activity, including using language 

to produce or consume texts, as a matter of Design involving three elements: Available 

Designs, Designing, and The Redesigned” (p.74). These three aspects of design inform 

my understandings of the design process of the inquiry group.  

In making meaning through talk or text, people draw on Available Designs, which 

serve as resources for design. These resources include existing discourses, or 

“configurations of knowledge” (New London Group, 1996, p. 75). As discussed 

previously, the teachers in the inquiry group drew from various discourses around 

teaching, learning, and assessment as resources for their design work. In the work of 

Designing, people use Available Designs in new ways, or engage in the “transformation 

of the available resources of meaning” (p.75). Designing has the potential to both 

reproduce and transform knowledge, social relations, and identities; however, it is 

“neither a simple reproduction (as the myth of standards and transmission pedagogy 

would have us believe), nor is it simply creative (as the myths of individual originality 

and personal voice would have us believe)” (p. 76). The teachers in the study designed 

with the intention of transforming existing writing assessment practices, classroom 



85 
 

relations between teachers and students, students’ identities as writers, and teachers’ 

identities as makers; however, they drew on historical and cultural patterns and 

discourses in that design process. Designing results in the Redesigned, which means that 

a new meaning has been made. Teachers drew on existing discourses, tools, and practices 

and used those Available Designs to create a new writing assessment framework.  

Teachers as Designers 

I find the New London Group’s (1996) theory of design useful in my analysis of 

the inquiry group’s design work primarily because of their emphasis on the importance of 

“teachers…as designers of learning processes and environments;” they state that “the 

notion of design connects powerfully to the sort of creative intelligence the best 

practitioners need in order to be able, continually, to redesign their activities in the very 

act of practice” (p.73). In addition, I use Wenger’s concepts of participation and 

reification to argue for involving teachers in the design of interventions or artifacts to be 

used in their classrooms. Wenger (1998) explained, “The politics of participation must 

include the power to wield reification, since reification creates the points around which 

people negotiate what matters” (p.93). People who are going to participate in the use of 

an artifact should also participate in its design, in the negotiation of meaning around that 

artifact. Wenger’s concepts relate not only to the design of an artifact but also to 

implementation: “The communicative ability of artifacts depends on how the work of 

negotiating meaning is distributed between reification and participation” (p.64). Because 

teachers in the inquiry group participated in shaping the meaning of and making an 
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assessment artifact, they could take that artifact from the inquiry group into their 

classrooms and translate the meanings and practices created in one community to 

another.  

 I also draw on theories related to formative experiment and design research 

methodology that help me understand the roles of teachers as designers, particularly the 

work of Engeström (2011) and Gutiérrez and Penuel (2014). In contrast to design 

experiment research, Engeström (2011) discussed formative interventions, in which “the 

researcher aims at provoking and sustaining an expansive transformation process led and 

owned by the practitioners” (p.606). This process involves a starting point of practitioners 

identifying a problem, one not previously identified by researchers. This problem 

provides the impetus for collaborative analysis and design. During the design process, 

practitioners and researchers design new concepts, practices, and tools to transform the 

identified problem. Similar to Wenger (1998), Engeström (2011) emphasized the role of 

participation in design, saying, “The contents and course of the intervention are subject to 

negotiation and the shape of the intervention is eventually up to the 

participants….participants gain agency and take charge of the process” (p.606). The 

designed intervention is a mediating artifact, not a solution to the problem because the 

artifact is used as a frame “for the design of locally appropriate new solutions” 

(Engeström, 2011, p.606). The artifact remains ambiguous, open to a continuous process 

of innovation rather than a finished product, because the design takes into account 

practitioners’ implementation in their local contexts. The artifact becomes “filled with 
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increasingly rich meaning” (Engeström, 2011, p.621) during implementation. These 

concepts around an ambiguous and unstable artifact reflect Wenger’s (1998) concepts of 

reification and participation discussed earlier. These concepts are useful to my analysis of 

the ways teachers designed an artifact that remained open to their decisions about 

implementation.  

 Gutiérrez and Penuel (2014), in their description of social design experiments, 

also stated that design is not fully predefined by the researcher but involves practitioners. 

They explained, “These models do not require researchers to specify ahead of time all the 

elements of an intervention, since practitioners participate in design, and implementation 

data inform an iterative design process that often transforms interventions” (Gutiérrez & 

Penuel, 2014, p.21). The designed artifacts, or interventions, remain open to revisions and 

disruptions as practitioners implement the designs. Much like Engeström (2011) 

described artifacts as ambiguous and unstable, Gutiérrez and Penuel (2014) stated,  

“Studying the ‘social life of interventions’ moves us away from imagining interventions 

as fixed packages of strategies with readily measurable outcomes and toward more open-

ended social or socially embedded experiments that involve ongoing mutual engagement” 

(p.20). Teachers continue to engage with the design as they implement it in their 

classrooms, and researchers “learn from productive adaptations teachers make with 

learners from diverse backgrounds” (Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014, p.22). Each of these 

theories contribute to my understandings of the necessity of teachers participating in the 

design, implementation, and modification of an appreciative writing assessment as well 
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as the value of designing an artifact that remained open to teachers’ decisions about 

implementation.  

Possibilities for Transformation Through Design 

The communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and multiliteracies (New London 

Group, 1996) frameworks reveal how design has the potential to transform existing 

discourses, identities, and structures. Wenger (1998) used the term imagination to refer to 

the ability of a community of practice to “conceive of new developments, explore 

alternatives, and envision possible futures” (p.178) through the negotiation of meaning. 

Imagination involves “generating scenarios, exploring other ways of doing what we are 

doing, other possible worlds, and other identities” (Wenger, 1998, p.185). In the work of 

Designing, people transform discourses by using them in new ways (New London Group, 

1996). Design has the potential to transform both practices and identities, as “meaning-

makers remake themselves” (New London Group, 1996, p. 76) and intervene in the 

world.  

The concept of participation in the communities of practice framework provides a 

lens for understanding the possibilities for agency within a community. Though the 

teachers in the inquiry group worked in departments, schools, and school systems shaped 

by historical and sociopolitical discourses, “the power—benevolent or malevolent—that 

institutions, prescriptions, or individuals have over the practice of a community is always 

mediated by the community’s production of its practice” (Wenger, 1998, p.80). Because 

practice and meaning are always in the process of being made, there is space for change 
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and agency. Wenger (1998) explained, “Negotiability refers to the ability, facility, and 

legitimacy to contribute to, take responsibility for, and shape the meanings that matter 

within a social configuration” (p.197). Participants in a community of practice negotiate 

the meanings, practices, and discourses in that community and so have the ability to 

shape and change those meanings, practices, and discourses. Though the teachers in the 

inquiry group had writing assessment demands placed on them by the state, their schools, 

and departments, “it [was] only as negotiated by the community that conditions, 

resources, and demands shape[d] the practice” (Wenger, 1998, p.80). Engeström (2011) 

highlighted participants’ agency in the design process saying that their agency took the 

following forms: “resisting the interventionist or management” (p.622), “explicating new 

possibilities or potentials” (p.623), “envisioning new patterns or models” (p.624), 

“committing to concrete actions aimed at changing the activity” (p.624), and “taking 

consequential actions to change the activity” (p.624).  

As designers alter discourses, they shift available ways of knowing and 

understanding the world as well as available subject positions and identities. Participants 

in educational design “enable transformative experiences that change students’ 

understandings of themselves as learners” (Wenger, 1998, p.269). Teachers in the inquiry 

group, through their design and implementation of a writing assessment shaped by 

appreciative discourses, had the potential to offer students identities of strength and 

agency and so transform the worlds of their classrooms. 
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Chapter 3: Methodological Framework and Research Design 

 This chapter describes the methods I employed in examining the ways English 

Language Arts teachers designed and implemented a writing assessment that reflected an 

appreciative stance toward students and their writing. The New London Group (1996) 

argued, “Educational research should be come a design science, studying how different 

curricular, pedagogical, and classroom designs motivate and achieve different sorts of 

learning” (p.73). To examine classroom designs and to explore my research questions, I 

conducted a formative experiment research study (Reinking & Bradley, 2008). Within the 

formative experiment methodological framework, I drew on qualitative research methods 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2011) and embedded multiple-case design (Yin, 2014). I begin the 

chapter by explaining the research methodologies that guided the study and providing an 

overview of the study design. I then present my research questions, followed by my 

descriptions of the research contexts and participants, including an explanation of my 

own positionality. I detail my data collection during phases 1 and 2 of the study as well as 

my analysis of the data. I end the chapter by considering methodological concerns and 

limitations of the study.  

CONDUCTING FORMATIVE EXPERIMENT RESEARCH AND CASE STUDY 

 This section explains the research methodologies I drew on in designing the study 

and provides the rationale for my use of both formative experiment research (Reinking & 

Bradley, 2008) and case study (Yin, 2014). After I describe the ways I drew on both 

methodologies, I provide an overview of the study design.  
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Formative Experiment Research 

Formative experiment research is a relatively new methodology, and as a result, 

aspects of the approach, such as terminology and methods, are still debated among 

researchers across and within fields of study. The use of the word experiment (Brown, 

1992; Collins, 1992; Newman, 1992) in early studies signaled the researchers’ history 

with quantitative and mixed methods approaches within the field of cognitive 

psychology. Though it suggests to some a quantitative and positivist approach, Reinking 

and Bradley (2008) have advocated for retaining the term experiment to emphasize the 

exploratory nature of recursive testing and modification of an intervention or artifact. In 

their explanation of social design experiments, Gutiérrez & Vossoughi (2010) argued that 

the term experiment is “reclaimed and reframed as open and creative” (p.102). I use this 

term to signal teachers’ exploration and experimentation as they designed an assessment 

artifact and redesigned their classroom writing assessment practices around that design.  

The term design research is most often used in the learning sciences (e.g., 

cognitive science, educational psychology, applied linguistics) for “laboratory work 

grounded in quantitative methods” (Reinking and Bradley, 2008, p.15). The term 

formative experiment departs with this tradition and suggests a “more local, less 

formalized workability grounded in a more pragmatic and qualitative stance” (Reinking 

& Bradley, 2008, p.15). Engeström (2011) found design research problematic in the 

linear, top-down approach of researchers designing interventions and teachers 

implementing those interventions. He argued that design research ignores that 

interventions are contested terrain and overlooks innovation as a continuous process. 
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Engeström (2011) uses the term formative interventions to talk about research that 

includes democratic innovations that give agency to practitioners and students as they 

participate in the design. To align my work with the development of this methodology as 

a qualitative inquiry and as an exploratory and democratic process, I am choosing to use 

the terminology formative experiment research.  

With the understanding that intervention is a term often used in school contexts to 

describe a top-down, mandated, and often punitive piece of curriculum, instruction, or 

behavior management, I am choosing to use the term to remain consistent with the 

research literature using formative experiment methodology. I would like to reclaim the 

term (Gutiérrez & Vossoughi, 2010) and reframe it as teacher-created artifact used to 

intervene in the standardized and often oppressive context of writing assessment.  

Reinking and Bradley (2008) outlined two fundamental aspects of formative 

experiment research: 1) Design an instructional intervention that works to achieve a 

valued pedagogical goal, and (2) Modify the intervention in response to data. Formative 

experiment research methodology asks researchers to define a pedagogical goal, design 

an intervention to achieve that goal, implement the intervention in a school context, 

analyze factors that enhance or inhibit the intervention, and then modify the intervention 

to increase effectiveness.  

In this study, the “valued pedagogical goal” was for teachers to assess student 

writing in ways that reflected their appreciative stance toward students and their writing. 

Through the design process, the teachers developed practices that they believed reflected 
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that stance, specifically positioning students as knowledgeable writers, focusing on 

students’ growth through the writing process, and positioning students with the authority 

to assess themselves. As previously discussed in the literature review, teachers, such as 

the ones participating in this study, teach from students’ strengths, and draw upon 

cultural and linguistic resources and multiliteracies in their writing instruction, and 

include students’ voices and experiences in their writing instruction. We do not know as 

much about how these teachers think about and carry out assessments of student work 

created under those appreciative conditions. This study contributes to much needed 

knowledge in this regard. 

The “instructional intervention” or artifact is the assessment framework, which 

three secondary English Language Arts teachers and I collaboratively designed. As 

teachers implemented the assessment framework in their classrooms, my data collection 

and analysis contributed to the teachers and I understanding how the assessment was 

working and, in response, modifying the process of assessment and teachers’ writing 

assessment practices. The inquiry group determined “effectiveness” based upon how well 

the writing assessment in practice aligned with the group’s collaboratively-created goals, 

such as including students in the assessment process and focusing on students’ writing 

strengths.  

This methodology aims to directly inform classroom practice as the researcher 

and teachers seek to understand the factors that support or inhibit the designed 

intervention. It also aims to connect theory to classroom practice, as theory is put to 
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work, so to speak, in a classroom context. The Design-Based Research Collective (2003) 

explained that design-based research “goes beyond merely designing and testing 

particular interventions…to understanding the relationships among theory, designed 

artifacts, and practice” (p.6). As a result of the iterative process of implementing an 

intervention and modifying that intervention in response to data, the researcher can 

extend theoretical understandings of what is likely to work or not work in classroom 

practice. This process is similar to what Schön (1987) termed reflection-on-action, as 

classroom practitioners continually make revisions to their teaching based on assessments 

and reflections on their practice. This reflection-on-action shapes teachers’ local theories 

about teaching and learning. 

Differing from naturalistic observation, this approach seeks to “bring about 

positive change in education environments through creative, innovative, instructional 

interventions” (Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p.6). As the previously reviewed literature 

shows, appreciative writing assessment is not common in secondary English Language 

Arts classrooms; therefore, a formative experiment allowed for the design and 

implementation of such an assessment. Instead of reporting on what currently exists in 

classrooms, as is often the case in naturalistic observations, formative experiment 

research transforms the classroom environment to investigate what could be. In this way, 

formative experiment research is similar to action research (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

1993; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Kincheloe, 1991; McIntyre, 2008). Instead of 

remaining a “neutral” observer, the researcher becomes a “purposeful agent of change” 
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(Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p.79) by participating in the design and implementation of an 

instructional intervention. This study provided possibilities for teacher-participants to 

look beyond what existed in their schools to what could be potentially transformative for 

students and themselves in their classrooms. Though the teachers worked within 

institutional contexts constrained by standardized testing, mandated writing assessments, 

and department-level grading guidelines, there was potential for teacher agency in terms 

of appreciative practices within classroom contexts.  

Case Study 

Yin (2014) defined case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context many not be clearly 

evident” (p.16). In this study, I drew on embedded multiple-case design (Yin, 2014) to 

investigate the phenomenon of the inquiry group as well as each teachers’ 

implementation of the inquiry group’s design within their classrooms. One case was that 

of the inquiry group and its process of collaborative inquiry, design, and modification of 

an appreciative writing assessment. Another case was that of one high school teacher’s 

implementation and modification of the inquiry group’s design in her classroom. That 

case involved two embedded units of analysis: the teacher and the students. The final 

case was that of one middle school teacher’s implementation and modification of the 

inquiry group’s design in his classroom. That case also involved two embedded units of 

analysis: the teacher and the students. Investigation and analysis of these multiple cases 
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allowed me to understand the cycle of formative experiment research (Reinking & 

Bradley, 2008) from design to implementation to modification, and the embedded units 

of analysis helped me to recognize the ways in which teachers’ implementation shaped 

teachers’ writing instruction and assessment practices as well as students’ writing and 

assessment practices.  

Study Design 

The study consisted of two phases: Phase 1: Collaborative design among the 

researcher and teacher-participants of an appreciative writing assessment; Phase 2: 

Teachers' implementation of the appreciative writing assessment in their classrooms and 

subsequent modification of the assessment tool and/or process.  

Phase 1: Design. I began a teacher inquiry group on appreciative writing 

assessment during spring 2014 and fall 2014 to inform Phase 1 of the study. During this 

time the teacher-participants and I met for an hour one evening each week during each 

semester to read and discuss scholarly books and articles about writing assessment, to 

discuss the teachers’ writing assessment practices, and to talk about the creation of an 

appreciative writing assessment. I provided the articles and book chapters, including 

chapters from Hidden gems: Naming and teaching from the brilliance in every student's 

writing (K. Bomer, 2010) and the article "Discerning writing assessment: Insights into an 

analytical rubric" (Spence, 2010). During spring 2014, our work centered on inquiry into 

existing approaches to writing assessment, including teachers’ classroom practices. In fall 

2014, our work turned to focus on design of an appreciative assessment. The inquiry 
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group met two additional times during spring 2015 to discuss teachers’ implementation 

and modification of the writing assessment design.  

Reinking and Bradley (2008) explained that the pragmatic nature of formative 

experiment research creates “a commitment to democratic ideals in establishing 

worthwhile goals and the means to achieve them” (p.37). While they note that democratic 

dialogue is essential to this methodology and suggest “professional, productive, and 

ethical relationship[s]” with the teachers in the study, they do not describe collaboration 

with teachers during the design process as a necessary aspect of the approach. I see the 

potential for more research coming from teacher/researcher collaboration in all stages of 

formative experiment research, from articulation of the goal to design of the artifact to 

implementation and modification of the artifact. While some formative experiment 

research studies discuss the role of the teacher in the implementation stage of research 

and in modifying the intervention after the initial implementation (e.g., Ivey & Broaddus, 

1999), researchers conducting formative experiment or design studies have an 

opportunity to privilege teachers’ existing knowledge, practice, and ideologies at the 

outset of the study, before designing curriculum, instruction, or assessment. Cobb, 

Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, and Schauble (2003) noted that research teams often conduct 

pilot studies investigating what knowledge and resources students have before designing 

a curriculum intervention; in this study, I discovered and built on teachers’ knowledge 

and practice about writing assessment. Literacy scholars have noted the value of teachers 

and researchers co-articulating a problem in a recursive process (Campano, Honeyford, 



98 
 

Sánchez, & Vander Zanden, 2010) and of practitioner participation in the design of an 

intervention (Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014). Classroom teachers often feel a lack of 

autonomy in implementing interventions and programs mandated by school 

administrators; it was a primary goal for this study to advocate for teacher agency and 

autonomy by including the teacher-participants in each stage of the design process.  

Rather than bringing an existing or researcher-created writing assessment to the 

teacher-participants, I emphasized the collaborative nature of the design process by co-

designing the writing assessment artifact with practitioners. For this reason, the teachers 

did not implement an existing assessment tool, such as the Learning Record (Syverson, 

2006), though existing tools served as resources during the design process. Classroom 

teachers brought specialized knowledge of school and classroom contexts and 

instructional practices that, in our inquiry group, served as essential to the design of a 

writing assessment. Just as the writing assessment artifact focused on students’ resources 

and participation, I approached the design of the assessment also from a democratic 

methodological stance that created a relationship of we instead of I-you (Harste, 1993) 

among myself, the researcher, and the teacher-participants.  

Phase 2: Implementation. During Phase 2, I examined how the teacher-

participants implemented the appreciative writing assessment in their classrooms. This 

phase of the study took place in two classrooms within the same school district in a large 

urban city in the southwest region of the United States. The two classrooms were in a 

middle school and a high school so that I could observe similarities and differences 
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across school contexts and grade levels.  I began attending the teachers’ classrooms 

before their implementation of the writing assessment to get a sense of the school and 

classroom contexts and to conduct initial interviews with the teachers and focal students. 

I continued to attend each classroom for one class period each day during the spring 2014 

semester. In both classrooms, I observed teachers’ implementation of the writing 

assessment design in instructional units. The writing units focused on the study and 

writing of a specific genre, chosen by the teacher. The length of the units varied across 

the two teachers, from three to six weeks. I continued attending the classes after the 

writing units were over to conduct final interviews with the teachers and the focal 

students.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The research questions guiding the study were as follows: 

Phase 1: Design 

 Within the context of an inquiry group, how do English Language Arts teachers 

design writing assessments that reflect an appreciative stance toward students and 

their writing? 

Phase 2: Implementation  

 How do English Language Arts teachers implement their writing assessment 

designs in their classrooms? 

 What happens when teachers implement their writing assessment designs in their 

classrooms? 
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RESEARCH SETTINGS AND PARTICIPANTS 

 In this section, I provide brief portraits of the teachers participating in the study as 

well as descriptions of their teaching contexts. I then describe the students-participants as 

well as my own researcher positionality.  

Teacher-Participants and Their Teaching Contexts 

In spring 2014, I formed an inquiry group with three secondary English Language 

Arts (ELA) teachers to study, discuss, and design an appreciative writing assessment. 

This inquiry group met weekly from March to May 2014 and September to December 

2014. In the spring, the group consisted of Billy, a middle school ELA teacher, and 

Octavia and Andrew, graduate students completing their last semester of a master’s plus 

certification program at the university at which I am a doctoral student. In the fall, 

Andrew had moved out of state, so Lily, a high school ELA and humanities teacher, 

joined the group. All names of participants and schools are pseudonyms.  

 Billy. Billy, a White male in his late twenties, was in his sixth year of teaching at 

Creekside Middle School when the study began; he taught both seventh grade ELA and 

creative writing classes. The ELA class encompassed both reading and writing and was a 

required course for all seventh-grade students. I met Billy through our mutual 

participation in a local National Writing Project (NWP) site. Billy had been involved in 

the NWP site by participating in a four-week summer institute as well as organizing and 

leading a two-week advanced summer institute for NWP teacher consultants.  

Creekside Middle School is centrally located in a large southwestern city. 

Creekside Middle School’s student population is 49% economically disadvantaged, 50% 
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Latino/a, 40% White, 8% African American, and the remaining students are Asian, 

American Indian, or multiracial. 11% of students are labeled as English Language 

Learners.  

 Octavia. Octavia, a White woman in her mid-twenties, was a student in a 

master’s plus certification program focused on urban education at the university at which 

I was a doctoral student when the study began. I served as a teaching assistant for two of 

her courses in that program. In fall 2015, Octavia began her first year teaching at Colina 

High School; she taught ninth-grade ELA and sponsored the literary magazine. She had 

previous teaching experience as composition instructor at a nearby private university. 

Octavia was also involved with the local NWP site by attending weekend workshops.  

Colina High School is located in a rural area just outside of a large southwestern 

city. Colina High School’s student population is 83% economically disadvantaged, 80% 

Latino/a, 12% African American, 6% White, and the remaining students are Asian, 

American Indian, or multiracial. 11% of students are labeled as English Language 

Learners. I collected data from Octavia’s participation in the inquiry group as well as 

interview data during her implementation of the writing assessment; however, her school 

district denied my request to conduct research at Colina High School, so I could not 

collect data from Octavia’s classroom during the implementation phase of the study. A 

representative from the district gave the following reason for denying my request: 

In order to raise scores and equip students with skills to make them 

successful, our primary goal this year, is to stay within a new curriculum 
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that has been developed specifically for our needs and to remain true to 

the fidelity of this endeavor.  Currently, our time constraints do not allow 

nor afford us an opportunity to accommodate a different assessment 

outside of the state rubric which is used for accountability. (email 

correspondence, October, 16, 2014) 

The district’s focus on standardized testing and mandated curriculum and assessment 

speaks to the constraints Octavia faced in her teaching context, constraints that are all too 

common in urban school districts (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; Agee, 2004; Au, 2007; 

Diamond & Spillane, 2004; Maniates & Mahiri, 2011).  

Andrew. Andrew, a White male in his mid-twenties, was a student in the same 

master’s plus certification program that Octavia was in during spring 2014. After 

graduating from the program, Andrew moved out of state to teach middle school ELA. 

Although he departed from the inquiry group after spring 2014, I included data from his 

participation in inquiry group meetings in my analysis, as his input helped shape the ways 

the group thought about writing assessment.  

 Lily. Lily, a White woman in her early thirties, had been teaching high school for 

eight years when she joined the inquiry group in fall 2014. Five of those years were at 

Star Academy, a magnet school housed on the campus of Walnut High School. Lily had 

previously taught ELA; however, at the time of her participation in the inquiry group, she 

taught a course introducing sophomores to philosophical thought and research in the 

humanities. This humanities course was required for all sophomores at Star Academy and 
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served as an ELA elective. Lily has participated in the local NWP site as a participant in 

the four-week summer institute and continued to participate in weekend workshops. 

During the summer institute, Lily developed an inquiry project on implementing 

democratic writing assessment in her classroom. When I heard about this project, I, of 

course, had to ask Lily to join the inquiry group.  

Star Academy’s website boasts that it provides a more “enriched and accelerated 

curriculum” than what the state expects for high school students, and “last year, [Star] 

had 34 of [the district’s] 50 National Merit Semifinalists.” Star also consistently ranks in 

the top 10% of Newsweek’s top 500 high schools in America. Students must apply for 

admission to Star; applications include students’ grades, teacher recommendations, 

standardized test scores, and admissions essays. The school’s student population is 17% 

economically disadvantaged, 54% White, 22% Latino/a, 16% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 

the remaining students are African American, American Indian, or multiracial. No 

students are labeled as English Language Learners. While the culturally relevant 

theoretical framing described in the previous chapter is appropriate for the study as a 

whole, my focus on Lily’s implementation of the designed assessment framework for this 

dissertation did not allow for that application because of the lack of racial and linguistic 

diversity among her student population.  

Star Academy is centrally located in a large southwestern city. The magnet school 

shares some facilities with Walnut High School, and students participate together on 

sports teams and in extra-curricular activities; however, academic classes are separate, 
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and Star Academy has its own administration, faculty, and staff. In contrast to Star 

Academy’s demographics, Walnut High School’s student population is 88% 

economically disadvantaged, 59% Latino/a, 40% African American, 1% White, and the 

remaining students are multiracial. 15% of students are labeled as English Language 

Learners. 

 The inquiry group. I asked each of the teachers to join the inquiry group based 

on our shared understandings of and commitment to critical (Freire, 1970; Lewison, Flint, 

& Van Sluys, 2002) and appreciative teaching (R. Bomer, 2011) as well as writing 

workshop (R. Bomer, 2011; Calkins, 1994) and writing process (R. Bomer, 2011; Emig, 

1971; Graves, 1983; Murray, 1972) approaches to instruction. Our local NWP site 

espoused philosophies of social justice education, meaning that teachers work for more 

equitable experiences for students in school and see students as coming to school full of 

knowledge rather than empty, as capable of making decisions about their own writing 

topics, genres, and processes. The local NWP site also promoted instructional approaches 

based on writing process (R. Bomer, 2011; Emig, 1971; Graves, 1983; Murray, 1972), 

genre study (Lattimer, 2003; Ray, 2006; Whitney, Ridgeman, & Masquelier, 2011), and 

writing workshop (R. Bomer, 2011; Calkins, 1994). As each of us participated in our 

local NWP site, we had common understandings and common language with which to 

discuss writing process and writing workshop. The master’s plus certification program in 

which Octavia and Andrew were enrolled also integrated those beliefs and practices 

endorsed by the local NWP site in coursework.  
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 All four of us in the inquiry group identified as White and middle-class, reflecting 

the student/teacher demographic differences common in urban schools (Zumwalt & 

Craig, 2005). We recognized that we had limited understanding of the varied cultural and 

linguistic resources students brought to our classrooms; however, each of us worked in 

our classrooms to value students’ cultural and linguistic resources and counter deficit 

narratives and standardization that marginalize students. These beliefs and practices of 

the teacher-participants made the study of appreciative assessment possible in their 

classrooms, as those appreciative classroom communities already existed.  

Student-Participants 

The student participants in the study were students enrolled in Billy’s sixth-

period, seventh-grade ELA class and Lily’s eighth-period, sophomore humanities class. 

Together, the teachers and I selected focal students from each teacher’s class. Our 

selection of focal students aimed to include students with various relationships to school-

based writing: those who have been labeled by school assessments as “weak” or 

“struggling” writers, those who have labeled themselves as “bad” writers or non-writers, 

and those who have taken up the identities as strong writers. I wanted to see how students 

with different writing identities interacted with the appreciative writing assessment as 

well as how the teachers responded to the work of different kinds of student-writers. 

In Billy’ sixth-period class, there were twenty-eight seventh-grade students, and 

of those students, four chose to participate in the study. Because only four students 

returned student and parent consent forms, all four served as focal students. All four of 
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the students, Marta, Cecily, Laura, and Aurora, self-identified as White females between 

the ages of twelve and thirteen. 

There were fifteen students in Lily’s eighth-period class, and of those students, 

thirteen chose to participate. Lily and I selected together a range of focal students, those 

who had been labeled as struggling or weak writers by school assessments, those who 

had labeled themselves as “weak” or “bad” writers, and those who had taken on strong 

writing identities. Audrey was a sixteen year-old female student who self-identified as 

White. Amala was a fifteen-year-old female student who self-identified as Indian. Ben 

was a sixteen-year-old male student who self-identified as White. Cortes was a sixteen-

year-old male student who self-identified as Hispanic. Takeshi was a sixteen-year-old 

male student who self-identified as Chinese-American. Aurelie was a sixteen-year-old 

female student who self-identified as White. In my analysis, I chose to focus on Amala 

and Cortes. Amala collaboratively wrote fan fiction with a friend and published that 

writing online; however, she talked to me about not liking in-school writing. Though she 

had a rich writing life and took on the identity of writer outside of school, she said, “I like 

writing in general; I just hate the writing we do in school…I just find it a huge waste of 

time” (Interview, March 31, 2015). Amala also talked about her fear of criticism related 

to teachers’ assessment of her writing. Cortes similarly wrote outside of school; he talked 

to me about working on a novel. He critiqued in-school writing for being formulaic and 

not allowing him to use his creativity. Both Amala and Cortes brought to the study 
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complex and interesting writing identities and relationships to in-school and out-of-

school writing.   

The Researcher and Positionality 

I brought to this work seven and a half years of experience as a high school ELA 

teacher and composition instructor in the southwestern region of the United States. Like 

Billy and Lily, I am a National Writing Project teacher consultant and have participated 

in a four-week summer institute as well as weekend workshops. Because of these 

experiences and my work with students, I believe that all children and adolescents have 

important things to say and stories to tell, that all students can be writers, that writing is a 

way for students to know themselves and one another and to work toward social change, 

that writing should be student-driven, and that students should be engaged in work that is 

personally meaningful to them. I value community and lasting relationships. I value 

patience and understanding as people work through challenging ideas and come to new 

ones. I value appreciation of difference and learning from and with people who are not 

like me. These values that I hold as an educator shaped the ways I approached this study, 

in both the work around appreciative writing assessment and the collaborative inquiry 

and design with fellow teachers.  

Though I am a White woman from the mainstream, from dominant ideologies and 

discourses, I do not always identify with that way of knowing. I more often come to 

understanding through the kind of epistemology that Patricia Hill Collins (1991) 

described: through lived experience, dialogue, connectedness, intuition, emotion, and an 
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ethic of caring. I have come to have critical views and focus my work on ways that 

education can work toward social justice; however, I understand that my positionality as 

a White, middle-class, heterosexual, monolingual, English-speaking woman limits my 

understanding of people outside of my experience.    

DATA COLLECTION 

 Due to the relative newness of formative experiment methodology, specific 

research methods have not been established. Bell (2004) explained that the methods used 

depend on the researcher’s theoretical stance, as design-based research is conducted 

across fields of study, such as cultural psychology and cognitive anthropology, that are 

rooted in different research paradigms. Reinking and Bradley (2008) posited that 

formative experiment research is methodologically inclusive and flexible, so researchers 

can use any approach to collect and analyze data; however, ethnographic methods lend 

themselves to answering the questions put forth by formative experiment research 

studies. As a researcher approaching my work with a sociocultural view of learning (Lave 

& Wenger, 1991; Vygotsky, 1978) and an understanding of languages and literacies as 

social practices (Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Gee, 2012; Scribner & Cole, 1981), I relied 

on qualitative, ethnographic methods (Marshall & Rossman, 2011) for data collection.  

Phases of Data Collection 

Phase 1. To explore the question of how English Language Arts teachers 

designed writing assessments that reflected an appreciative stance toward students and 

their writing, I formed an inquiry group with middle and high school ELA teachers. I 
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collected data from those group meetings in the forms of field notes I took during the 

meetings, audio recordings of the meetings, and the collection of artifacts such as the 

teachers’ writing assessment documents they brought to meetings and drafts of 

documents that we created together.  These pieces of data showed how the teachers 

talked and thought about writing assessment and how they went about creating an 

appreciative writing assessment. These pieces of data also shed light on the question of 

what the design process was like, as the meeting notes and audio recordings traced the 

process from study and inquiry to design of the assessment tool. Artifacts used and 

created during the design and drafting also helped to show that process.  

During the first phase (design) of the study, my role was what Erickson (2006) 

termed an “observant participant.” In this role, the researcher and participants work side-

by-side, which shifts the power dynamic from a top-down approach. The researcher is not 

a distant observer, and the practitioners are not excluded from problem formation, 

research question definition, data collection, and analysis. As an observant participant, I 

shared my thoughts in the inquiry group meetings and asked and considered questions 

about classroom practice with the teachers in the group.  

Phase 2. To explore the questions of how English Language Arts teachers 

implemented their writing assessment designs in their classrooms and what happened 

when they did so, I drew on case study methods (Yin, 2014) to investigate Lily and 

Billy’s implementation within their classrooms. Implementation of the writing 

assessment took place within each teacher’s genre study writing units. The writing units 
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looked different across the two teachers, as they each had different curricula according to 

their schools, grade levels, and personal expertise and preferences. Lily planned her 

writing unit around the genre of essay, and Billy planned his unit around the genre of 

short story. I focused my data collection on one class per teacher based on a collaborative 

decision between each teacher and me.  

During the second phase of the study (implementation), my role shifted to that of 

an observer within the teachers’ classrooms; however, the inquiry group continued to 

meet to discuss teachers’ implementation and modification of the writing assessment 

design, and I continued to have conversations with both Lily and Billy about the ways 

they were shaping their assessment practices around the inquiry group’s design.  

Data Sources 

Interviews. To understand how the teachers thought about designing and 

implementing the writing assessment in their classrooms, I collected data through three 

semi-structured interviews with each teacher-participant: one before, one during, and one 

after their implementation of the writing assessment design. In addition to conversations 

that occur around teachers’ existing assessment practices and collaborative assessment 

design during inquiry group meetings in Phase 1, I conducted one twenty to thirty-minute 

formal interview with each teacher at the conclusion of our design process to ask about 

their experiences in that collaborative process and their plans for implementation. I 

conducted another twenty to thirty-minute interview with each teacher during the middle 

of the writing unit to ask about how implementation of the assessment was going. Finally, 
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I conducted a more lengthy final exit interview with each teacher asking about 

challenges, benefits, and changes they observed in their assessment practices related to 

implementation of the appreciative assessment.  

During the implementation phase of the study, the inquiry group met once to 

reflect together on the implementation of the assessment and modifications in response to 

data. We discussed factors that were inhibiting or enhancing the intervention and ways to 

modify the intervention to make it more effective or appealing (Cobb et al., 2003; 

Reinking & Bradley, 2008). The inquiry group met one final time at the end of the spring 

2015 semester to reflect on the process of engaging in collaborative design of an 

appreciative writing assessment as well as the experience of implementing that design in 

their classrooms. These two inquiry group meetings in spring 2015 served as focus group 

discussions. I audio recorded and transcribed all interviews and focus group discussions.  

To understand how implementation shaped students’ identities and practices as 

writers, I interviewed focal students from each teacher’s class. I conducted one twenty-

minute semi-structured interview with each of the four focal students in Billy’s class 

during the writing unit and one focus group interview with all four students at the end of 

the writing unit. I conducted two twenty-minute semi-structured interviews with the six 

focal students in Lily’s class, one during the writing unit and one after the unit. I audio 

recorded and transcribed all student interviews.  

 Field notes and class recordings. I observed and took field notes during each 

teacher’s class before, during, and after implementation to note classroom activities and 
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talk around writing instruction and writing assessment. During implementation, I 

observed, audio recorded, and took field notes as teachers held class discussions on the 

topic of writing assessment and conferred with students during class time as a form of 

writing assessment. I also observed, audio recoded, and took field notes during Lily’s 

more formal assessment conferences with her students about their writer’s notebooks and 

their essay writing.  

I observed students as well, paying particular attention to focal students, and took 

field notes while students were engaged in the writing unit and working on parts of the 

writing assessment. I also observed, audio recorded, and took field notes as students 

talked with one another as part of the teacher’s writing assessment.  

Think-aloud protocol. As teachers responded to student writing outside of class 

time, I used think-aloud protocol (Emig, 1971; Flower & Hayes, 1981) to ask the teachers 

to talk about what they were thinking as they used parts of the assessment tool for three 

pieces of student writing. I audio recorded and took notes as teachers thought aloud as 

they commented on and assessed students’ writing.  

Collection of artifacts. In addition to the assessment documents brought to and 

created in inquiry group meetings, I collected the teachers’ assessment documents they 

created and used to implement the inquiry group’s writing assessment framework. In both 

Lily and Billy’s classrooms, I collected student work in response to the teacher’s 

implementation of the writing assessment as well as student writing produced during the 

writing units. I collected focal students’ drafts that they created during the writing unit as 
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well as pieces of writing they composed related to the assessment, such as self-

assessment and reflective writing. In Lily’s classroom, I took photographs of the 

students’ work they brought to the assessment conferences. I collected student writing 

and assessment documents on which the teachers provided written feedback, comments, 

and other forms of assessment. Additionally, I took photographs of charts, posters, and 

lists the teachers made that were informed by whole-class discussions about writing and 

writing assessment.  

The data collected during Phase 2, including classroom and conference 

observations, teacher interviews, and teacher think-alouds helped me explore how 

implementation shaped teachers’ writing instruction and assessment of writing, 

particularly as I collected observation and interview data before and during 

implementation to see differences in the teachers’ practices and talk around writing 

instruction and assessment. The classroom and conference observations, student 

interviews, and student think-alouds gave me insight into how implementation of the 

appreciative writing assessment shaped students’ writing practice and identities, 

particularly as I collected observation and interview data during and after implementation 

to see differences in the students’ practices and talk around writing. Table 1 outlines the 

timeline for this data collection. 
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Table 3.1: Overview of Research and Data Collection 

Dates Phase of Research Focus of Research Data Sources 

March 2014 – 

May 2014 

Phase 1: Inquiry Inquiry into teachers’ 

assessment practice 

Shared readings around 

writing assessment 

 

Meeting notes 

Audio recordings of meetings 

Teachers’ assessment 

documents 

September 

2014 – 

December 

2014 

Phase 1: Design Design of an 

appreciative writing 

assessment 

Meeting notes 

Audio recordings of meetings 

Teachers’ assessment 

documents 

Artifacts created by the inquiry 

group 

Drafts of assessment tool 

February 2015 Phase 2: 

Implementation 

(before writing 

units) 

Obtaining student 

assent and parent 

consent 

 

Becoming familiar with 

classroom contexts 

Selecting focal students 

 

Interviews with teachers 

Classroom observations with 

field notes 

Audio recordings of classes 
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Table 3.1, cont.  
March 2015 Phase 2: 

Implementation  

Billy: before 

writing unit 

Lily: during writing 

unit 

 

Meeting with inquiry 

group to evaluate and 

modify intervention  

Collecting qualitative 

data around teachers’ 

and students’ use of the 

writing assessment 

 

 

Inquiry meeting notes 

Audio recording of inquiry 

meeting 

Classroom observations with 

field notes 

Audio recordings of classes 

Interviews with teachers and 

focal students 

Think-aloud protocol with Lily  

Teachers’ assessment 

documents 

Student writing 

Students’ completed self-

assessments 

Collection of other related 

curriculum, teaching, and 

learning artifacts 

April-May 

2015 

Phase 2: 

Implementation 

Billy: during 

writing unit 

Lily: after writing 

unit 

Collecting qualitative 

data around teachers’ 

and students’ use of the 

writing assessment 

Classroom observations with 

field notes 

Audio recordings of classes 

Interviews with teachers and 

focal students 

Think-aloud protocol with Billy  

Teachers’ assessment 

documents 

Student writing 

Students’ completed self-

assessments 

Collection of other related 

curriculum, teaching, and 

learning artifacts 

May 2015 Phase 2: 

Implementation 

(after writing units) 

 

Reflecting on 

assessment process 

Interviews with teachers and 

focal students 

May2015 – 

June 2015 

Field exit Sharing preliminary 

findings with teachers 

and students 

Meeting with inquiry 

group for final 

reflections 

Inquiry meeting notes 

Audio recording of inquiry 

meeting 
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Table 3.1, cont.  
June 2015-

December  

2015 

Formal analysis Transcribing interviews 

and audio recordings 

 

Coding and analyzing 

data 

 

Student interviews (before, 

during, and after writing unit) 

Teacher interviews and focus 

groups (during phases 1 & 2) 

Audio recordings of and notes 

from observation and writing 

conferences 

Teacher and student think-

alouds 

Students’ final drafts from 

writing unit 

Students’ completed 

assessments with teachers’ 

written responses 

Analytic memos 

Theoretical memos 

Meetings with committee 

members 

 

October 2015 

– April 2016 

Writing Drafting, revising, and 

defending dissertation 

 

Analytic memos 

Theoretical memos 

Meetings with committee 

members 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 I analyzed all of the data using an inductive approach of qualitative data analysis 

(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). The goals of this approach to analysis were to 

understand the complexities around teachers’ design and implementation of an 

appreciative writing assessment in particular contexts. Through qualitative data analysis, 

I aimed to provide “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973) of these phenomena.  

As I collected data in inquiry meetings and teachers’ classrooms, I engaged in 

ongoing analysis by expanding my field notes after each observation (Emerson, Fretz, & 
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Shaw, 1995) and identifying initial patterns in the data. After expanding each set of field 

notes, I made notes about overall reflections on the data, theoretical ideas, 

methodological issues, and concerns related to researcher positionality. I regularly wrote 

analytic memos (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995) to capture my early thinking about 

patterns that were emerging in the data and to connect those patterns to relevant research 

and theory. 

 After exiting the field, I transcribed all teacher and student interviews, teacher 

think-alouds, and audio recordings of class discussions. I first read all inquiry meeting 

field notes and transcripts and created first cycle codes (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 

2014) from reoccurring patterns in that data. This list of codes was extensive, so I created 

larger categories based on those codes. Examples of these initial categories include 

teachers’ goals for design, teachers’ statements of ideology, examples of appreciative 

stance, tensions in design, process of design, and parts of the designed assessment. 

During this process, I wrote analytic memos to capture my thinking around the categories 

that were emerging from the data. After coding all data from inquiry meetings and 

coming to a point when my noticings fit within the list of categories I had created, I 

began creating second cycle codes (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).  

 I created second cycle codes by condensing the initial list of codes into a smaller 

number of categories. These broader pattern codes served to condense the data and point 

my analysis toward emerging themes.  To create these broader categories, I looked across 

the initial list of codes to examine common themes across the codes and themes arose 
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multiple times across the codes.  I also did some exploratory writing in response to my 

first research question to see which ideas and themes related to my codes came up as 

most significant in that writing. I separated my set of first pattern codes into two large 

categories: process of design and content of design with subcategories under each one. 

For example, under the category of process of design, I had subcategories such as 

teacher’s drew on existing knowledge (from teaching experience, practitioner texts, 

school processes, ideological concepts) and teachers articulated new assessment practices 

(by designing the framework and negotiating tensions).  

 I then turned to a more deductive approach and applied relevant concepts from 

Wenger’s (1998) theory of communities of practice to my existing list of pattern codes. I 

revised my pattern codes and created the following categories under the process of 

designing the writing assessment: group alignment (with subcategories of discourses of 

classroom experience and discourses of curriculum and instruction), imagination and 

transformation of exiting practices, reification of the design, and teachers’ 

multimembership/tension. Within content of the design, I created the following 

categories: writing process, authentic writing, student growth, and student decision-

making. I wrote definitions for each of these codes based on my iterative readings of the 

data as well as concepts from Wenger’s (1998) theory.  

 I used these pattern codes to recode all inquiry group data using Atlas.ti software. 

To expand the significance of each pattern code, I then wrote around each category, 
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pulling in relevant data and theory. I looked across these pieces of writing to identify 

significant findings that responded to my first research question.  

 I used the list of pattern codes to code data from Lily’s classrooms, as I chose to 

focus my analysis of classroom implementation on her and her students. I also identified 

additional themes related to Lily’s implementation of the writing assessment through 

iterative analysis and retrospective analysis (Gravemeijer & Cobb, 2006).  

This thematic analysis was guided by my research questions as well as Reinking 

and Bradley’s (2004) methodological framework for formative experiment research. This 

framework consisted of six questions that helped guide my analysis through each stage of 

the design, implementation, and modification process.  

1. What is the pedagogical goal, why is that goal important, and what 

theory and previous research speak to accomplishing that goal? 

2. What intervention has the potential to achieve the goal? Why?         

3. What factors enhance or inhibit the effectiveness, efficiency, and 

appeal of the intervention? 

4. How can the intervention be modified to achieve the goal more 

effectively? 

5. What unanticipated positive and negative effects does the intervention 

produce? 

6. Has the instructional environment changed as a result of the 

intervention?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
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These questions served as one way that I focused my iterative readings of the data.  

Because of the focus in my data collection on talk and written documents around 

writing and writing assessment, my analysis of the data was also framed by discourse 

analysis, particularly the work of Gee (2012). Gee’s (2012) theory of Discourse explained 

how people use language and distinctive ways of acting, being, believing, and valuing to 

enact socially recognizable identities. In his discussion of seven building tasks, Gee 

(2011) argued that people use language as a tool to build identities. The “Identities” 

building task examines “how people enact different identities, how they portray other 

people’s identities, and how they position others to take up identities in response to them” 

(Gee, 2011, p.112). This view of discourse and identity helped to explain ways in which 

teachers’ and students’ use of and talk around an appreciative writing assessment shaped 

teachers’ writing instruction and students’ writing identities. Rogers and Wetzel (2014) 

suggested that an analyst using the identities building task to interpret data ask the 

question, “What beliefs, values, and positions are relevant to and under construction in 

this situation?” (p.58). A building task analysis focused on identities allowed me to 

examine ways in which teachers and students used language in talk and text to build 

identities and social worlds connected to writing, assessment, and appreciative stances. 

METHODOLOGICAL CONCERNS AND LIMITATIONS 

In this section, I consider two primary methodological concerns or limitations to 

the study: the length of the teachers’ implementation of the writing assessment and my 

own researcher bias.  
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Length of the Study/Intervention 

Cobb et al. (2003) noted the value of longitudinal studies in design research, as 

the researcher can better understand the changes that occur as a result of the intervention. 

They advocate for researchers observing multiple macrocycles of teachers implementing 

and modifying an intervention in response to data. This implementation phase of the 

study took place within one school semester, so the time frame limited my 

understandings of teachers’ modifications to the assessment framework and their 

assessment practices as well as my understandings of changes that occurred related to 

students’ writing practices and identities students during and after the implementation of 

the writing assessment. The inquiry meetings and initial interviews with teachers, 

however, allowed me to get a sense of how teachers had implemented similar ideas 

around writing assessment in previous semesters. Through these conversations with 

teachers, I was able to understand ways they had modified and redesigned their writing 

assessment practices in response to the work of the inquiry group. 

Initial interviews with focal students allowed me to ask about students’ writing 

histories to get a sense of the identities and practices that students brought to the slice of 

time I was with them. In addition, both teachers had knowledge of the students from the 

beginning of the school year until the time my study began as well as understandings of 

the students’ writing practices and identities from their daily work with them. I drew on 

the teachers’ knowledge of their student writers through interviews, conversations, and 

my observations of writing conferences.  
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Researcher Bias 

As I participated in ongoing analysis of the writing assessment both alone and 

with the teacher-participants, I was careful to note my bias toward the assessment 

approach. Because the teachers and I had carefully thought through and crafted the 

approach to appreciative assessment, we were inclined to have mostly positive feelings 

about it and look for confirming evidence of effectiveness in the classroom. Erickson 

(2006) noted that when the researcher serves as an “observant participant” and shares 

with practitioners in problem formation, research question definition, data collection, and 

analysis (p.239) it becomes more likely for the researcher to be celebratory and more 

difficult to have a critical lens toward the study.  

These positive feelings toward our design did not come lightly, however, as the 

teachers and I had informed our design with research on writing assessment and resource 

pedagogies, knowledge of writing process and writing workshop pedagogy, and 

practitioner knowledge and reflection on writing assessment. Our design was 

theoretically grounded in appreciative approaches to teaching that valued and drew upon 

the knowledge and practices that students brought to school (Bomer, 2011; Moll, Amanti, 

Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). Nevertheless, the teachers and I were careful to remain open to 

looking for weaknesses and limitations in our assessment design. One way that I did so 

was by writing reflective notes each day on my researcher positionality to remain aware 

of my own bias toward the assessment design and implementation.  

The process of formative experiment research served to challenge the teachers 

and me to examine “conditions that enhance or inhibit [the] intervention’s effectiveness” 
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(Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p.19). In order to modify the writing assessment in response 

to data, we had to collect data that demonstrated ways that the assessment was effective 

for students and teachers and ways that it was not. The methodological goal of modifying 

the intervention to increase effectiveness guided us to critically reflect, both individually 

and collaboratively, on how the data showed the assessment to be problematic or needing 

improvement. Additionally, my data analysis methods of thematic analysis (Miles, 

Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) required rigorous iterative readings of the data and 

challenged me to notice and explore potential bias.  
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Chapter 4: Discourse as a Tool for Inquiry and Design 

This chapter explores my first research question: Within the context of an inquiry 

group, how do English Language Arts teachers design writing assessments that reflect an 

appreciative stance toward students and their writing? My analysis of inquiry group 

meetings and artifacts revealed the following findings about the inquiry group’s design 

process: 

 As a community of practice (Wenger, 1998), the inquiry group constructed a 

shared repertoire of concepts, texts, tools, and discourses that served as resources 

for the negotiation of meaning around appreciative writing assessment. These 

processes included reading and discussing shared texts, examining existing 

assessment tools, and examining participants’ existing practices to identify which 

perspectives, tools, and practices would inform our design of writing assessment. 

 As teachers in the inquiry group constructed a shared repertoire, the group 

developed a shared vision and big picture (Wenger, 1998) for the design of an 

appreciative writing assessment. This connection of the group’s work to larger 

discourses aligned the community not only with those discourses but also aligned 

group members with one another to define joint enterprise and provide them with 

shared understandings, values, and visions. 

 By drawing on broader discourses shaping writing assessment, inquiry group 

members developed a shared discourse that served as a tool for design. This 

shared discourse also facilitated the group’s consensus toward a vision for the 
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writing assessment design. Just as discourse served as a tool to develop shared 

practices and goals, discourse also served as a tool for inquiry group members to 

explore and articulate their values related to writing assessment. 

 The inquiry group used physical tools, such as lists, drafting paper, and summary 

documents to move from voicing values and possibilities for writing assessment 

to visualizing how these larger discourses could shape classroom practice. These 

visualizations manifested in the design/reification (Wenger, 1998) of two primary 

artifacts:  

o The inquiry group used the curricular structure of a unit plan as a tool for 

design, which facilitated the group’s move from identifying the values 

underpinning the assessment to designing instruction in which the 

assessment could live out.  

o The inquiry group created a framework document with the intention of 

using this artifact to design classroom assessment practices around the 

values and discourses articulated in the group. In this way, the framework 

document became a boundary object (Wenger, 1998) connecting the 

inquiry group and the teachers’ classroom and school communities. 

In analyzing the ways that teachers engaged with discourses shaping writing assessment, 

I drew on Foucault’s (1970) concept of discourse as the systems of thought represented 

by the words that shape, organize, and regulate knowledge. Foucault (1970) explained 

that discourse conveys rules and norms and ways of knowing the world. Discourses 
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served as resources for the negotiation of meaning within the community of practice 

(Wenger, 1998) of the inquiry group and also served as conceptual tools for design (New 

London Group, 1996), along with other physical tools.  

In this chapter I will begin by providing context for the inquiry group’s design 

work. I will describe what happened during inquiry group meetings across three 

semesters, specifically inquiry into writing assessment in spring 2014, design of a writing 

assessment in fall 2014, and modification of the design in spring 2015. I will then discuss 

how discourse served as a tool for the inquiry group to develop shared practices and 

visions. The inquiry group developed a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998) of practices, 

texts, tools, and discourses. By drawing on broader discourses shaping writing 

assessment, inquiry group members developed a shared discourse that served as a tool for 

design. This shared discourse also facilitated the group’s consensus toward a vision for 

the writing assessment design. Just as discourse served as a tool to develop shared 

practices and goals, discourse also served as a tool for inquiry group members to explore 

and articulate their values related to writing assessment. By drawing on and discussing 

deficit (Valencia, 1997) and appreciative (R. Bomer, 2011) discourses shaping writing 

assessment—discourses in the group’s shared repertoire—inquiry group members 

examined the values underlying writing assessment practices, both those they wanted to 

design and those they wanted to oppose.  I will then turn the discussion of findings 

toward the ways teachers in the inquiry group used physical tools to reify (Wenger, 1998) 

the shared discourses that served as tools for design, particularly the ways they designed 
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around curricular structures and instructional plans and ways they designed the reified 

artifacts to be open to teachers’ further design and modification.  

THE INQUIRY GROUP’S DESIGN PROCESS 

In this section, I will provide context for the inquiry group’s design work by 

briefly describing the formation of the group and describing what happened during 

inquiry group meetings across three semesters, specifically inquiry into writing 

assessment in spring 2014, design of a writing assessment in fall 2014, and modification 

of the design in spring 2015. This study was a formative experiment in which “the work 

of a researcher using this approach is fundamentally to design an instructional 

intervention that works to achieve a valued pedagogical goal in an authentic classroom 

environment” (Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p.14). As the researcher, I was interested in 

designing a classroom writing assessment that would take an appreciative stance (R.  

Bomer, 2011) toward students and their writing. Through I drew on formative experiment 

methodology (Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p.14), I also drew on the work of Gutiérrez & 

Vossoughi (2010) and Engeström, (2011), which include practitioners in the design of the 

intervention. Gutiérrez & Vossoughi (2010) explained this approach, stating, “In contrast 

to linear and top-down notions of design experiments, social design experiments are open 

systems that are subject to revision, disruptions, and contradictions and are co-designed” 

(p.102). As a researcher who values the knowledge and expertise of classroom 

practitioners, I wanted to include teachers as co-designers of an appreciative writing 

assessment. In the spring of 2014, I invited three English Language Arts teachers, 
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Octavia, Andrew, and Billy, to join me in an inquiry group focused on appreciative 

writing assessment. At the time, Octavia and Andrew were graduate students in the 

urban-focused master’s plus certification program in which I served as a Teaching 

Assistant. Billy and I had participated in the same summer institute of our local site of the 

National Writing Project, and we both often attended Saturday workshops. The purpose 

of the inquiry group was to read about, talk about, and design approaches to writing 

assessment that would better align with our writing instruction that positioned students as 

writers, decision-makers, and people with important things to say. I introduced the 

purpose of the group as designing a writing assessment that would take an appreciative 

stance toward students and their writing. Through our common experiences in the 

university graduate program and the local site of the National Writing Project, we had 

each read R. Bomer’s (2011) description of an appreciative stance as “acknowledging 

[students’] already-existing interests, experiences, knowledge, and skill in order to build 

upon them” (p.22), and we were interested in taking that idea to our writing assessment 

practices.  

Our initial group consisted of Billy, a seventh-grade English Language Arts 

teacher, and Octavia and Andrew, graduate students in an urban-focused master’s plus 

English teacher certification program. During the spring semester, we met once a week in 

the evening for an hour to an hour and a half. We usually met in a local pub; however, we 

held one meeting in Billy’s classroom so that we could look together at his assessment 

tools and his responses to student work. In the fall of 2014, we resumed our inquiry group 
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meetings. At this time, Billy remained a seventh-grade English Language Arts teacher, 

Octavia had begun her first year of teaching in a ninth-grade English Language Arts 

classroom, and Andrew had moved out of state and had begun his first year of teaching in 

a middle school. With the absence of Andrew, we invited a new member to our group, 

Lily, a tenth-grade humanities teacher.  

Informing our collaboration was a set of shared instructional practices and shared 

texts that we had come to know through our participation in the university graduate 

program and the local site of the National Writing Project (NWP). Because we had 

common ways of thinking and talking about writing instruction, we already had a 

foundation, understandings upon which we could build our new thinking about writing 

assessment. Through our participation in our local site of the NWP, we drew on the idea 

of teachers being writers and learning from one another. We had each read Randy 

Bomer’s (2011) book, Building Adolescent Literacy in Today’s English Classrooms, 

either in graduate courses or in the NWP summer institute, and we all used the ideas in 

the book to guide our teaching of writing. In particular, we drew on R. Bomer’s 

descriptions of a writing workshop, including minilessons, student work time, and 

teacher-student conferences. Along with using workshop structures, we each taught 

writing as a process. R. Bomer (2011) explained the writing process as including the 

activities of collecting in a notebook, finding a topic, collecting around that topic, 

envisioning text, drafting rapidly, revising/rethinking, editing/clarifying, publishing to an 

audience, and reflecting/self-assessing. Inquiry group members also organized their 
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writing units around genre study, which we also learned about through graduate classes 

and NWP summer institutes and Saturday workshops. In a genre study unit, students read 

widely in the genre they are studying to gain an understanding of the features of that 

genre and then read more carefully a few texts within that genre to guide them in their 

own compositions of texts within that genre (Lattimer, 2003; Ray, 2006; Whitney, 

Ridgeman, & Masquelier, 2011). Ray (2006) called these parts of genre study immersion 

into the genre, close study of mentor texts, and writing under the influence of mentor 

texts. These instructional approaches, which we viewed as driven by students’ purposes 

and decisions, guided our design of an appreciative writing assessment. Having shared 

understandings and practices around writing instruction meant that inquiry group 

members brought to the work “a shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the 

world” (Wenger, 1998, p.126) that provided an initial foundation from which the inquiry 

group could negotiate new meanings around writing assessment. These shared discourses 

gave inquiry group members common language and understandings upon which we could 

build new thinking about assessment.  

Spring 2014: Inquiring into Writing Assessment 

During the first inquiry group meeting on March 3, 2014, Octavia, Andrew, Billy, 

and I talked about challenges we had each faced with writing assessment as both teachers 

of writing and as students. We discussed our goals for our work as a group and decided 

how we would structure future meetings and what we would read together to facilitate 

our inquiry into appreciative writing assessment. 
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Over the next few weeks, we spent time discussing our common readings about 

writing assessment, including Hidden Gems: Naming and Teaching from the Brilliance in 

Every Student’s Writing by Katherine Bomer (2010) and “Discerning Writing 

Assessment: Insights into an Analytical Rubric” by Lucy Spence (2010). We also looked 

at an example of writing assessment, The Learning Record (Syverson, 2006). We talked 

about our ideas stemming from our shared readings of Hidden Gems (K. Bomer, 2010) 

and “Discerning writing assessment: Insights into an analytical rubric” (Spence, 2010) as 

well as our experiences with writing assessment as teachers, students, and writers. During 

these meetings, it became apparent that Billy had been implementing many of the ideas 

we discussed, so we decided as a group to hold one of our meetings after school in his 

classroom to look at his assessment documents. 

These collaborative processes facilitated our inquiry into writing assessment: we 

articulated our individual and collective goals, read shared texts about writing 

assessment, looked at existing approaches to writing assessment that reflected our goals, 

and summarized our thinking about writing assessment to take stock of what we wanted 

to eventually include in our design. Table 4.1 displays the focus and topic of each spring 

inquiry meeting.  
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Table 4.1: Spring 2014 Inquiry Meetings 

Date of Meeting Topic of Discussion 

Monday, March 3, 2014 General discussion, Statement of group goals 

Monday, March 17, 

2014 

Hidden Gems, chapter 1 

Monday, March 24, 

2014 

Hidden Gems, chapter 2 

Monday, March 31, 

2014 

Hidden Gems, chapter 6 

Monday, April 14, 2014 Hidden Gems, chapter 9 

Monday, April 21, 2014 

 

Spence, L. K. (2010). Discerning writing assessment: Insights 

into an analytical rubric. Language Arts, 87, 337-352. 

Monday, April 28, 2014 Billy’s assessment tools (meeting held in his classroom) 

Monday, May 19, 2014 Learning Record 

 

 

Fall 2014: Moving from Inquiry to Design 

The inquiry group reconvened in September 2014, and the group now included 

Billy, Octavia, Lily, and myself. At the start of the fall, we continued our inquiry into 

existing writing assessments by examining The Learning Record (Syverson, 2006) and 

into teachers’ assessment practices by again visiting Billy’s classroom to look at his 

assessment tools and documents. Lily and Octavia also brought assessment documents 

from their classrooms to talk though approaches they had tried.  

After spending two months in the spring and four weeks in the fall reading about 

writing assessment and talking through our own approaches and challenges, we turned 

our attention toward drafting a design. We approached our design by creating and using 

various tools to help us articulate the components of our design: lists, brainstorming 

paper, and timelines. We concluded our design work by creating a framework document, 
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which teachers used to plan their writing units in the spring. This document served as the 

“intervention” that teachers implemented in their classrooms (Reinking & Bradley, 

2008). I will discuss each of these tools as well as the framework document in greater 

detail later in this chapter. Table 4.2 displays the focus and topic of each fall inquiry 

meeting.  
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Table 4.2: Fall 2014 Inquiry Meetings 

Date of Meeting Topic of Discussion 

Wed, Sept 17, 2014 

 

Learning Record 

Lily’s NWP inquiry project focused on “democratic” assessment 

Wed, Sept 22, 2014 Billy’s assessment tools (Meeting held in his classroom) 

Wed, Oct 8, 2014 

 

Lily’s assessment tools 

Octavia’s assessment tools 

Wed, Oct 29, 2014 Summary of meetings 

Wed, Nov 5, 2014 Drafting ideas on big paper 

Wed, Nov 12, 2014 Drafting ideas on big paper – hypothetical unit plan  

Wed, Nov 19, 2014 Drafting parts of unit assessment 

Wed, Dec 10, 2014 Putting draft together into framework document 

 

Spring 2015: Revising and Modifying the Design 

The following semester as Lily, Octavia, and Billy implemented in their 

classrooms our designed approach to writing assessment as represented by the framework 

document, we met together twice to discuss various ways that each teacher was designing 

their classroom writing assessment around our collaborative framework. Teachers 

brought to the group assessment practices they had tried and questions they continued to 

grapple with. We used the framework document to talk through each phase of the writing 

process; for each phase, each teacher shared how s/he was implementing and modifying 

our designed assessment. This work of the inquiry group involved “modifying the 

intervention formatively in response to data” (Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p.15). Table 4.3 

displays the focus and topic of the two spring meetings. 
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Table 4.3: Spring 2015 Inquiry Meetings 

Date of Meeting Topic of Discussion 

Wed, March 4, 2015 Theory to practice, Sharing ideas across classrooms 

Thurs, June 11, 2015 Reflection on practice 

 

DISCOURSE AS A TOOL TO DEVELOP A SHARED REPERTOIRE AND VISION OF WRITING 

ASSESSMENT PRACTICE 

In this section, I will discuss my first two findings related to the inquiry group’s design 

processes of developing a shared repertoire and developing a shared vision: 

 As a community of practice (Wenger, 1998), the inquiry group constructed a 

shared repertoire of concepts, texts, tools, and discourses that served as resources 

for the negotiation of meaning around appreciative writing assessment. These 

processes included reading and discussing shared texts, examining existing 

assessment tools, and examining participants’ existing practices to identify which 

perspectives, tools, and practices would inform our design of writing assessment. 

 As teachers in the inquiry group constructed a shared repertoire by importing, 

adopting, and adapting tools, concepts, and discourses, the inquiry group 

developed a shared vision and big picture for the design of an appreciative writing 

assessment. This connection of our work to larger discourses aligned our 

community not only with those discourses but also aligned group members with 

one another to define our joint enterprise and provide us with shared 

understandings, values, and visions. 
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As the inquiry group collaboratively engaged in study and design of appreciative writing 

assessment, the group became what Wenger (1998) termed a community of practice with 

participants mutually engaged in a joint enterprise. Wenger (1998) explained that aiding 

participants’ mutual engagement in a community of practice is a shared repertoire of 

words, tools, concepts, and discourses that the community has produced or adopted and 

that serve as resources for the negotiation of meaning. As participants in a community of 

practice import, adopt, and adapt tools, concepts, and discourses, they construct “a shared 

discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world” (Wenger, 1998, p.126). This 

shared discourse helped participants co-construct identities of participation, visions, and 

practices within the community.  

Developing a Shared Repertoire 

As a community of practice, the inquiry group began its work by constructing a 

shared repertoire of concepts, texts, tools, and discourses that served as resources for the 

negotiation of meaning around appreciative writing assessment. Through our shared 

readings and weekly discussion of teachers’ experiences with writing assessment, we 

identified “broad systems of styles and discourses through which we [could] belong by 

aligning” (Wenger, 1998, p.180) our inquiry and design work with those discourses. 

Wenger (1998) noted, “The bulk of the repertoire of most communities of practice is 

imported, adopted, and adapted for their own purpose” (p.126), which was certainly the 

case for the inquiry group. We imported texts and existing assessment tools and adopted 

the discourses shaping those texts and tools to “connect local efforts to broader styles and 
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discourses” (Wenger, 1998, p.186). These discourses served as available designs, or 

resources for our design work (New London Group, 1996).  

Reading and discussing shared texts. One way the inquiry group constructed a 

shared repertoire was by reading and discussing shared texts. In the spring we read and 

discussed the book Hidden gems: Naming and teaching from the brilliance in every 

student's writing (K. Bomer, 2010). During one discussion of this book, Billy drew on K. 

Bomer’s (2010) concepts related to appreciative assessment and commented that 

“teachers find value in how authors say things, how they say them differently” but when 

reading student work, teachers are most often “looking for what’s wrong” (inquiry 

meeting, March 3, 2014). Billy took up K. Bomer’s (2010) shift from looking for what’s 

wrong in student writing to valuing students’ strengths. As we continued to discuss 

Hidden Gems (K. Bomer, 2010) the following week, Andrew drew on K. Bomer’s 

concepts in forming his thinking about assessment; he commented, “Every line [of 

student writing] should be viewed as real work from a real author” (inquiry meeting, 

March 17, 2014). Octavia built on Andrew’s comments, saying that the stance K. Bomer 

(2010) advocated for “gives [student] work substance and meaning” (inquiry meeting, 

March 17, 2014).  As the group adopted these concepts into our repertoire, they provided 

the starting place for appreciative discourses in our conversations about writing 

assessment. We wanted to hold student writing in high regard and look for the ways in 

which students were bringing their knowledge and resources to their writing; we wanted 

our writing assessment design to support that stance. 



138 
 

Examining existing assessment tools. Along with reading shared texts, the 

inquiry group also built a shared repertoire by examining existing assessment tools, such 

as The Learning Record (Syverson, 2006). The Learning Record provides a framework in 

which students and teachers collect work samples and observations throughout the 

process of writing and then interpret that evidence to assess learning and growth. 

Teachers and students evaluate each student’s growth according to five dimensions of 

learning: confidence and independence, skills and strategies, prior and emerging 

experience, knowledge of content matter, and reflection or metacognition. Billy 

commented on The Learning Record and writing assessment more broadly, saying, “The 

most valuable thing is that [students’] voice has a place; they are agents in their own 

learning” (inquiry meeting, May 19, 2014). I had used The Learning Record to assess 

student work in a university course I had taught the previous fall, and I explained, “The 

most powerful part for me was seeing the students recognizing, naming, and describing 

their own learning” (inquiry meeting, May 19, 2014). Just as in the discussions of texts, 

the inquiry group constructed a shared discourse around writing assessment by drawing 

on the discourses shaping other assessment tools. As these texts and tools became part of 

our shared repertoire, we adopted and adapted those discourses—such as those around 

student voice and agency—as tools for our design.  

Examining participants’ existing practices. In addition to outside texts and 

tools, the inquiry group included in its repertoire participants’ existing assessment 

practices. Each teacher in the inquiry group was also a member of his or her district, 
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school, and department, each context having it’s own discourses and practices around 

writing instruction and assessment. This multimembership (Wenger, 1998) across 

communities of practice allowed participants to bring various tools, discourses, and 

identities to the design work of the inquiry group. During our first few meetings, we 

realized that Billy assessed writing in ways that mirrored the approaches we were reading 

about and discussing, so we arranged a visit to Billy’s classroom after school to learn 

more about his writing assessment tools and practices. Billy began by showing us his 

students’ writing folders containing their work from the most recent non-

narrative/nonfiction writing unit. We noticed that each student had in his or her folder 

multiple drafts of writing, feedback from fellow student writers, and a self-reflection 

sheet. (See Figures 1 and 2 for an example of Billy’s reflection sheet.) 
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Figure 4.1: Billy’s Reflection Sheet (front) 

 

Name:___________________________ --Short Stories 6th Six Weeks 

In completing your reflection, please be as thorough as possible. I’m looking for quality and 

quantity. Remember that this reflection is a major part of your grade for your writing.  

I. Describe the work you did in drafting/revising. What did you try? How did it go? What worked? What 
didn’t? 

Draft 1: Compare your draft with the plan you had in mind before drafting (you should have written it 
at the top of the page). How did it turn out? How was it different from your plan? 
 

 
 

 
 

1st Revision: 
 
 
 
 

 

2nd Revision: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3rd Revision: 
 

 

 

 

 

II. Compare your short story and your use of revision with writing you did earlier in the year (personal 
narratives, plays, essays, etc). What did you do well? What would you have done differently? 
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Figure 4.2: Billy’s Reflection Sheet (back) 

 

III. Think about the short stories you read. What was helpful/useful for you? What did you learn/think 
about the genre (short stories) as you were drafting and revising? 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV. Before Publication: What are you happy with in your piece? What are you proud of?  

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
After Publication: Looking at the feedback people gave you, what did you learn/notice? 
                                                                                                                          
 
 
 

 
 

 
V. After looking at the writing of other people in class, what did you notice? What did you like? What ideas 
did you get for your own writing?  
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Our conversation at this meeting centered on Billy’s use of student reflection sheets in his 

approach to writing assessment. In the following excerpt, inquiry group members 

discussed the reflection sheets as well as student and teacher feedback to student writing 

in Billy’s classroom.  

Andrew: I mean, I’m just really, really impressed by the reflection stuff. I 

might try and have you email. 

Amber: I know. Me too.  

Billy: It’s yours. I mean, it’s really fun to read what they’re writing as an 

audience member, but as a teacher, [the reflection] is what I want 

to read. You don’t necessarily have to read [the final piece] 

because in five, ten years, they’re not going to remember this 

writing, but they’ll remember engaging in the success of 

practicing.  

Amber: Here’s the little [teacher feedback] sheet that you talked about. I 

like that your feedback is attached to the classmates’ feedback.  

Billy: Yeah, I’ve kind of wondered what to do about those…it made 

sense to just stick mine on there.  

Amber:  You refer to what the kids say [in their feedback to the writer].  

Billy:  Yeah…on some of the [student] feedback sheets, I also just wrote 

on there.  
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Andrew:  It’s cool because even if you write [your feedback] on [the student 

feedback sheet] or just tag it in that location, it doesn’t position 

you as an expert or anything. You’re just another voice in the choir 

of praise or critique. What’s cool too is that when you look at [the 

reflections and feedback], all you get is student. You know what I 

mean? It’s just student.  

Amber:  And they’re talking about themselves as writer so well.  

Andrew:  Look how thorough that reflection is…If someone from the district 

walked in, you could be like, “Hey, check out the reflections my 

students are doing.” 

Amber:  Yeah, look at a couple of these folders.  

Andrew:  Yeah, just any one, and how could they not get it? I just don’t 

remember, even in my own middle school education, ever being 

asked what I thought about the process of writing.  

[inquiry group meeting, April 28, 2014] 

In this excerpt from the meeting in Billy’s classroom, inquiry group members 

talked about admiring aspects of Billy’s student reflection sheets. Andrew mentioned that 

he was “really impressed” by the reflection sheets, particularly because the feedback 

came from the student writer and his or her peers rather than only coming from the 

teacher. Andrew liked that the reflection sheets helped Billy take on the role as “just 

another voice in the choir of praise or critique.” I also voiced my admiration for the 
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reflection sheets and the ways they facilitated students “talking about themselves as 

writer so well.” We also talked about the ways the reflection sheet focused Billy and the 

students’ assessment on students’ writing processes rather than solely the products, as 

Billy noted that students are “not going to remember this writing, but they’ll remember 

engaging in the success of practicing.” Billy’s writing assessment tools and practices 

became part of our shared repertoire, and these aspects of his assessment practices—

student participation in assessment, student metacognition of their writing processes, and 

focus on students’ writing processes as much or more than finished products—became 

part of our shared discourse that shaped the ways we thought about an appreciative 

writing assessment. Also part of the inquiry group’s shared discourse was the notion of 

teachers being designers and experts that others could learn from. By including in our 

shared repertoire teachers’ classroom assessment practices and designed assessment 

tools, we positioned one another as knowledgeable contributors, such as when Andrew 

and I asked Billy to email us his reflection sheets for use in our classrooms. These finding 

support studies which have found that teachers’ collaborative inquiry into their existing 

practices is beneficial for their professional learning and continued reflection (Attard, 

2012; Crockett, 2002; Hollingsworth, 1992).  

To further explore the teachers’ existing practices around writing assessment, we 

again met in Billy’s classroom in fall 2014 to look at assessment tools each of the 

teachers brought to the meeting. In the fall, Andrew had left the group, Lily had joined, 

and Octavia had graduated from the master’s plus certification program and had become 
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a classroom teacher. As our group and the identities within it changed, group members 

brought new tools, texts, and discourses to our shared repertoire. Lily had participated in 

the summer institute in the local site of the National Writing Project, and for her inquiry 

project in that institute, she had taken up the idea of democratic writing assessment. She 

brought that term, “democratic,” to the inquiry group, saying that she did not want be the 

“arbiter of [students’] grades” (inquiry meeting, Sept 17, 2014). This concept of 

“democratic” writing assessment that Lily brought to the group became a key concept in 

our shared discourse that guided our design. 

In the fall, as we continued to examine teachers’ existing writing assessment 

practices, we again looked at Billy’s reflection sheets that he used to facilitate students’ 

self-assessment of their writing process and their use of mentor texts in a genre study. 

Since Octavia was now a practicing teachers, she shared that she had asked her students 

to engage in reflective writing at the end of the writing process. Her instructions for that 

reflective writing were, “Tell me how you feel about what you’ve written—if you’re 

proud of it, not so sure about it, if you think you’re going to do something else with it in 

the future. Tell me what grade you think you deserve and why” (inquiry meeting, 

September 22, 2014). While Octavia had implemented in her assessment practices some 

of the student self-assessment we had discussed in the inquiry group, she continued to 

grapple with how to make student self-assessment part of her formal summative 

assessment. She noted, “I didn’t necessarily take [students’ self-assessment] into account 

in the final grade” (Inquiry meeting, September 22, 2014). Lily had also tried some 
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alternate approaches to writing assessment, and she explained to us the ways she assessed 

students’ writing during and after a memoir-writing unit. In her final, formal assessment 

of students’ memoirs, Lily took into consideration students’ drafts and revisions of those 

drafts, the quality of the finished written product, and students’ self-assessments of their 

writing processes (Inquiry meeting, Oct 8, 2014). Lily mentioned that in students’ written 

self-assessment, they were required to reference evidence of their decision-making during 

the writing process, such as pointing to ways they used their writers’ notebooks or ways 

they had chosen to revise. As we learned from one another, we imported the concepts and 

tools from the teachers’ classroom practices—reflection sheets, reflective writing, 

assessment of students’ writing process—into our shared repertoire. The teachers’ tools 

and practices positioned students as knowledgeable writers and authorities on their own 

writing processes, and that discourse, that way of knowing students, informed and shaped 

the inquiry group’s thinking about and design of writing assessment.  

Developing a Shared Vision 

Wenger (1998) described in simple terms the work of a community of practice: 

“We have a vision and it helps us situate what we are doing and make it effective. We 

have a big picture and we do something about it in concert with others” (p.218). As 

teachers in the inquiry group constructed a shared repertoire by importing, adopting, and 

adapting tools, concepts, and discourses, the inquiry group developed a shared vision and 

big picture for the design of an appreciative writing assessment. Wenger (1998) noted the 

necessary aspect of alignment to the work of a community of practice, describing that 
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work as “negotiating perspectives, finding common ground” (p.186) and “defining broad 

visions and aspirations” (p.187). The use of discourses as tools for inquiry and design 

facilitated participants’ alignment (Wenger, 1998) with broader discourses outside of the 

community of practice as well as with one another. By articulating the discourses with 

which we wanted to align our designed assessment, inquiry group members were able to 

“coordinate perspectives and actions in order to direct energies to a common purpose” 

(Wenger, 1998, p.186). This connection of our work to larger discourses aligned our 

community not only with those discourses but also aligned group members with one 

another to define our joint enterprise and provide us with shared understandings, values, 

and visions.  

Throughout inquiry meetings, participants stated individual goals for the work. 

During our first meeting, Andrew stated that he wanted to engage in dialogue with other 

teachers about appreciative writing assessment; Billy echoed that goal, saying that he 

wanted to be in a community with teachers who thought similarly about writing 

instruction and assessment. Octavia noted that she wanted to work toward “an improved 

version of assessment practice” (inquiry group, March 3, 2014). Inquiry group members 

continued to shape their goals throughout later meetings. One of Billy’s goals for this 

work in the inquiry group was to experiment with assessment, and “not just do it out of 

habit” (inquiry meeting, May 19, 2014). In her first meeting with the group, Lily noted 

her concern that her writing assessment “didn’t match” the work she asked her students to 

do or her approaches to writing instruction, so she wanted to develop assessment 
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practices that better aligned with her writing instruction (Inquiry meeting, Sept 17, 2014). 

The teachers in the inquiry group were open to changing their practices and pushing 

against common and accepted notions of how writing assessment is done in secondary 

English Language Arts classrooms, and they wanted to think with other teachers about 

those possibilities. While the teachers’ individual goals—of joining a likeminded 

community, aligning assessment with instruction, improving and experimenting with 

assessment practices—shaped the practices of the group, these goals did not provide the 

group with a coherent vision. As the inquiry group began drawing on broader discourses 

shaping writing assessment, group members began to develop a common vision for 

design.  

After having conversations in the spring around shared readings of texts by K. 

Bomer (2010) and Spence (2010), assessment tools such as Billy’s reflection sheet and 

The Learning Record (Syverson, 2006), Billy and Octavia created a list of the aspects of 

writing assessment they wanted to include in design as a way to summarize our previous 

conversations from the spring and look forward to our design work in the fall. Their list 

was as follows: 

 Self-reflection/reflection 

 Self-analysis of writing 

 What students have learned from mentor texts 

 Process, not just product 

 Peer or audience feedback  
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 Positive assessment & feedback, appreciative stance 

  (inquiry meeting, May 19, 2014) 

Billy and Octavia wanted to align their design work with appreciative discourses 

reflected in the tools and texts we had taken up into our shared repertoire: The Learning 

Record (Syverson, 2006), Billy’s assessment practices, and the approaches described by 

K. Bomer (2010) and Spence (2010). Reflected in the list were aspects of assessment they 

had admired in those texts and tools, such as Billy’s use of student self-reflection, K. 

Bomer’s (2010) emphasis on positive feedback, and The Learning Record’s focus on 

writing process. Octavia and Billy’s exploration and articulation of these discourses 

throughout the spring inquiry meetings facilitated their creation of a list of shared goals 

for the design. The inquiry and design work of the inquiry group involved drawing on 

broad discourses from the community’s shared repertoire as tools to create alignment 

within the group and to facilitate the creation of a shared vision.  

DISCOURSE AS A TOOL TO EXPLORE VALUES 

In this section, I will discuss the finding that the draft of the design came to be 

about more than just writing and writing assessment; it became a way for teachers to 

consider their values for teaching and learning and the values they wanted to use to shape 

their writing assessment practices. In the inquiry group’s design work of fall 2014, the 

conversations centered on teachers’ values related to students, teaching, learning, and 

writing. Teachers’ value statements helped them understand the discourses on which they 

drew and articulate the discourses they wanted to use as tools to shape the writing 
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assessment design. According to Foucault (1970) discourse “names, patterns, combines, 

and connects and disconnects things” (p.339) and “forms the locus of tradition…the 

unspoken habits of thought” (p.324). Discourse conveys historical, cultural, social, and 

political values through the ways it names and organizes knowledge. In his theory of 

discourse, Gee (2014) emphasized that discourse contains “different sorts of beliefs and 

values” (p.46). Relating these theories to classroom contexts, Giroux (2001) noted that 

discourse contains “common sense values and beliefs that guide and structure classroom 

practice” (Giroux, 2001, p.46). Huot’s (2002) theory of writing assessment also focused 

on the values underlying assessment practices. Huot (2002) explained, “It is the beliefs 

and assumptions behind theoretical and epistemological positions that drive writing 

assessment practice” (p.43), so “only if we examine and interrogate our underlying 

theoretical positions can we ever hope to alter classroom practice in any substantive way” 

(p.61).  

 The excerpt below is from a fall inquiry group meeting in which we first 

attempted to draft design ideas for an appreciative writing assessment. After jotting down 

some ideas, we had the following conversation: 

Octavia:  Where do we go from here? 

Amber:  I know.  

Billy:  Well, I don’t know, this is always one thing that I think about is the 

starting place, like do we start with what kids want, what their 
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goals are, or what they want for themselves? Or do we start with 

thinking about some of these genres? 

Lily:   Like, “I’ve decided you need this.”  

Billy:  Right, exactly. Does a kid come and say, “I want to do this,” and I 

say, “Great! What about poetry?” 

[laughter] 

Lily:   Cool, but… 

Billy:   Yeah, exactly.  

Amber:  That’s a good question.  

Octavia:  Yeah, how do you build this… 

Lily:   Democratically? 

Billy:   Yeah. 

Octavia:  So then how does this year actually start? 

Lily:  So thinking, if I can get back into my English teacher head, what 

really, what really matters? What is important for them long-term 

to have experienced in an English class? Reading and writing in an 

English classroom? 

Octavia:  [writing on the paper] What really matters? 

Lily:  What’s a valuable use of their time? Then this puts aside all of the 

other demands of [standardized tests] and all that kind of stuff. 

Because I think if I went back to teaching an English class, that’s 
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the question that I would struggle with: Am I using their time 

valuably? 

[inquiry meeting, November 5, 2016] 

The process of drafting a design reflected our previous inquiry; both involved talk 

not only of classroom practices but also of the larger discourses shaping those practices. 

Billy grappled with his role and authority as a teacher who could impose writing 

instruction and assessment on students. He instead wanted the discourses shaping his 

writing instruction and assessment to position students as people who had goals and had 

the authority to make those goals the focus of their work. Lily also wanted her assessment 

practices to be democratic, including students as participants. While our talk during 

drafting included considerations of curricular structures such as genre study units and 

writing process units, we often stepped back from these considerations of curriculum and 

instruction to reflect on the larger values, such as when Lily challenged us to consider 

“what really matters” and “what is a valuable use of [students’] time.”  

At the final inquiry group meeting in June 2015, inquiry group members again 

reflected on the larger discourses shaping the inquiry and design work—the ways the 

inquiry group served as a place to consider their values about students, teaching, learning, 

and writing and the ways those values were or were not reflected in their writing 

assessment practices. Octavia said, “As a first-year teacher, [the inquiry group] helped 

ground me in what I knew best practice is. I had all these ideas about what I’m going to 

do, but in the real world, where do I find the space? It helped me focus my energies 
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where I could to make it work” (inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015). Octavia noted that the 

work of the inquiry group included translating ideas about good teaching into actual 

classroom practice. Lily also commented on the values underlying the choices she made 

about instruction and assessment, as she responded to Octavia, “Nine years in, I’m still 

struggling with that. Why am I making this choice?” (inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015). 

While the inquiry group aimed to design an approach to writing assessment, a tool for 

classroom use, much of the work in the community was reflective, as teachers considered 

the values and ideologies that informed and guided their work with student writers. 

Octavia said the design of the writing assessment was about “a philosophy of teaching” 

focused on “classroom community,” and Lily agreed saying that it was about 

“relationships with kids—how do I understand students” (inquiry meting, June 11, 2015). 

The work was about writing assessment but it was also about larger values and 

appreciative discourses, and we talked about how important those ideological and 

theoretical foundations were for this work. Octavia said she “spent time thinking about 

what is my philosophy, what do I believe, what is best for kids” (inquiry meeting, June 

11, 2015). Lily said the National Writing Project summer institute helped her to 

understand the value-laden nature of teaching English. She noted that the institute started 

with conversations pertaining to “What do you believe about students? Not pedagogy.” 

Lily continued to describe this reflection on her beliefs, which she continued in the 

inquiry group: “That’s where the conversation begins in the institute: deficit thinking, 

appreciative lens. I do have to start there; otherwise I don’t have a philosophy” (inquiry 
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meeting, June 11, 2015). Throughout this talk of philosophies and values informing their 

teaching, Octavia and Lily pointed to their larger reasons for participating in the inquiry 

and design work around writing assessment—they wanted to articulate for themselves 

and their students what really mattered and align their practices with those discourses. 

Teachers’ articulation of and conversations around their values connected our 

inquiry and design to broader discourses shaping writing assessment, particularly deficit 

(Valencia, 1997) and appreciative (R. Bomer, 2011) discourses, which I will discuss in 

chapter 5. Wenger (1998) explained that a community of practice “requires the creation 

and adoption of broader discourses that help reify the enterprise and by which local 

actions can be interpreted as fitting within a broader framework” (Wenger, 1998, p.187). 

Our exploration of values connected our work to the work we had read and discussed 

together. Teachers’ inquiry into and engagement with appreciative discourses 

necessitated a new assessment design—one that would align with teachers’ values and 

allow them to position students as decision-makers, participants, experts, and writers.  

REIFICATION OF DISCOURSES SHAPING THE DESIGN 

Wenger (1998) described reification as “creating models, reifying patterns, 

producing representational artifacts” (p.185) and explained the role of reification in a 

community of practice, saying that “reification creates the points around which people 

negotiate what matters” (p.93). In the section I will discuss the following finding related 

to Wenger’s (1998) concept of reification: 
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 The inquiry group used physical tools, such as lists, drafting paper, and summary 

documents to move from voicing values and possibilities for writing assessment 

to visualizing how these larger discourses could shape classroom practice.  

The two subsections within this larger section will focus on two subfindings: 

o The inquiry group used the curricular structure of a unit plan as a tool for 

design, which facilitated the group’s move from identifying the values 

underpinning the assessment to designing instruction in which the 

assessment could live out.  

o The inquiry group created a framework document with the intention of 

using this artifact to design classroom assessment practices around the 

values and discourses articulated in the group. In this way, the framework 

document became a boundary object (Wenger, 1998) connecting the 

inquiry group and the teachers’ classroom and school communities. 

In fall 2014, I looked through my transcripts and field notes of all previous 

inquiry meetings and created a list (see figure 3) of aspects of writing assessment we had 

talked about across the meetings, themes that ran across our talk in meetings, and 

recurring questions that we had posed in meetings. I noted with asterisks the aspects of 

writing assessment that came up in conversation repeatedly across our meetings.   
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Figure 4.3: Inquiry Meetings Summary Sheet 

 

Democratic	Writing	Assessment	Inquiry	Group		
October	15,	2014	
	
Pieces	of	assessment:	
Student	reflection	&	self-assessment,	growth	of	the	writer	****	
Process	****	
Teacher	observation	of	student	and	student’s	work	(conferences)	
Audience/peer/reader	feedback	&	response	(assessment	as	a	community	event)****	
Positive	feedback	
Purpose	(authentic)	****	
Revision	
Involve	students	in	grading	decisions	(students’	voice)	
Writer’s	notebook	
Product	
Build	from	strength	
Descriptions	(rather	than	numbers)	
Portfolio	
Evidence	
Process	for	the	self-assessment	(drafts,	time)	
	
Themes	across	inquiry	meetings:	
Not	too	time-consuming	for	teacher	
Reading	student	work	as	readers,	as	if	it	is	published	work	
Limitations	of	rubrics		
Teacher	as	only	audience	of	student	writing	
The	reality	of	having	to	give	grades	
The	role	of	teacher’s	knowledge	and	experience	
Writer’s	authority	&	agency	
Teacher	expertise	&	agency	
Differences	between	teacher’s	instructional	practices	and	assessment	practices	
The	role	of	power	in	assessments,	shifting	power	(defining	what	knowledge	“counts”)	
Teaching	students	how	to	self-assess	&	reflect	
	
Questions	posed:	

· Does	this	kind	of	assessment	have	to	take	place	in	a	workshop	environment	where	
students	engage	in	process?	

· How	do	we	place	constraints,	structures,	push	students	when	engaging	in	
democratic	assessment?	

· How	should	we	comment	on	students’	writing?	How	can	those	comments	lead	to	
learning?	Do	those	comments	trump	student’s	voice?	

· How	do	we	address	the	smaller	aspects	of	writing	(grammar)?	
· Does	traditional	assessment	undermine	process-oriented,	democratic	writing	

instruction?	How	do	we	make	these	align?	
· How	do	we	translate	this	kind	of	democratic	assessment	into	a	number	that	can	go	

in	a	grade	book?	
· If	we	are	striving	for	authenticity	in	writing	instruction,	how	can	the	assessment	

also	be	authentic	(real-world)?	
· Where	does	the	teacher’s	assessment	come	in	to	it?	And	how?	(dialogue)	
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I brought this document to an inquiry meeting, and we talked about the ideas, concepts, 

questions and practices that had come up multiple times in our conversations. I asked the 

teachers to name the aspects of assessment on the list that they wanted to see in our 

design, and we highlighted those on our papers to narrow down our list. The teachers 

chose the following items as the focus of our writing assessment design:  

 student reflection and self-assessment, growth of the writer 

 writing process 

 audience feedback 

 writer’s purpose (authentic) 

 involving students in grading decisions (students’ voice) 

 evidence to show students’ processes and growth 

(inquiry meeting, October 15, 2014) 

The condensed list reflected the shared repertoire and shared discourse that we had built 

over months of reading, talking, and sharing tools. We had discussed student reflection as 

we examined Billy’s assessment tools, evidence to show process and growth as we 

looked at The Learning Record, audience feedback as we discussed Hidden Gems (K. 

Bomer, 2010), and including students in grading decisions as we talked about notions of 

authority and democracy. Because of teachers’ previous negotiation of meaning—

developing a shared repertoire, developing shared goals, exploring values related to 

deficit and appreciative discourses—in this work of articulating and reifying shared 

discourses, the group came to consensus rather quickly and easily. Through our 
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considerations of values and discourses in previous weeks, the group had come to 

alignment around a shared discourse of appreciative writing assessment that positioned 

students as knowledgeable, as in a process of growth, and as authorities capable of 

assessing their growth. While we still had to negotiate and work out what this design 

would look like in practice, the group was able to quickly name the values underlying the 

design. As we negotiated practical aspects of our design a few weeks later, Billy asked, 

“What were the things we starred [on the list]?” and suggested that we go back to the list 

to guide our design (inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). This list of reified values and 

discourses became a conceptual and practical guide for our design of the writing 

assessment. Engeström (2011) suggested that researchers “trace steps of expansive 

concept formation, from early unstable attempts and suggestions to stabilization steps 

such as naming and modeling” (p.612). This document (Figure 3) and the condensed list 

served as tools to stabilize our concepts around appreciative writing assessment by 

naming them.  

After we created the list, we moved toward a design to guide our classroom 

writing assessment practices. I brought a poster-sized piece of paper and markers and put 

them in the middle of our table. I used these tools to facilitate our shift from talking about 

and naming goals for our design to sketching out what it might look like in practice. This 

tool of large blank paper involved negotiation around how to use it in our design work. 

Octavia asked, “What exactly are we writing?” and I responded, “I don’t know…it’s just 

a brainstorming space” (inquiry meeting, November 5, 2014). Wenger (1998) noted, 
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“The politics of participation must include the power to wield reification, since reification 

creates the points around which people negotiate what matters” (p.93). I purposefully did 

not organize or direct the writing on the paper, as I wanted the drafting process to include 

each one of us as co-participants in the design. 

When we began to write on the large paper, Billy asked, “Where do we start?” to 

which Lily responded, “We need some long-term ideas. Wouldn’t this be growth over 

time?” (inquiry meeting, November 5, 2014). After saying this, Lily wrote the words 

“long term” on the large paper. We started with Lily’s suggestion, saying and writing 

down our long-term goals for students. We each wrote on the paper in different colors 

and in different handwriting words like “growth,” “identity,” and “feeling stronger.” (See 

figure 4.) The inquiry group again articulated and reified values and discourses that had 

become part of our shared repertoire and shared discourse—values and discourses that we 

used as tools to guide and shape our design.  
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Figure 4.4: Inquiry Group Drafting Paper 

 

The excerpt below is from the meeting in which the group created the paper shown in 

Figure. In this excerpt, inquiry group members used the tool of the draft paper to grapple 

with and reify the values and discourses informing and shaping our design of an 

appreciative writing assessment.  

Lily: I think about the long-term thing, like the personal 

accomplishment. In the end, this is what I want them… 

Billy:  Right.  
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Lily: I want them to walk out feeling stronger, in terms of identity. I 

want that. That’s it. That’s actually more important to me… 

Octavia: Can I write that? I want to write “identity” here because I like that 

you keep coming back to that.  

Amber: And that goal of feeling stronger, I think that’s huge. Will you 

write that too? 

Lily: Yeah, that’s better than any of the individual skills I can give you. 

Just walk out of here knowing that you’ve got good stuff 

happening.  

Octavia:  Stronger as what? 

Lily:  As a thinker, a writer…  

Octavia: Writer, reader? 

Lily:  Yeah. 

Octavia: I would even say stronger as a human, a democratic citizen, as a 

citizen, as a human.  

Lily: I talk to them like, “You have a voice, you have a right, you have a 

right to join in.” 

Amber: I really like this, and I’m going to add too that you said “voice.” 

Octavia: Oh yeah.  

Lily:   Mm hmm.  

Amber:  You have a voice because that’s… 
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Octavia: Yeah. 

Lily:  Yeah, and I think you have a right, you’re got some expertise, you 

have the right.  

[inquiry meeting, November 5, 2016] 

As Lily articulated her values related to appreciative discourses around student identity, 

Octavia pointed our values that Lily emphasized in her talk, particularly those around 

student identity and strength. Octavia wrote down these words to capture Lily’s thinking 

and to reify the guiding concepts upon which Lily drew in her understandings of 

appreciative writing assessment. Octavia even drew a star next to the words “feeling 

stronger” to highlight the importance of this concept in our design. As Lily continued to 

talk, I also wrote down the words “expertise,” “voice,” and “right,” which represented 

student agency and authority as key components in our design.  

The tool of the draft paper also helped us clarify meanings. When Lily mentioned 

her goal of students feeling stronger, and Octavia wrote the words “feeling stronger,” 

Octavia followed up by asking, “Stronger as what?” As we began to see our goals on 

values on paper, we dug further to explore those values and concepts. As Lily and 

Octavia listed the student identities they wanted to strengthen through appreciative 

discourses, Octavia wrote down, “thinker, writer, reader, citizen, human.” Alongside our 

conversation around values and discourses, we used the tool of the large draft paper to 

record the ideas and concepts that we thought were important to take into future meetings 
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and designs. The draft paper held still these discourses so that we could together see the 

vision that we were constructing for writing assessment in our classrooms.  

As we finished for the evening, Octavia commented on the tool of the large 

drafting paper saying, “Looking at the blank sheet earlier, I wasn’t sure,” and Billy 

agreed that the blank paper was “intimidating,” but Lily commented that we now had 

“good thoughts here” (inquiry meeting, November 5, 2014). The tool of the paper, of 

writing down our thoughts, allowed us to feel coherence in our thinking and agency as 

designers. Engeström (2011) emphasized the role of practitioners in design, saying, “The 

contents and course of the intervention are subject to negotiation and the shape of the 

intervention is eventually up to the participants….participants gain agency and take 

charge of the process” (p.606). At first each of us felt unsure about making a mark on the 

paper—what to write, how to write it, but as we started writing down goals that we had 

voiced for weeks and months prior, we developed a confidence in our right to mark on 

the paper, to be designers.  

Designing for Instruction 

The inquiry group used the curricular structure of a unit plan (R. Bomer, 2011; 

Smagorinsky, 2008; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) as a tool for design, which served as a 

“representation and model that trigger[ed] new interpretations” (Wenger, 1998, p.217) 

and facilitated the group’s move from identifying the values underpinning the assessment 

to designing instruction in which the assessment could live out. When we decided to use 

a unit plan to organize our assessment design, we drew a timeline as a way to visually 
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represent the unit.  While we drew on traditional curricular planning tools, such as a 

linear timeline and a unit plan, we used these tools to create new assessment designs. The 

timeline and unit plan served as Available Designs that aided us in “producing new 

constructions and representations of reality” (New London Group, 1996, p.76). The New 

London Group (1996) commented on this use of traditional tools as resources for design: 

“Transformation is always a new use of old materials, a re-articulation and recombination 

of the given resources of Available Designs” (p.76). The physical design tools—lists, 

draft paper, timelines, and unit plans—helped us to think beyond approaches to 

assessment that existed within our experiences as students and teachers to new 

interpretations and possibilities for how writing assessment could be in our classroom 

practices.  

As inquiry group members wrote down larger conceptual ideas on the drafting 

paper, we struggled with ways to turn those values and goals into classroom practices. 

Octavia asked, “Thinking of these things in terms of units, how would I…?” and I 

responded, “Would it be helpful to do that, with a hypothetical unit? What would this 

kind of assessment look like with a unit, so that it’s a concrete thing?” (inquiry meeting, 

November 12, 2014). When deciding what kind of hypothetical unit we would design 

around, it helped our work greatly that the teachers had similar instructional practices as 

writing teachers. I asked the group what kinds of units they do short-term, and each of the 

three teachers suggested genre study (Lattimer, 2003; Ray, 2006; Whitney, Ridgeman, & 

Masquelier, 2011) as a primary way they organize writing units. Additionally, Lily asked 
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the group, “Is it fair to say that we all go through the writing cycle to publish a piece?” 

(inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014) to which everyone responded yes. These 

instructional practices of genre study and R. Bomer’s (2011) writing process cycle in our 

shared repertoire of texts, concepts, and tools gave us a concrete way to plan writing 

assessment around the larger goals we had established.  

The unit plan timeline made the work of designing of a writing assessment more 

concrete around instructional practices that we understood and that were familiar. The 

timeline helped us use our shared knowledge of writing instruction to facilitate our design 

of a writing assessment. As we decided to design around a hypothetical unit plan, we 

drew a timeline (see figure 5) to represent the writing process cycle (R. Bomer, 2011) and 

stages of genre study (Ray, 2006). As I wrote down the parts of the writing process, 

Octavia suggested, “The timeline is really recursive—going back to look at mentor texts 

and recalling what they already know about the genre” (inquiry meeting, November 12, 

2014). In response to her comment, I drew a series of loops above the timeline to 

represent the recursive nature of the writing process and the genre study process. As we 

used the timeline to talk about assessment, we marked what we called “milestones” at 

different points in the process, places that we wanted to capture students’ thinking and 

learning so that we and they could see growth and decision-making throughout the 

writing process once they got to a final product.  
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Figure 4.5: Inquiry Group Timeline 

 

Our conversation included considerations of how teachers would assess student 

writers’ growth and how students would show their thinking and decision-making at each 

milestone. Octavia asked how we would assess students’ existing knowledge of the genre 

at the beginning of the unit. I responded, “If one of the purposes is to see growth, then 

they need to document it” (inquiry meeting, November 19, 2014). We kept coming back 

to the notion of documenting students’ decision-making throughout the writing process, 

so that students could see not only their final products but the decisions they made that 

led to those products—decisions about their purposes for writing and about ways they 
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crafted their writing to achieve those purposes. While this aspect of considering students’ 

growth throughout the writing process was not a part of our original understanding of an 

appreciative stance from R. Bomer’s (2011) work, it grew out of a stance that appreciated 

students taking risks during the writing process and that recognized what students were 

doing well, not only in the final product but also during the writing process. We also 

talked quite a bit about how students would articulate their thinking and decision-making 

during the process. Octavia asked, “Do they have to be written out or could they be in the 

form of conferences?” (inquiry meeting, November 12, 2015). Lily mentioned that she 

had sat down with students and asked them questions about their decision-making during 

the planning phase of the process, and the students took notes. She also noted that this 

interview could be with a peer rather than the teacher. Octavia suggested that the students 

could write out their planning for their drafts like a more formal proposal. We came to 

the conclusion that students needed evidence of their process at the end so that they could 

look back and reflect on their growth; however, the evidence could be in any form. For 

each milestone, we suggested various ways to document the assessment, such as in 

teacher-student conferences, peer-to-peer interviews, or writing in students’ notebooks, 

yet, we did not settle on a particular approach. The important part of the design seemed to 

be that teachers and students documented students’ thinking and decision-making as 

writers throughout the process, but we left decisions about classroom implementation to 

each teacher.  
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Octavia noted at the end of our meeting, “This is good. Really good,” and Billy 

responded that the “timeline was a good idea” (inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). 

Octavia then described what our design became: “In terms of anything you’re trying to 

teach. A framework for anything” (Inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). The 

instructional tools of the timeline and unit plan structure facilitated the inquiry group’s 

design of an assessment “framework” that the teachers could apply to any writing process 

and genre study unit in their classrooms. In describing the work of design within 

communities of practice, Wenger (1998) explained, “The crucial issue is the relationship 

between the practices of design and the practices of use. Connecting the communities 

involved, understanding practices, and managing boundaries become fundamental design 

tasks” (p.108). Familiar curricular structures, such as the unit plan, aided teachers in 

creating a design that they could implement within their instructional approaches to 

teaching writing. The unit plan also allowed teachers to bring the design from the 

community of practice into their school communities, which also each used unit plans as 

tools to organize writing curriculum and instruction.  

The Necessity of Participation in Reification 

The inquiry group created a framework document (see figure 6) that served as an 

artifact reifying the discourses shaping the group’s design work. This document reflected 

the ideas and words on the large draft paper, particularly those on and around the unit 

plan timeline. One goal of formative experiment research is to design an intervention that 

embodies “how theoretical propositions might be reified within designed environments to 
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support learning” (Sandoval, 2004). The framework document did just that in reifying the 

discourses that teachers had investigated and articulated within the inquiry group.  

The inquiry group designed the framework as an artifact they would take outside 

of the inquiry group community into their classrooms and schools. However, inquiry 

group members could not simply implement an artifact designed in one community 

(inquiry group) in another (school) without considering the context of the other 

community. One way to ameliorate the tension between design and use in different 

communities is for participants to accompany the artifact across the boundary into the 

other community (Wenger, 1998). Participants could help to bridge practices across 

communities since they understood the repertoires, discourses, and practices that 

informed the design of the boundary object (Wenger, 1998). This need for an 

accompanied artifact partially explains why the inquiry group could not and did not use 

an existing assessment tool, such as The Learning Record, or create an assessment tool 

that could have been given to teachers outside of the inquiry group to implement in their 

classrooms. The understandings the teachers had about the discourses shaping writing 

assessment, particularly our designed approach to writing assessment, were formed 

through their participation in the community and impacted not only their participation in 

the design but also in their use of the design. These understandings were crucial to 

teachers’ use and implementation of the assessment framework, and these findings 

reinforce those of similar studies which promote teachers’ agency and participation in 



170 
 

professional learning and design of curriculum and instruction (Butler & Schnellert, 

2012; Gates & Watkins, 2010).  

Wenger (1998) explained, “Artifacts tend to perpetuate the repertoires of practices 

beyond the circumstances that shaped them in the first place” (p.89). The teachers 

designed the framework with the intention of using this artifact to design classroom 

assessment practices around the values and discourses articulated in the group. In this 

way, the framework document became a boundary object (Wenger, 1998) connecting the 

inquiry group and the teachers’ classroom and school communities. However, the 

framework document was not a standard assessment that would be identically 

implemented across teachers’ classrooms; instead, it provided multiple possibilities for 

implementation. Wenger explained the need for a “minimalist design” (p.233), saying, 

“A design, then, is not primarily a specification…but a boundary object that functions as 

a communication artifact around which communities of practice can negotiate their 

contribution, their position, and their alignment” (p.235). As Lily, Octavia, and Billy 

implemented the designed framework, they continued to negotiate the meanings and 

practices around it. 
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Figure 4.6: Inquiry Group Assessment Framework 

 

Writing assessment for writing process guided by genre study 

 

Concepts behind this assessment: 

● Document knowledge of genre and engagement with process along the way to assess 

growth at the end 

● The bulk of assessment is in the hands of the students 

● While this looks linear, it is our goal to emphasize the recursive nature of the process 

● We want this assessment process to feel as “authentic” as possible (we do not want it to 

become a series of worksheets) 

 

Part of Process What is assessed Who is assessing Possible Formats 

Before immersion in 
genre 

Existing knowledge of 
genre 

Student Notebook writing 
Collection of artifacts 

Inquiry into mentor 
texts 

What makes a “good” 
mentor text 

Student  

Planning for the draft Writer’s purpose 
Influence of mentor 

texts 

Student 
Peer 

Conference with peer 
(peer takes notes) 

Recorded interview 
with peer 

Revision Writer’s revision 
decisions 
Trying revision 

strategies - what is 
working, what is not 

Student 
Teacher (as a more 
experienced writer, 

not judge) 

Billy’s questions  
Conference with 
teacher (recorded, 

notes) 

Publication Effect on readers Peers/Audience  

Post-Publication Genre study 
Writing process 

Growth as a writer 

Student 
Teacher 

Written reflection 
using previous 

assessment artifacts 
as evidence 
(collect in portfolio?) 
Oral presentation 

Group conversations 

(give questions prior) 

 

 

Lingering questions: 

● When/how to teach self-assessment? 

● How to keep track of all the “stuff”? 
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This conceptual and practical framework was an “ambiguous artifact” 

(Engeström, 2011, p.618) that allowed each teacher to make choices about 

implementation based on his or her context, students, and personal styles of teaching 

writing. Wenger (1998) noted that too much reification in a community of practice 

“obviate[s] the need for (and complexities of) participation” (p.265). He also pointed out 

the need to limit reification in design, saying, “There is an inherent uncertainty between 

design and its realization in practice, since practice is not the result of design but rather a 

response to it” (Wenger, 1998, p.233). The inquiry group kept the final writing 

assessment design—the framework document—uncertain and open to teachers’ 

participation in further design of classroom practices as they implemented the framework. 

Gutiérrez & Penuel’s (2014) description of design-based research reflects this 

participation of teachers in design and implementation: “These models do not require 

researchers to specify ahead of time all the elements of an intervention, since 

practitioners participate in design, and implementation data inform an iterative design 

process that often transforms interventions” (p.21). Teachers continued to negotiate 

meanings of appreciative writing assessment as they used the framework to plan what it 

might look like in practice, and in doing so, continued to shape the design. At the end of 

the spring semester, Lily reflected on her use of the framework document: “This sheet of 

paper, I looked at a lot…that’s what I used planning. These are the things I looked at as I 

was thinking through and mapping out onto my lesson plan book” (inquiry meeting, June 

11, 2015). The framework left room for Lily, and also Octavia and Billy, to continue 
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“thinking through” approaches to writing assessment shaped by the shared discourse of 

the inquiry group.  

 I will continue to explore this “thinking through” of the assessment framework as 

I present in chapter six findings related to Lily’s implementation of the inquiry group’s 

assessment framework in her classroom. In the current chapter, I have focused on 

findings related to the inquiry group’s design of an appreciative writing assessment, 

particularly those concerning the use of discourse as a tool for developing a shared 

repertoire and vision and for exploring values related to writing assessment. I also 

presented the inquiry group’s reification of those discourses in the design of physical 

tools, instructional plans, and a boundary object. In the following chapter, I will explore 

in greater depth the particular discourses that inquiry group members recognized and 

named in their design of an appreciative writing assessment. I have shown the inquiry 

group’s design process and the artifacts that came out of it, and I focused on discourse as 

a primary tool in that work. I will now take a closer look into the specific discourses upon 

which the inquiry group drew, as a large portion of the inquiry and design work consisted 

of teachers negotiating the meanings of deficit and appreciative discourses.  
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Chapter 5: Negotiating With and Across Multiple Communities of 
Practice and Discourses in Designing an Appreciative Writing 

Assessment 

This chapter continues to explore my first research question: Within the context of 

an inquiry group, how do English Language Arts teachers design writing assessments that 

reflect an appreciative stance toward students and their writing? This chapter also begins 

to explore my second research question: How do English Language Arts teachers 

implement their writing assessment designs in their classrooms? While the previous 

chapter discussed findings related to the inquiry group’s design processes of developing a 

shared repertoire and vision, drawing on broad discourses to explore values, and reifying 

the discourses shaping the design, this chapter delves further into the particular 

discourses that inquiry group members negotiated during the design and implementation 

of an appreciative writing assessment.  

A significant aspect of the inquiry group’s work around designing an appreciative 

writing assessment was specifying and elaborating on ideas and concepts about students, 

teaching, and learning that lay under the broader terms of “appreciative” and “deficit.” 

The teachers in the inquiry group needed to understand specifically how deficit 

perspectives shaped their school systems and educational practices, including their own 

classroom practices, in order to effectively address and combat them. Similarly, teachers 

needed to be able to name the specific ideas and understandings they held underneath 

their broader appreciative perspectives toward students. By exploring those 

understandings, the teachers could identify and create specific classroom practices and 
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approaches to writing assessment that concretized appreciative discourses. This work 

allowed appreciative discourses to not only inform teachers’ philosophies toward 

students, teaching, and learning, but to also shape teachers’ classroom practices so that 

they and their students could learn within appreciative environments.  

In this chapter, I will explore the differing values, discourses, and practices 

around writing assessment in two communities: the inquiry group and the larger 

community of the school system in which teachers worked. The negotiations with and 

across multiple communities of practice and discourses clarified teachers’ own values 

about writing assessment and facilitated teachers’ uses of those discourses to shape the 

design and implementation of the assessment framework. My analysis of inquiry group 

meetings and artifacts related to those negotiations revealed the following findings: 

 During the processes of inquiry, design, and implementation, inquiry group 

members articulated and elaborated on deficit discourses present in their school 

communities, particularly around the mechanisms of required classroom grading 

and standardized assessments. Pushing against these deficit discourses became a 

primary purpose of the inquiry group’s design work.  

 During the processes of inquiry and design, inquiry group members articulated 

and elaborated on appreciative discourses shaping the design of the writing 

assessment to include discourses that positioned students as knowledgeable, in a 

process of growth, and having the authority to assess themselves.  
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NEGOTIATING WITH DEFICIT DISCOURSES IN SCHOOL COMMUNITIES 

In this section, I will discuss my first finding: During the processes of inquiry, 

design, and implementation, inquiry group members articulated and elaborated on deficit 

discourses present in their school communities, particularly around the mechanisms of 

required classroom grading and standardized assessments. Pushing against these deficit 

discourses became a primary purpose of the inquiry group’s design. Communities of 

practice “develop in larger contexts—historical, social, cultural, institutional—with 

specific resources and constraints” (Wenger, 1998, p.79), so the work of the inquiry 

group was both shaped and constrained by the institutional contexts of the school systems 

in which teachers worked and the historical contexts of writing assessment and the 

teaching of English. While the inquiry group offered teachers opportunities to shape 

practices, meanings, and identities within the community of practice, Lily, Octavia, and 

Billy each belonged to multiple communities, including their schools and English 

departments, which was significant because “multimembership may involve ongoing 

tensions that are never resolved” (Wenger, 1998, p.160). Schools required Lily, Octavia, 

and Billy to give students grades, the state required schools to administer standardized 

tests, and English departments required teachers to prepare students for those tests. 

Foucault (1970) emphasized the historical, social, cultural, and institutional nature of 

discourse, saying that discourse has “historical dimensions [people] are unaware of” and 

“forms the locus of tradition, of the unspoken habits of thought” (p.324). In the inquiry 

and design work, the teachers’ and my understandings of writing assessment had been 
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shaped by practices and discourses in school communities often shaped by deficit 

discourses.  

Valencia (1997) explained deficit thinking as linking school failure to students’ 

internal deficits, such as “limited intellectual abilities, linguistic shortcomings, [and] lack 

of motivation to learn” (Valencia, 1997, p.2). Rather than acknowledging systemic 

factors in schools that lead to school failure, such as school segregation, cultural 

exclusion, curriculum differentiation, and language policies, deficit thinking blames 

students, the victims of an unjust school system. One way that deficit thinking constructs 

narratives of internal deficits is by claiming that students’ homes and communities lack 

the knowledge and skills that students need to succeed in school. Deficit approaches to 

curriculum, instruction, and assessment focus on student deficiencies and errors, looking 

for what is lacking or absent. Paris (2012) stated that deficit approaches also intend to 

replace students’ languages and literacies with practices positioned by schools as 

superior. In the teachers’ design and implementation of an appreciative writing 

assessment, they explored the ways these deficit discourses shaped school writing 

assessment practices of required classroom grading and standardized assessment. 

Required Classroom Grading  

Huot (2002) discussed the powerful discourses inherent in writing assessment 

practices, particularly grades, saying, “Grades are part of a larger system of values that 

have been used to identity or label people” (p.6). Inquiry group members often spoke 

about institutional grading structures and the consequences those structures had for 
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students, particularly when grades labeled students as deficient. Billy explained, “Grades 

are the coin in the economy. Everything depends on grades. We are in the business of 

saying these kids are highly valuable and these kids are not. School is filtering and 

sorting” (inquiry meeting, April 14, 2014). Billy spoke about the value-laden nature of 

assessment commenting on the ways that grades place value on students through their 

evaluative nature and their relationship to rewards. Octavia responded, “That’s the whole 

country. The school decides what job you get,” and I agreed, saying, “School is a sorting 

mechanism for the greater society” (inquiry meeting, April 21, 2014). Huot (2002) also 

commented on the ways that writing assessment is not only shaped by but also reinforces 

powerful discourses: “Assessment has been used as an interested social mechanism for 

reinscribing current power relations and class systems” (p.7). This critical stance toward 

the economy of grades and schools as mechanisms of social reproduction (Bennett & 

LeCompte, 1990) came up several times in inquiry group conversations and became a 

guiding principle for our design work.  

Billy commented on how students, as members of school communities, have also 

developed ways of thinking about grades and academic performance, saying, “That 

something has a grade communicates that it has value, for kids” (April 14, 2014). 

Because of the power of grades within the system, Billy’s students equated graded work 

with valuable work and likewise, non-graded work with work that was not valuable. 

Octavia also found that her students saw value in grades. She described a conversation 

she had with her students about grades and learning, and she told us that her “students 
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said that numbers do matter” (inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). Lily also had a 

conversation with her students about grades, and she noted that the message students 

received from school was that “grades do matter” (inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015). 

Because of the gatekeeping function of grades, students realized the power that grades 

held for them in the school system.  

Even though we recognized that required grading systems often reinforced deficit 

discourses and positioned students as deficient, Octavia pointed out that she was 

“responsible for putting in grades every six weeks” (inquiry meeting, March 24, 2014). 

Octavia had to submit fifteen grades per student during each six-week grading period, 

and Billy had to submit seven grades for each student during each six-week grading 

period. Because the teachers were members of multiple communities of practice, 

including their schools, the inquiry group had to both recognize the deficit discourses and 

structures shaping writing assessment practices and think about how we might be able to 

make the work of our community push against those discourses and practices. Octavia 

pointed out the necessary evil of giving grades, but she followed by saying, “Wouldn’t 

you want grades for the stuff that’s real and has substance?” (inquiry meeting, April 14, 

2014). We realized that if grades show students what is valuable, then we wanted to 

“show that certain things have value—conferences, reflective self-assessment, peer 

feedback” (Amber, inquiry meeting, April 14, 2014). The inquiry group aimed to place 

value on aspects of writing other than errors, punctuation, standard language use, and 

conformity to a rubric. Later in this chapter, I will describe how the teachers designed 
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approaches to grading that countered deficit-based approaches, particularly by including 

students in grading decisions and grading students’ writing processes rather than their 

written products.  

Standardized Assessment 

Along with assigning grades to student writing, the teachers in the inquiry group 

also grappled with assessment practices around standardized testing. At one fall meeting, 

Octavia described to us her day spent in a district workshop for English teachers about 

scoring students essays using the state standardized test rubric. District personnel showed 

English teachers a Power Point of “things not to do on the [expository] essay” (Octavia, 

inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014)—things that would cause students to receive a low 

score, such as introductions that are too long, formulaic approaches, or vague language. 

Whereas the inquiry group’s goals for writing assessment included taking an appreciative 

stance toward students’ writing—looking at what students were doing well—Octavia 

explained that the approach in this district workshop focused on what students were 

doing “wrong,” according to the standardized test rubric.  

After looking at the test rubric for the expository essay and looking at examples of 

essays scored low by the rubric, the teachers were asked to score student essays. R. 

Bomer (2011) explained, “The form of assessment a teacher really needs…is a more 

qualitative and descriptive kind of appreciation of what a students knows and can do as a 

reader and writer… rather than based upon some kind of diagnosis of a problem, 

impediment, or deficit in the student” (p.22). Yet Octavia did not find this kind of 
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qualitative, descriptive assessment in the standardized test rubric; instead, the workshop 

instructing Octavia how to use the rubric focused on the “diagnosis of a problem, 

impediment, or deficit in the student” (R. Bomer, 2011, p.22). Octavia talked animatedly 

about her “weird day” in this workshop and commented, “I spent a whole say in 

assessment, and it has nothing to do with dialogic. It’s me telling [students]” (inquiry 

meeting, November 12, 2014). Octavia questioned the ways her school district positioned 

her as an authority to assess student writing without students’ input, as research has 

shown is common in classroom assessment practices (Ketter & Poole, 2001; Scott, 2008; 

Sommers, 1982). Octavia recognized the deficit discourses inherent in that positioning of 

students. The deficit discourses shaping the state standardized test were not only 

positioning students as lacking authority. Octavia spent her day listening to ways teachers 

should assess student writing with no input from the student, but she also was told by the 

state and district how to assess writing, with no input from teachers on how to design or 

shape the assessment and none of their knowledge of students coming to bear on the 

assessment. The state writing test positioned both teachers and students as lacking 

knowledge and authority to shape assessment.  

Both Billy and Octavia felt hindered by the state standardized test in their 

implementation of the inquiry group’s designed assessment framework. Both teachers 

were expected to carry out test preparation in their writing instruction in anticipation of 

the standardized test, which took place in the spring semester. They both considered 

implementing the assessment framework, particularly the aspect of self-assessment, for 
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the writing that their students were doing to prepare for the test, but they felt that our 

design was at odds ideologically and practically with test writing. Octavia explained that 

she wasn’t sure how her students could assess themselves on an expository test prompt 

because “they wrote it so fast and didn’t really engage in the writing” (inquiry meeting, 

October 8, 2014). Octavia commented on this tension, saying, “Process units lend 

themselves to this kind of assessment. In a test prep unit, it doesn’t make sense to assess 

in an authentic way” (inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015). Octavia expressed conflict 

between her desire to assess students’ writing process, growth, and decision-making and 

her understandings that students’ writing in preparation for the state test did not allow 

them to go through the writing process or make decisions about their purpose and 

audience. 

Octavia said in our final inquiry meeting that she was only able to implement our 

assessment design for her poetry unit because there was “no space to do much writing” as 

her mandated curriculum consisted of “all reading and [test] prep” (inquiry meeting, June 

11, 2015). Despite these institutional constraints, Octavia implemented the assessment 

framework during her poetry-writing unit. She departed from the district-mandated unit 

plan and designed her unit around genre study and writing process so that she could 

implement the inquiry group’s assessment framework. Octavia showed us videos of her 

students reading their poems to the class and classmates cheering for one another. She 

reflected on her implementation of the assessment design, saying, “I have to do this from 

the very beginning of the year—to craft what a good self-assessment looks like” (inquiry 
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meeting, March 4, 2015). Octavia positioned herself as agentic, as a teacher who 

implemented her assessment design and made decisions about how to craft her teaching 

practices. Additionally, when Octavia attended a district curriculum planning meeting 

later that summer, she hoped to bring the assessment framework document and influence 

conversations about writing curriculum and assessment in her district. She said, “When I 

go to curriculum planning in a couple of weeks, hopefully we can have some discussions 

of [the assessment framework] as well being part of a unit” (inquiry meeting, June 11, 

2015). Wenger (1998) explained, “It is only as negotiated by the community that 

conditions, resources, and demands shape the practice. The enterprise is never fully 

determined by an outside mandate, by a prescription, or by any individual participant” 

(p.80). Previous studies have demonstrated the ways in which teachers can push back 

against standardization of curriculum by adapting and developing curricula that is 

responsive to students (Shawer, 2010; Skerrett, 2008). Though the teachers in the inquiry 

group negotiated the demands of standardized testing, traditional assessment tools, and 

department requirements, they participated in that negotiation rather than allowing 

mandates and demands to dictate their writing assessment practices.  

Political Implications of the Design Work 

The inquiry group provided a community in which teachers could negotiate 

among “different meanings and forms of participation” and “reconcile[e] different forms 

of membership” (Wenger, 1998, p.160). Teachers negotiated meanings around writing 

assessment by recognizing the discourses shaping the practices required by the state and 
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their schools and by examining the ways that they would or would not allow those 

discourses to shape their classroom assessment practices. Gutiérrez & Vossoughi (2010) 

noted that one goal of social design experiments is “understanding the sedimented layers 

of practices that have resulted from years of mandated policies, local and individual 

instantiations, distal and proximal ideologies, and curricular practices” (p.103). Exploring 

writing assessment practices of required classroom grading and standardized testing 

common in the teachers’ schools helped the inquiry group to investigate the discourses 

underlying those sedimented and normative practices. Deficit discourses around school 

practices of grading and standardized testing provided the impetus for the inquiry group’s 

design work.  We aimed to counter deficit discourses and the messages they conveyed to 

students by designing assessment practices shaped by opposing, appreciative discourses 

that recognized students’ strengths and authority as writers rather than focusing on 

perceived deficits.   

The teachers in the inquiry group wanted to design a writing assessment that 

would purposely subvert an oppressive grading and testing system that told students what 

to do and required them to obey commands given by others. Octavia commented on 

traditional systems of writing assessment that often took from students their voices, 

authority, and decision-making; she explained, “Kids are used to being told how to write” 

(inquiry meeting, September, 24, 2014). Billy wanted to design an assessment that would 

“take into account kids’ own purposes” and not simply ask students to “fulfill 

requirements” (inquiry meeting, March 31, 2014). We talked about how this work of 
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designing a writing assessment existed within a larger political system—this work and 

the assessment we created would not and could not be neutral. Octavia asked, “This is all 

political, right?” (inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). These conversations drew on 

critical theories, such as those of Giroux (2001) who stated, “Schools are political sites 

involved in the construction and control of discourse” (p.46). We realized that our 

choices about the design of the assessment, the values and discourses upon which we 

built the assessment, had political ramifications and consequences for teachers and for 

students. It would affect how the inquiry group members positioned themselves as 

teachers working with students, colleagues within their schools and departments, and 

agents rather than people who merely complied with school mandates. It would also 

affect how teachers positioned students—as agents, decision-makers, people with voices, 

people who could articulate their own goals and purposes.  

NEGOTIATING WITH APPRECIATIVE DISCOURSES WITHIN THE INQUIRY GROUP COMMUNITY 

In this section, I will discuss my second finding: During the processes of inquiry 

and design, inquiry group members articulated and elaborated on appreciative discourses 

shaping the design of the writing assessment to include discourses that positioned 

students as knowledgeable, in a process of growth, and having the authority to assess 

themselves.  

I brought to the inquiry group my goal of designing a writing assessment that reflected an 

appreciative stance toward students and their writing; however, inquiry group members 

participated in the negotiation of meaning (Wenger, 1998) of “appreciative.” Each 
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inquiry group member was familiar with R. Bomer’s (2011) definition of an appreciative 

stance as “acknowledging [students’] already-existing interests, experiences, knowledge, 

and skill in order to build upon them” (p.22). As we added to our shared repertoire 

(Wenger, 1998) of texts, tools, and concepts, we elaborated on the meaning of 

“appreciative” to include student growth and student authority. Inquiry group members 

wanted to not only affirm and appreciate what students were doing well in their writing 

but also “build upon” (R. Bomer, 2011, p.22) those strengths to facilitate growth. The 

appreciative stance provided the foundation for and the theory that informed the practices 

that the teachers in the inquiry group designed. By viewing students as full of knowledge 

and capability, the teachers in the inquiry group believed that students possessed the 

authority and power to participate in the assessment of their writing. As teachers drew on 

appreciative discourses in their design of writing assessment, they recognized that these 

discourses positioned students as knowledgeable and resourceful, in a process of growth 

rather than fixed and finished, and as authorities capable of assessing their own growth as 

writers. The practices that grew out of the inquiry group’s design work came from an 

appreciative stance; the inquiry group’s design and implementation shows the ways in 

which they put these theories to work (Reinking & Bradley, 2008) in classroom practice. 

Though the design and practices may not have identically reflected the definition of 

“appreciative” (R. Bomer, 2011) and appreciative assessment as described by K. Bomer 

(2010), those stances toward students and their writing guided the inquiry group’s 

development of writing assessment practices.  
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Students as Knowledgeable  

The teachers in the inquiry group often drew on discourses that positioned 

students as knowledgeable writers, as people who brought skills, resources, and 

experiences into the classroom from their out-of-school lives. As Octavia described the 

district workshop in which English teachers scored student essays in preparation for the 

state standardized test, she explained that the teachers could not read and score essays 

written by their own students. Octavia saw that one of her students had received low 

scores from other teachers, and she commented, “You don’t know this kid; you don’t 

understand” (inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). She told us that this student often 

watched the History Channel, and incorporated that knowledge into his writing to 

compose humorous essays. Similarly, during a meeting in Billy’s classroom, Billy 

described a student with “an amazing sense of humor” who wrote a parody of what might 

happen at a wheat conference. He said that she’s “always drawing” and that “she reminds 

[him] of the value of not putting a kid in a box with their writing” (inquiry meeting, April 

14, 2014). Both Octavia and Billy appreciated the ways that students brought their out-of-

school knowledge and resources into their school writing (Skerrett & Bomer, 2013) and 

drew on their knowledge of the students’ interests and literacies in understanding 

students’ writing. They acknowledged that standardized assessment, or “boxes,” could 

not accurately portray the richness and complexity of the resources on which students 

drew in their composing processes.  

This shared discourse around students’ knowledge connected the work of our 

community of practice to scholarship in resource pedagogies (Paris & Ball, 2009) and a 
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multiliteracies pedagogy (New London Group, 1996), as teachers aimed to design a 

writing assessment that positioned students’ out-of-school knowledge as resources in 

their writing. This discourse of students as knowledgeable also built on the theoretical 

work of Freire (1970) and Dewey (1938). Freire (1970) stated that students “‘know 

things’ they have learned in their relations with the world” (p.63) and have the “ability to 

reason” (p.66). Dewey (1938) also described students as full of knowledge and 

experience, saying, “The beginning of instruction shall be made with the experience 

learners already have” (p.74). As we talked at one spring meeting about what an 

appreciative stance meant, Andrew said, “We acknowledge what kids bring,” and I 

agreed saying, “They aren’t empty” (inquiry meeting, March 31, 2014). This idea of 

students bringing knowledge to the classroom and to the work of writing and being full of 

knowledge rather than empty reflected our understanding of an appreciative stance 

toward students became a foundation for our shared discourse that we used to design an 

appreciative writing assessment. 

Students in Processes of Growth 

In the inquiry group meetings as we drew on discourses that positioned students 

as capable and knowledgeable, we talked about both wanting to acknowledge the 

resources students brought to their writing from their out-of-school lives and also 

facilitate student writers’ growth toward new knowledge and understandings. In 

articulating our understanding of an appreciative stance, we drew on Hidden gems: 

Naming and teaching from the brilliance in every student’s writing in which K. Bomer 
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(2010) explained “ways to build a writing curriculum from strength, rather than from 

what is missing or what mistakes immediately leap from our students’ drafts” (p.8). We 

considered K. Bomer’s critiques of rubrics and grades and her suggestions of reading 

student writing to find the “beauty and brilliance that exists in every piece” (p.92). As we 

talked about this appreciative stance toward student writing and shared ideas for ways to 

give feedback that focused on students’ strengths, we also wondered how to also 

encourage growth. Andrew suggested that teachers “praise progress” and praise “pushing 

the limits to become a more flexible writer” (inquiry meeting, March 17, 2014). Octavia 

added that teachers “can praise small gains” as well to encourage growth in writers who 

might not feel as confident with their writing (inquiry meeting, March 17, 2014).  

The teachers in the inquiry group recognized that an appreciative stance facilitates 

growth. Andrew commented on the connection between appreciation of students’ 

strengths and moving students forward in areas of growth. He said, “If [teachers] don’t 

have an appreciative reaction, it may shut down the writing” (inquiry meeting, March 31, 

2014). If teachers approach writing assessment by focusing on students’ strengths, it 

provides encouragement for students to continue attempting the work of writers without 

fear of failure. Andrew suggested that we “find what [students] have done well and then 

build individualized goals for how they want to improve as writers. Hidden Gems is a 

door into everything else” (inquiry meeting, March 31, 2014). The appreciative stance 

reflected in Hidden Gems (K. Bomer, 2010) served as a primary tool in teachers’ 
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exploration of the term “appreciative” and their expanding of the term to include student 

growth in the inquiry group’s shared discourse shaping our writing assessment design.  

The ways the inquiry group members took up student growth as an appreciative 

discourse positioned students as in a process of becoming writers rather than as fixed or 

finished. Billy often talked about wanting students to try things in their writing and 

embrace struggle as part of the writing process. He said, “There’s something to letting 

kids do badly at something. As opposed to me intervening and directing [a student] to 

what I would like her to do” (inquiry meeting, April 28, 2014). We wanted our designed 

writing assessment to focus on student growth through the writing process to facilitate a 

dynamic-learning frame (Johnston, 2012) in which students understood that “learning 

takes time and effort, so trying hard is valued” and that “problems/challenges/errors are 

to be expected if a person is taking on challenge—which is valued” (p.17). One of the 

teachers’ goals for the assessment was to encourage students to try things with their 

writing and with the writing process, not necessarily get it “right.” 

To encourage this mindset of learning being a process of trying things, even 

things that might not work, we wanted students to move away from molding their writing 

to conform to teachers’ expectations or to an assessment rubric. Billy suggested that 

teachers “grade final reflections and not the final product” (inquiry meeting, March 3, 

2014). Andrew also suggested that we “structure grades around engaging in the process” 

because we wanted “students to leave with control of the process, not all these products” 

(inquiry meeting, March 24, 2014). Our goal was for the assessment to provide students 
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opportunities to try new things as writers, so we decided to focus on students growing as 

writers and engaging in the writing process rather than writing a perfect piece. If students 

received grades for trying things and engaging in the process of writing rather than for 

finished products, we hoped they might focus more on growth and learning because they 

would be less afraid about the grades they would receive. 

Andrew commented on product-oriented assessment saying that there is a “hyper-

focus on the writing and not the writer. Then it’s done. The writing is over. But what does 

the writer do?” (inquiry meeting, March 24, 2014). The teachers in the inquiry group 

wanted to design assessment practices that would encourage students to engage in the 

writing process to grow and develop as writers, that would, in the words of Lucy Calkins 

(1994), teach the writer, not the writing. Andrew noted that many of the marginal 

comments teachers place on students’ writing, such as “awk,” (awkward) are “product-

oriented,” and I agreed that they don’t “offer any positive suggestions” to help the writer 

grow and improve (inquiry meeting, March 31, 2014). Rather than simply evaluating 

students’ written products, we wanted writing assessment to facilitate students’ learning 

and growth.  

This shift to grading students’ writing processes is one significant way in which 

teachers engaged with, and countered, the discourses of writing assessment in schools, a 

phenomenon that I discussed earlier in terms of grading. Andrew articulated the 

connection between an appreciative stance and a focus on writers’ growth through the 

writing process. He said that typically in writing classrooms, “your writing is never good 
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enough until it’s finished. Now, it’s always good enough, and it’s never finished” 

(inquiry meeting, March 17, 2014). The inquiry group’s shared discourse around growth 

positioned both the student and their writing as in processes of becoming, rather than as 

people and writing that either have or have not arrived at a predetermined end point. 

Dewey (1938) discussed the concept of education as facilitating growth and noted that 

growth should lead to “continuing growth in new directions” (p.36). Instead of a product-

oriented assessment that did not recognize or encourage students’ growth through the 

writing process, the inquiry group wanted to create a writing assessment that focused on 

“process paired with reflection” (Andrew, inquiry meeting, March 3, 2014). Spence’s 

(2010) work also considered the ways in which students bring understandings of 

language and craft to the writing process that might not have been apparent in the final 

product. If we valued students’ growth as writers, then we wanted to create an approach 

to assessment that showed students the importance of recognizing, articulating, and 

reflecting on growth.  

This central aspect of the design was stated on the assessment framework (see 

Figure 7): “Document knowledge of genre and engagement with process along the way to 

assess growth at the end” (framework document, December 10, 2014). Items included in 

the assessment of growth were “writer’s revision decisions,” “trying revision strategies,” 

students’ engagement in the writing process, and students’ “growth as writer[s].” By 

focusing writing assessment on student reflection and growth throughout the writing 

process, the inquiry group positioned students as in a process of growth. By focusing on 
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the writing process rather than solely the finished product, the assessment design 

demonstrated to students that writers work on writing rather than just being good or not at 

composing polished products. This discourse shaping the assessment design reflected 

Wenger’s theories of identity and learning—that “[identity] is not an object, but a 

constant becoming” (p.154) and that “[learning] is not just an accumulation of skills and 

information, but a process of becoming” (p.215). The assessment design did not offer 

students identities that were fixed or finished, such as writing assessments that assume “it 

is possible to isolate a particular human ability, like writing, and measure it” (Huot, 2002, 

p.83) and that position writing as a “fixed, consistent, and acontextual human trait” 

(Huot, 2002, p.83); instead, the inquiry group’s design offered students identities that 

were in a process of becoming, that necessitated trying and revising. Huot (2002) noted, 

“Redirection of teacher judgment can alter student focus away from their grades and their 

current identity as students and toward their writing and the writers they can become” 

(p.73). The assessment design framed writing and learning in a different way: it allowed 

students to try things in their writing without being afraid of not getting it “right.” Just as 

the assessment described writing as in process, so were students positioned as in process 

and not finished.  

Students as Authorities 

Drawing on appreciative discourses that positioned students as knowledgeable 

and in a process of growth caused inquiry group members to question who had the 

authority to assess student writing. If students brought knowledge to their writing, then 
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they also brought knowledge to the assessment of their writing that we needed to 

acknowledge in our assessment design. Lily first used the word “democratic,” saying that 

she wanted to create a writing assessment in which the “teacher is not the arbiter of the 

grade” (inquiry meeting, September 17, 2014). We wanted our approach to assessment to 

position students with the authority to assess their growth through the writing process, 

just as previous studies have shown educators positioning students as having expertise 

and authority in writing curriculum and instruction (Gutiérrez, 2008; Skerrett, 2013). 

Huot (2002) explained, “Unless we teach students how to assess, we fail to provide them 

with the authority inherent in assessment…the role of student consumes that of writer, 

with the student completing revisions she has no role in creating and effectively not 

learning how to make her own decisions about her writing” (p.67). By including students 

in the assessment process and asking them to articulate their decision-making and reflect 

on their growth through the writing process, teachers positioned students as 

knowledgeable, capable, and agentic. 

During one of our early inquiry meetings, Billy brought the topics of power and 

authority to the group. He commented on our shared reading of Hidden Gems (K. Bomer, 

2010) saying, “It made me think about authority. Whose opinion matters? We have no 

problem exercising our authority, but we don’t position kids with that same authority” 

(inquiry meeting, April 14, 2014). Billy raised a concern about the lack of authority 

students have in traditional writing assessment practices and about the imbalance of 

power between teachers and students. He mentioned that when teachers write evaluative 
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statements and grades on student writing, “then that’s the authority; it trumps the kids’ 

writing” because the teacher is the “more authoritative voice” (inquiry meeting, April 14, 

2014). Billy continued to question the balance of authority in the classroom as he said, “I 

was thinking that if kids evaluated me, I could advocate for myself,” to which Octavia 

replied, “Kids can’t do that most of the time.” Billy responded, “They could, but they 

wouldn’t” (inquiry meeting, April 14, 2014). Billy touched on the imbalance of power in 

the grading system and brought this critical consideration of power and authority into our 

shared discourse shaping our assessment design.  

The teachers in the inquiry group did not want their opinions about student 

writing, uninformed by the writer, to determine the assessment of students’ writing. 

Because this topic continued to arise in inquiry group meetings, I brought to a fall 

meeting (November 12, 2014) Bob Fecho’s (2011) book Teaching for the students: 

Habits of heart, mind, and practice in the engaged classroom and shared with Lily, 

Octavia, and Billy an excerpt about assessment: 

The idea of self-assessment is significant because it fosters self-

empowerment. If assessment is always something done to us rather than 

with us or by us, it will rarely ever be for us. Nor will it provide us with 

the skills to call our own abilities into focus. We remain, for the most part, 

at the mercy of the judgment of others. Unless learners are engaged in the 

process, assessment is largely monological…It is mostly something done 

to the disempowered. (Fecho, 2011, p.32) 
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In the paragraphs that follow, Fecho (2011) explained the need for assessment to become 

a dialogue. These concepts of self-assessment and dialogue became significant additions 

to our shared discourse around student authority. The inclusion of student self-assessment 

in our writing assessment design became a way for students to advocate for themselves 

and their growth as learners and writers. These understandings of an appreciative stance 

again built on the work of Dewey (1938) and Freire (1970), as Dewey (1938) considered 

“the powers and purposes of those taught” (p.45), and Freire (1970) emphasized students’ 

“right[s] to their own purposes” (p.76). This aspect of our assessment design recognized 

the knowledge students brought to their writing and gave students voice and authority in 

the assessment process.  

The inquiry group’s writing assessment design, the framework document (see 

Figure 7), stated as a key aspect of the assessment, “The bulk of assessment is in the 

hands of the students” (framework document, December 10, 2014), and in the “Who is 

assessing” column of the chart, the student is listed in every row, with the exception of 

the publication stage of the writing process, in which the student receives feedback from 

peers and audience members. This aspect of the design positioned students as 

knowledgeable and capable of assessing their writing. Additionally, this part of the 

design offered students identities of authority and agency as students were to be 

participants in the negotiation of meaning around the assessment of their writing and 

growth as writers. The framework document also listed under the ”What is assessed” 

column, “writer’s purpose.” Rather than writing to fulfill predetermined requirements or 
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complete a checklist, the assessment framework left the assessment open to students’ 

purposes and revision decisions.  

The teachers in the inquiry group designed and implemented a writing assessment 

shaped by appreciative discourses to position students as knowledgeable, capable, and 

strong and to offer students identities as people in a process of growth and people who 

had voices and the right to participate. The inquiry group knew that writing assessment 

sent messages to students about who they were and what they were capable of, so Lily, 

Octavia, and Billy designed and implemented the assessment framework with the 

intention of shifting assessment discourses to alter those messages.  

CONCLUSION 

As the teachers in the inquiry group negotiated with discourses around writing 

assessment within the inquiry group, they were also members of their schools, so the 

inquiry, design, and implementation work included negotiating across multiple 

communities of practice. Additionally, those communities—the inquiry group and 

teachers’ schools—did not possess equal power. For instance, our inquiry group did not 

have the power to alter schools’ grading requirements or to shape writing assessment on a 

state level. Wenger (1998) explained this unequal power, saying, “Once we see our own 

practices as located in broader economies of meaning, we may come to the conclusion 

that the meanings we learn to produce locally have little currency in the wider scheme of 

things” (p.220). Yet this lack of local currency did not detract from teachers’ agency to 

use appreciative discourses as tools to shape writing assessment in their classrooms. This 
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study contributes to previous research, which has shed light on teachers’ abilities to act in 

agentic roles through critical, collaborative inquiry (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999; 

Simon, 2015).  

The New London Group’s (1996) concept of design reflected this possibility for 

participants to affect daily practices. While a design is “founded on historically and 

culturally received patterns of meaning…At the same time it is the unique product of 

human agency: a transformed meaning” (New London Group, 1996, p.76). By forming a 

community of practice to investigate the discourses shaping writing assessment and to 

design an approach to writing assessment shaped by appreciative discourses, the teachers 

in the inquiry group pushed against institutional and historical writing assessment 

practices, transformed those practices, and made change within their classroom 

communities. The teachers altered the “messages and norms embedded in classroom 

social relations and practices” (Giroux, 2001, p.67). Building on appreciative discourses, 

teachers negotiated what counted as knowledge around writing and writing assessment, 

both in the inquiry group and in their classrooms. In the following chapter, I will provide 

a closer look into Lily’s classroom implementation of the assessment framework and the 

ways she drew on appreciative discourses of student knowledge, growth, and authority in 

redesigning her assessment practices to align with the inquiry group’s design.  
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Figure 5.1: Inquiry Group Assessment Framework 

 

Writing assessment for writing process guided by genre study 

 

Concepts behind this assessment: 

● Document knowledge of genre and engagement with process along the way to assess 

growth at the end 

● The bulk of assessment is in the hands of the students 

● While this looks linear, it is our goal to emphasize the recursive nature of the process 

● We want this assessment process to feel as “authentic” as possible (we do not want it to 

become a series of worksheets) 

 

Part of Process What is assessed Who is assessing Possible Formats 

Before immersion in 
genre 

Existing knowledge of 
genre 

Student Notebook writing 
Collection of artifacts 

Inquiry into mentor 

texts 

What makes a “good” 

mentor text 

Student  

Planning for the draft Writer’s purpose 

Influence of mentor 
texts 

Student 

Peer 

Conference with peer 

(peer takes notes) 
Recorded interview 
with peer 

Revision Writer’s revision 
decisions 

Trying revision 

strategies - what is 

working, what is not 

Student 
Teacher (as a more 

experienced writer, 

not judge) 

John’s questions  
Conference with 

teacher (recorded, 

notes) 

Publication Effect on readers Peers/Audience  

Post-Publication Genre study 
Writing process 
Growth as a writer 

Student 
Teacher 

Written reflection 
using previous 
assessment artifacts 

as evidence 
(collect in portfolio?) 

Oral presentation 
Group conversations 

(give questions prior) 

 

 

Lingering questions: 

● When/how to teach self-assessment? 

● How to keep track of all the “stuff”? 
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Chapter 6: Redesign and Implementation of Appreciative Writing 
Assessment 

This chapter explores my second and third research questions focused on Phase 2 

of the study: How do English Language Arts teachers implement their writing assessment 

designs in their classrooms? What happens when teachers implement their writing 

assessment designs in their classrooms? For my analysis in response to those questions, I 

chose to focus on Lily and one class of students as a case study of the implementation of 

the inquiry group’s writing assessment design. I made this choice because of my 

analytical focus on teachers’ design and redesign of their teaching practices around the 

assessment framework. While Billy did redesign his classroom assessment practices 

during the implementation phase of the study, he had been using many of the principles 

from the framework in his classroom practices. As I discussed in chapter 4, the inquiry 

group’s design drew on Billy’s existing assessment practices, such as his use of student 

reflections and self-assessments and his considerations of students’ writing processes in 

assessment decisions. Lily, during the school year in which she was involved in the 

study, was in the process of more drastically redesigning her writing assessment practices 

in response to her work in the NWP summer institute and the inquiry group. I focused my 

analysis of the implementation phase of the study on Lily to understand the ways in 

which she changed her practices in response to her learning and inquiry around writing 

assessment. This choice, however, has sociopolitical implications, as Lily’s school and 

classroom student populations were not as racially and linguistically diverse as students 

in Billy’s teaching context. The data from Lily’s classroom did not allow for the kind of 
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culturally relevant analysis reflected in my review of literature and theoretical 

framework. While my focus on Lily allowed me to examine ways she changed and 

redesigned her assessment practices, it limited my understandings of the ways these 

practices impacted the writing and writer identities of culturally and linguistically diverse 

students.  

Yin (2014) defined case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context many not be clearly 

evident” (p.16). This chapter presents my investigation of the phenomenon of Lily’s 

implementation of the inquiry group’s writing assessment design and examines that 

phenomenon within the real-world context of one class period of Lily’s tenth-grade 

humanities course at Star Academy. Lily’s humanities class was a semester-long course 

that met every weekday for an hour and a half. I visited Lily’s class four to five days a 

week from mid-February to early June to get a sense of the classroom community and 

Lily’s overall approach to curriculum, instruction, and assessment. This chapter, 

however, focuses on one three-week unit in which Lily specifically implemented the 

inquiry group’s assessment framework.   

As this study is a formative experiment (Reinking & Bradley, 2008), one of the 

primary goals is to modify the designed intervention to achieve a pedagogical goal. As I 

discussed in chapter 4, the inquiry group’s designed intervention was not a fixed 

approach to writing assessment, but instead was an “ambiguous artifact” (Engeström, 
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2011, p.618), a framework open to teachers’ decisions about implementation. As Lily 

redesigned her assessment practices around the inquiry group’s framework document, the 

artifact became “filled with increasingly rich meaning” (Engeström, 2011, p.621). In this 

chapter, I present the case of Lily’s implementation to explore the ways she experimented 

with implementing the inquiry group’s writing assessment framework. 

Because of the nature of formative experiment research (Reinking & Bradley, 

2008), my analysis and findings in this chapter on Lily’s implementation have theoretical 

implications but are more practical in nature, showing how Lily redesigned her classroom 

practice in response to the inquiry group’s design. The Design-Based Research Collective 

(2003) emphasized the importance of researchers and practitioners examining both 

classroom practices and the theoretical foundations underlying those practices as they 

implement interventions: “Design-based research goes beyond merely designing and 

testing particular interventions. Interventions embody specific theoretical claims about 

teaching and learning, and reflect a commitment to understanding the relationships 

among theory, designed artifacts, and practice” (p.6). This chapter will present my 

analysis of the ways Lily implemented the inquiry group’s designed artifact and modified 

or redesigned her classroom practices in response.  

My analysis of Lily’s classroom implementation of the inquiry group’s writing 

assessment framework included data from classroom observations, teacher and student 

assessment artifacts, classroom audio recordings, and teacher and student interviews. In 

response to the research questions—How do English Language Arts teachers implement 
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their writing assessment designs in their classrooms, and what happens when teachers 

implement their writing assessment designs in their classrooms?—analysis revealed the 

following findings: 

1. As Lily redesigned and implemented her writing assessment practices around 

the inquiry group’s framework document, she redesigned and implemented 

related classroom practices, specifically,  

o writing instruction that focused on student-led genre study,  

o increased peer dialogue within the classroom community, and   

o students’ roles as co-designers of assessment. 

2. Lily’s redesign of the above aspects of curriculum and instruction had the 

following effects/outcomes: 

o They concretized appreciative discourses in classroom practice.  

o They positioned students as valuable and knowledgeable participants who 

held authority in the classroom. 

o They offered students identities as writers in a continual process of 

growth. 

o They empowered students to take risks and experiment with their writing. 

3. As Lily implemented an appreciative approach to writing assessment, she 

negotiated competing discourses, particularly around systems of required 

grading within her school and classroom. Lily navigated these competing 

discourses by promoting a culture of openness and trust in her classroom with 
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students about grading/assessment discourses and including students as 

authorities and decision-makers in the assessment design process. 

REDESIGNING RELATED CLASSROOM PRACTICES 

In the fall of 2014, as the inquiry group was completing its design of an 

appreciative writing assessment, Lily tried out some of the ideas from the inquiry group’s 

design as well as from her own inquiry project in the local National Writing Project 

(NWP) summer institute. She implemented some of those ideas about writing assessment 

in her classroom and often reported back to the inquiry group how things went. In the 

spring of 2015, Lily engaged in another round of experimentation by redesigning her 

writing assessment practices around the inquiry group’s framework document. 

Implementing the assessment framework, however, was not as simple as dropping a new 

assessment approach into pre-existing instructional plans. As Lily implemented the 

framework, she adapted related classroom practices in response to her redesigned writing 

assessment, specifically, her approach to writing instruction, classroom community 

dynamics, and students’ roles as thinking partners. Wenger (1998) explained the 

relationship between design and implementation, saying, “Practice is a response to 

design….Unexpected adaptations of the design are inherent in the process” (p.233). The 

redesign of Lily’s assessment practices necessitated her redesign of multiple aspects of 

teaching and learning in her classroom so that each aspect was aligned with the 

appreciative discourses shaping the assessment design. Though Lily’s classroom 

practices might not have directly reflected the work of R. Bomer (2010) or K. Bomer 
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(2011), those shared texts provided a theoretical foundation for the classroom practices 

that Lily’s redesigned. Reflecting my discussion of appreciative discourses in chapter 5, I 

continue to draw on the work of Dewey (1938) and Freire (1970) to theorize discourses 

of student knowledge, growth, and authority that shaped the inquiry group’s design as 

well as Lily’s redesign of her writing assessment and instructional practices. 

Redesigned Writing Instruction: From Teacher-Created Assignments to 
Student-Led Genre Study 

In spring 2015, Lily implemented the inquiry group’s assessment framework 

within a three-week long essay-writing instructional unit. As Lily planned her instruction 

for this unit, she considered how her writing instruction and assessment shaped one 

another. In an interview at the beginning of the essay unit, Lily described her classroom 

implementation of the assessment framework and reasons for redesigning her writing 

instruction: 

I think particularly what hasn’t worked has been really informative for me. 

Those moments when I thought my assessment didn’t match what I 

wanted my kids to be thinking about during the writing process. Or how 

my assessment shaped what actually happened and turned it not into 

authentic writing…Going through the [NWP] summer institute and talking 

so much about what real writing is and the ways that our classrooms shape 

students’ long term understanding of writing and themselves as writers 

was really eye-opening for me. And working now to change what I do in 
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this classroom so that I’m not just creating assignments. ‘Cause I know 

that’s what I did for a really long time. (interview, February 24, 2015) 

Lily recognized that her writing assessment did not align with her goals of students 

understanding the writing process and developing writing identities. Additionally, her 

writing assessment shaped her writing instruction in ways that led to inauthentic, teacher-

created assignments. She realized that she needed to redesign both her instruction and 

assessment to align with her goals. Lily explained her thinking about changing her 

instructional approaches in response to redesigning her assessment practices:  

I’ve tried all kinds of assessment. I’ve worked with rubrics, and I’ve 

worked with kids talking instead of writing about what they did, but I 

think as long as it’s attached to this assignment that I created and normally 

it only really lives in the classroom and has no purpose outside of it then it 

has always felt a little inauthentic. And I knew it. I just didn’t know how 

to fix it. Even if I thought the assignments were good, most of them didn’t 

carry kids on beyond English III. (interview, February 24, 2015) 

Lily had tried different approaches to writing assessment, but she understood that she also 

needed to experiment with her writing instruction so that both sent similar messages to 

students about what writing was and about who they were as writers. If her writing 

assessment was going to involve students and allow students to make decisions about 

how to assess themselves, then Lily thought that the assessment could not be attached to 

writing instruction that was fully teacher-directed and did not support students’ growth 
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beyond one assignment. Dewey (1938) explained this kind of instruction to support 

student growth: “Every experience should do something to prepare a person for later 

experiences of a deeper and more expansive quality. That is the very meaning of growth” 

(p.47). The “acquisition of skills” does not prepare students for later experiences or future 

growth (Dewey, 1938, p.47); instead, learning how to continue learning “is the only 

preparation which in the long run amounts to anything” (Dewey, 1938, p.49). This shift 

in instructional practice reflected an appreciative stance in that Lily positioned students as 

bringing knowledge to their writing; she regarded students as co-learners in the writing 

process rather than as lacking knowledge about writing, which she, as the teacher, needed 

to solely provide.  

Lily wanted to move away from assignment-driven writing instruction, in which 

she told students how to write, and they followed her directions. She had come to see this 

kind of instruction as inauthentic, as not “real writing” that exists outside of school. She 

wanted her students to instead engage in learning and growth that would carry on beyond 

classroom assignments. She understood one way of doing that to be building students’ 

understandings of the writing process, so that they could come to know how to approach 

any writing task, not just the particular assignments that she taught them how to 

complete. Lily also mentioned shaping students’ understandings of their writing 

identities—again, knowledge that students could carry forward to other writing situations 

beyond her class.  
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 In the fall, the inquiry group had talked about genre study (Lattimer, 2003; Ray, 

2006; Whitney, Ridgeman, & Masquelier, 2011) as an instructional approach and a way 

to organize the assessment framework. Lily commented to the group that genre study 

gave her “a different frame” for writing instruction, one that emphasized student inquiry 

rather than teacher-led instruction (inquiry meeting, November 5, 2014). She said that 

genre study asks students to “be curious; notice things” and positions students as 

“[people] with interests” (inquiry meeting, November 5, 2014). She explained, “Maybe if 

we can give [students] the skills to know how to go through inquiry, then they can…get 

the choice where you really do get to explore your interests” (inquiry meeting, November 

5, 2014). These aspects of genre study as led by students’ curiosity and interests aligned 

with Lily’s goal of moving away from writing instruction led by teacher-created 

assignments.  

During the spring essay unit, Lily decided to use genre study as a way to teach 

essay writing rather than using a teacher-created assignment, as she had done in the past. 

As opposed to following Lily’s instructions about essay-writing, in the genre study unit, 

students gathered examples of published essays, inquired into writers’ purposes, 

structures, and ways of crafting those essays, and carefully studied one mentor text (Ray, 

2006) together as a class. Table 6.1 provides an overview of the unit.  
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Table 6.1: Lily’s Genre Study Unit 

Date Focus of class work 

Mon, Feb 23  Students wrote and discussed previous experience with essays  

 Class made list of “what essay could be” from Kingsolver 

essay 

Tues, Feb 24 & 

Wed, Feb 25 
 Students wrote about possible essay topics 

 Students read essays and added to their lists of “what essay 

could be” 

Thurs, Feb 26  Students determined purpose and structure of Kingsolver 

essay and their individual mentor texts 

Fri, Feb 27  Students determined purpose and structure of Kingsolver 

essay and their individual mentor texts 

 Students completed Participation Reflection 

Mon, March 2  Class conjectured what might have been in Kingsolver’s 

notebook 

 Students collected ideas around their topics 

Tues, March 3  Class discussed how the essays should be graded 

 Students collected ideas around their topics 

Table 6.1 cont.  
 
Wed, March 4  Students collected ideas around their topics 

 Students completed “Getting Your Head Together Interviews” 

with peers to plan for their drafts 

Thurs, March 5  Students continued collecting ideas around their topics and 

planning for their drafts 

Fri, March 6  Students drafted their essays 

Mon, March 9 & 

Tues, March 10 
 Students asked peers for revision suggestions and revised their 

essays  

Wed, March 11  Students edited and formatted their essays 

Thurs, March 12  Students published their essays to peers and faculty 

Fri, March 13  Lily began assessment conferences with students 

 

On the first day of the essay unit, Lily opened class by saying to students, “The 

term essay has been co-opted by academia” (field notes, February 23, 2015). She then 

asked students to write down some thoughts responding to questions about writing they 

had done in school: “What kinds of writing have you been required to do? What are 
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features of that writing?” (field notes, February 23, 2015). Students sat at round tables 

and wrote silently for a few minutes. Lily broke the silence and asked students to talk 

about the ideas they had written down. Students started talking all at once at their table 

groups; they were lively and animated as they shared their experiences with Advanced 

Placement timed essays and Opinion Papers required in their English classes.  

After walking around the room listening to these conversations for a few minutes, 

Lily brought the class back together and asked students to write, in their table groups, 

letters to generic “teachers” expressing what school writing had made them think about 

the genre of essay. The groups spent about ten minutes composing their letters, and then 

the class moved their chairs into one large circle as one representative from each group 

read the letters aloud. Many of the letters expressed frustration, defeat, and boredom from 

school writing assignments. One group’s letter read: 

  Dear high school teachers,  

You have made me think that it is impossible to write a good essay. That 

essays should be graded based on the number of concrete details that are 

put in them. Or if the topic of an opinion paper isn’t “interesting” to you it 

is a bad grade. That you write “awk” on all our papers but you never 

explain how to consistently fix it. That no paper is good enough. Now I 

really dislike writing. It makes me feel like I will never be good 

enough…I only like writing when it’s not for a grade. (February 23, 2015) 

Another group of students wrote: 
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  Dear high school teachers,  

We actually don’t completely hate writing school essays, we just find 

them mostly completely useless. Because of their complete structure and 

because we know exactly what we need to write, so they’re brainless. You 

just do what it says without actually thinking, and we get a good grade…It 

seems to be more grade-centered than an actual learning experience. 

(February 23, 2015) 

Lily began the essay-writing unit by inviting students to participate in 

conversations about traditional school writing practices and critique them; she asked 

students to share their knowledge, experiences, and frustrations about essay writing. Lily 

set the tone for the genre study unit by asking students to define the genre from their 

existing knowledge (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1970). While Lily’s primary goal for this 

opening activity was for students to explore the genre of “school essay” so that she could 

contrast that genre with real-world essays, a secondary outcome was student critique of 

traditional classroom writing instruction and assessment. In interviews at the end of the 

essay unit, several students reiterated these critiques as they described their typical in-

school writing experiences. Cortes, a sixteen-year-old male student who self-identified as 

Hispanic, said, “It’s essays with prompts and a certain defined structure that’s pretty rigid 

and not very fun. You have to be very specific to what the teacher wants…You mostly 

have to be really rigid. You have to stick to the rubric” (interview, April 9, 2015). Amala, 
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a fifteen-year-old female student who self-identified as Indian, described a similar 

approach to writing in school:  

There’s kind of already a set structure. Like, you need an introduction, and 

then three body paragraphs and a conclusion, and each body paragraph has 

to have, like it’s so specific, in each body paragraph there has to be an 

introductory sentence, then evidence, and then analysis and then another 

evidence and then analysis. It’s literally all we learned in English this year 

was how to structure those correctly. (interview, March 31, 2015) 

Ben, a sixteen-year-old male student who self-identified as White, echoed the 

responses of his classmates: “We will receive a rubric that will say you need to have this, 

this, this, and this, and it needs to be this long, this point font if it’s typed…And then if 

you hit all the points, and you looked at the other parts of the rubric, then congratulations, 

you got a hundred” (interview, March 24, 2015). These students described essay-writing 

in school as complying with teacher directions, given structures, and rubrics, the same 

kind of teacher-directed assignments and assessment which research has shown is 

common in classrooms (Ketter & Poole, 2001; Scott, 2008; Sommers, 1982) and from 

which Lily wanted to depart.  

After the students shared their experiences with writing essays in school, Lily 

contrasted school essays with essays written outside of school; she said to the class, 

“Writing exists outside of school. There are other ways to write” (field notes, February 

23, 2015). She explained that during this next unit of study, they were going to “change 
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the way we talk about writing” (field notes, February 23, 2015) by looking together at 

examples of essays written outside of school, for purposes other than fulfilling a school 

assignment. Lily handed to each student a copy of Barbara Kingsolver’s (2002) essay 

“Life is Precious, or It’s Not” about the 1999 shooting at Columbine High School and 

read the essay aloud as students followed along silently. After she finished reading, Lily 

said to the class that Kingsolver’s essay “breaks the rules” and is an example of “what an 

essay could be” (field notes, February 23, 2015). Lily began the essay-writing unit, not by 

telling students what an essay is or how to write one, not by giving them a teacher-

created assignment, but by investigating with students “real-world” examples of essays. 

Lily put a piece of paper under the document camera at the front of the room, and 

wrote the words “What an essay could be” at the top of the page. She asked students to 

generate this list based on their reading of the Kingsolver essay. To help them think about 

possible responses, Lily asked, “What would teachers here [at Star Academy] have 

marked as not okay about this?” (field notes, February 23, 2015). Students said things 

like, “Metaphorical, not a lot of concrete evidence,” “Begins with experiences and moves 

toward the abstract,” “Strong emotions expressed. Guilts audience,” “Asks and raises 

questions without answering them,” “Author includes herself throughout entire essay,” 

and “Incorrect grammar. Fragments. No transition words” (“What an essay could be,” 

February 23, 2015). Students gave responses out loud as they thought of characteristics to 

add to the list, Lily wrote their ideas on the paper, and students copied the list into their 

writer’s notebooks. Lily positioned (Davies & Harré, 1990) her students as being capable 
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of determining what an essay could be based on their inquiry into published examples. 

Instead of an assignment or a rubric telling students what their essays should include, the 

student-created lists of “what an essay could be” provided students with many 

possibilities for writing essays.  

Lily concluded this activity and the class period by telling students that over the 

next two days of class, she was going to provide several examples of published essays so 

that students could “find essays that speak to you because of the topic or the writing” 

(Lily, field notes, February 23, 2015). Lily explained the purpose of this immersion in the 

essay genre, saying, “The more you see what an essay could be, the more you will see 

what you want to write” (field notes, February 23, 2015). Students spent the following 

two days, Tuesday and Wednesday, reading essays, talking about the essays with one 

another, recommending essays to friends in the class, adding to their lists of “what an 

essay could be,” and writing in their notebooks about possible topics for their own essay 

writing. Rather than a teacher-created assignment driving students’ work in the essay 

unit, students’ knowledge and interests (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1970) informed their 

understanding of the genre and their own essay-writing.  

Thursday, Lily brought the class back together to look again at the Kingsolver 

(2002) essay. While Lily guided their inquiry, she tasked students with figuring out how 

writers structured their essays to convey their purposes. Lily put the students into groups 

of three or four and asked each group to “name what [Kingsolver] is doing in each part” 

of the essay (field notes, February 26, 2015). Students named the ways Kingsolver 
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crafted her essay by providing labels for different sections of the essay, such as “personal 

anecdote,” “hard evidence,” “experiences with the topic,” and “comment on society” 

(student work, February 26, 2015). Lily then brought the class back together to share 

their group work. After going through each section of the Kingsolver essay as a class, 

Lily put students in groups to examine the individual mentor texts they had chosen to 

guide their own essay-writing. Each table was to go through the same process of naming 

the parts of the essays to see various ways that essays could be structured. The students 

continued this small group work for the entirety of class on Friday and ended the week by 

putting posters on the walls of the classroom that displayed the possible structures for 

essays that they had gleaned from their mentor texts. In this redesigned approach to 

writing instruction, Lily did not explicitly teach students how to write an essay; instead, 

she asked students to determine how to write an essay by looking at examples of the 

genre and investigating features of those examples. Lily privileged students’ knowledge 

and inquiry, and she privileged what she called “authentic” writing (interview, February 

24, 2015) by asking students to shape their essays around examples of published essays 

rather than teacher-created assignments.  

The following Monday, Lily continued her inquiry-based approach to writing 

instruction as she asked students to explore how essayists generate ideas for their writing. 

She brought the class back to the Kingsolver essay to “guess at the thinking that went into 

the essay” (field notes, March 2, 2015). Lily again had the essay under the document 

camera at the front of the room, and she asked students to think with her about how 
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Kingsolver might have come to the different ideas that ended up in the final piece. The 

class went slowly through the essay, with Lily reading short sections aloud, and students 

speculated about notebook entries Kingsolver might have made in preparing to write her 

essay: “lists,” “rants,” “things happening in the world,” “counter-arguments,” and “other 

people’s thoughts” (March 2, 2015). The students learned how to gather ideas for writing 

by inquiring into a published piece of writing and guessing at the author’s writing 

process.  

As Lily thought about ways to implement a writing assessment that would ask 

students to reflect on the decisions they made about their writing, she recognized that she 

also needed an instructional approach that would facilitate students’ decision-making. 

Lily found genre study (Lattimer, 2003; Ray, 2006; Whitney, Ridgeman, & Masquelier, 

2011) to be such an approach. She understood that both her writing instruction and 

assessment needed to position students as writers who were capable of making decisions 

about their writing—she could not implement a writing assessment that did so and 

continue to instruct students using assignments that specified to students what an essay 

was and how they should write one. Freire (1970) emphasized student decision-making 

as a necessary component of freedom and humanization, saying, “To alienate human 

beings from their own decision-making is to change them into objects” (p.85). Dewey 

(1938) also emphasized “the importance of the participation of the learner in the 

formation of the purposes which direct his activities in the learning process” (p.67). 

Lily’s lesson plans for the first six days of the essay unit focused on students’ close study 
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of the essay genre; at no point during that week did Lily tell students what an essay was 

or should be or how they should approach writing their own essays. Rather than 

conforming their writing to an assignment, rubric, or Lily’s expectations, students 

decided what an essay could be based on their critique of school writing practices and 

their exploration of real-world writing. By basing her writing instruction on students’ 

inquiry into the essay genre, Lily positioned students’ knowledge about essay-writing 

alongside, or even above, teachers’ knowledge; in doing so, Lily concretized appreciative 

discourses around student knowledge and authority (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1970) in her 

assessment practices.  

Lily’s redesigned approach to writing instruction was new for students as well as 

for Lily. As shown in students’ interview responses earlier in this section, Lily’s students 

were familiar with teacher-created assignments and rubrics, and they were used to 

crafting their writing to fit prompts, predetermined structures, rubrics, and teachers’ 

expectations. A few times during that first week of the unit, students expressed some 

uneasiness or uncertainty in response to the lack of specific requirements, asking Lily 

questions such as, “How long does it need to be?” (field notes, Tuesday, February 24, 

2015). While these questions to Lily were brief and few, they pointed to students’ lack of 

familiarity with making their own decisions about writing in school. When students asked 

Lily questions about requirements for the final essay product, Lily did not answer with 

specificity. She pointed students back to their mentor texts as examples and asked 

students to make decisions about topic, length, structure, tone, and format. When students 
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asked her about the appropriateness of their chosen topics, she answered that they should 

write about “what you want to write about” (field notes, February 23, 2015). As 

participants in the classroom community, students negotiated meanings (Wenger, 1998) 

with Lily around these new practices and approaches to writing instruction.  

On the Monday following that first week of the essay unit, Lily and I talked about 

how impressed we were with the work her students had done while investigating the 

essay genre. During that conversation, Lily said to me, “I can’t be the same kind of 

teacher. I can’t make all those decisions for [students] now that I know they can” (field 

notes, March 2, 2015). Lily recognized how her previous teacher-directed approaches to 

writing instruction had taken away from students their authority to make decisions about 

writing, and she confirmed her choice to implement an instructional approach that 

allowed, and even required, her students to make their own decisions about their essay 

topics, purposes, structures, and formats. 

Redesigned Classroom Community: From Teacher-Student Conferences to 
Peer Dialogue 

As Lily planned the essay unit, she thought about how to implement the 

assessment milestones represented on the framework document to capture students’ 

thinking and decision-making throughout the writing process rather than only at the end. 

At the beginning of the essay unit, Lily talked with me about how her work in the inquiry 

group was shaping her thinking about teaching and assessing writing: “I think us working 

together specifically in thinking about the assessment as a process, and seeing that it 

could be happening all throughout instead of this thing that happens at the end… so I 
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think sort of lengthening assessment to not being something that just happens at the end” 

(interview, February 24, 2015). In her assessment of student work during the essay unit, 

Lily wanted to get at students’ writing processes rather than only their finished products, 

and she drew on peer dialogue as a tool to accomplish that. In redesigning her approaches 

to writing assessment, Lily reconstructed the dynamics of the classroom, as she 

intentionally planned opportunities for students to talk with one another during multiple 

stages of the writing process: deciding on a topic, planning for the draft, and revising the 

draft. This aspect of writing assessment was not part of the texts (K. Bomer, 2010; R. 

Bomer, 2011; Spence, 2010) upon which the inquiry group drew; however, Lily drew 

upon an appreciative stance toward students in her use of peer dialogue as an assessment 

practice. Because she believed that students brought knowledge and expertise to their 

writing, and because she wanted to give students a voice in the classroom community, 

she positioned students as capable of participating in the assessment of one another’s 

writing.  

In the fall, Lily used writing conferences (Ball and Lardner, 2005; K. Bomer, 

2010; R. Bomer, 2011; Murray, 1979) as a way to talk with students as they engaged in 

the work of writers. Lily explained to the inquiry group how she had tried conferring with 

students as a way to assess students’ writing and growth throughout the writing process 

and tailor her writing instruction for each student based on those assessments. As students 

planned for their drafts, Lily “sat with kids and asked questions, responding to things I 

was seeing” (inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). She explained that her students took 
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notes during these conferences so that they would have evidence of their planning and 

thinking at the end of the process; it was “like an interview at the planning stage” (Lily, 

inquiry meeting, November 12, 2014). In the spring as Lily redesigned her assessment 

practices around the assessment framework, she continued conferring with student 

writers on a daily basis, but she built up this aspect of using talk to assess students 

throughout the writing process by adding peer-to-peer dialogue to her assessment 

practices.  

In the spring, Lily and I discussed the possibility of students talking in pairs or 

groups as a way to facilitate students’ articulation of their decision-making and a way for 

Lily to “lengthen assessment” by capturing that thinking during the writing process rather 

than only at the end. As Lily and I discussed these possibilities, I said, “I wonder if they 

could be in a dialogue group throughout the process,” and Lily responded, “That’s really 

interesting. Particularly, [the inquiry group] talked about having them even in planning 

for the draft, talking to a peer, that’s sort of a baby-step towards or even becomes the 

beginning of the dialogue group” (interview, February 24, 2015). Lily noted another 

benefit of having students talk to one another: “They would already know something 

about the pieces too, it wouldn’t be brand new information. You could get past that to the 

actual process” (interview, February 24, 2015). By asking students to talk with one 

another throughout the writing process, Lily thought that students might be able to move 

from talking about the content of their essays to the decisions they were making as 

writers. As students continued talking at different stages of the writing process, peers 
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could become familiar with one another’s writing topics and could then talk about more 

complex aspects of crafting their essays.  

After the first six days of genre study during the essay unit, Lily asked her 

students to write about how they were thinking about their topic, saying, “What is this 

thing right now? See where your piece is at the moment” (field notes, March 3, 2015). 

Students had done some exploratory writing about possible essay topics in their 

notebooks, and this was an opportunity for students to move toward making decisions 

about their essays topics. Students wrote for a few minutes, and then Lily stopped them 

and told them to get into pairs and talk with one another to “gauge people’s reactions” 

about their topics (field notes, March 3, 2015). Students took the writing they had just 

completed and moved their chairs to sit next to their self-selected partners. Students 

talked though their early thinking about their essay topics and gave feedback to one 

another about how interesting or appealing the topics sounded.   

 The next day, after students collected ideas around their essay topics, Lily 

facilitated more formal peer interviews as students planned how they might write their 

essay drafts. Lily used various tools to build students’ meaningful participation (Wenger, 

1998) in the peer dialogue; one such tool was a handout Lily created titled, “Getting Your 

Head Together Interview” (March 4, 2015) (See Figure 6.1 below).  
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Figure 6.1: Lily’s Peer Interview Handout 
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While Lily had interviewed students during the planning stage in the fall semester, this 

time she foregrounded peer dialogue by asking students to interview one another. The 

questions on the “Getting Your Head Together Interview” sheet guided students to ask 

one another about particular aspects of their essay writing: topic, purpose, audience, and 

craft.  

That evening after school, Lily met with the inquiry group and talked about her 

implementation of the assessment framework, going through each stage of the writing 

process represented on the framework document. Just as her students had done in the peer 

interviews, Lily shared her thinking about classroom practices with fellow teachers and in 

doing so was able to talk through her decision-making and clarify to herself and others 

the reasons for those decisions. Additionally, Lily received feedback and support from 

her peers. What follows in an excerpt from our conversation as Lily talked about the way 

she had assessed students’ planning for the draft: 

Lily: Today they did an interview of each other since they were going to 

be drafting tomorrow. I said, “I want you to get your heads 

together one more time.” [Takes out “Getting Your Head Together 

Interview” sheet.] And I specifically asked about some of the 

things [students had done]. I was like, “Go back and look at that 

purpose sheet, go back and look at your ‘What Essay Could Be.’” I 

asked, “What’s the topic, what’s the purpose, what’s your 
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structure, what’s the reaction you want, and what are you going to 

take from that…?” 

Billy:  This is planning, or this is about…? 

Lily:  This is what they did today with the intent to draft tomorrow.  

Billy:   Wow.  

Lily: It was quick. Their conversations were maybe ten minutes each 

with each other. I just wanted it down one more time… 

Billy:  I like that.  

Lily:   Before they write.  

Billy: I like the idea of, as opposed to just that being within yourself 

doing that, I like the idea of articulating it to somebody else. 

Lily: That’s the language I used. I said, “It makes sense in your head. I 

need you to articulate it to somebody else.” 

Billy:  Yeah, I think that’s an important step.  

Octavia:  That’s an important skill. Right? I notice that a lot. I’m like, “I 

know, but ugh, I just have it here” [points to head].  

Billy:  I like that a lot.  

(inquiry meeting, March 4, 2015) 

Lily explained her rationale for using peer dialogue as a way for students to articulate and 

record their decision-making at the planning stage of the writing process. She also used 

the peer interviews to assess the ways students were drawing from their study of the 
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essay genre in their planning. Not only did the peer dialogue allow Lily to assess 

students’ planning, but it also facilitated students’ self-assessment as they had to 

articulate to classmates their decision-making about their drafts.  

 Later in the inquiry meeting, Lily asked the group to think with her about possible 

ways to assess students’ next phase of the writing process: revision. As Lily had not yet 

reached that part of the writing process with her students, she was still considering ways 

to redesign her assessment of students’ revisions. Lily brought these questions about 

implementation to her fellow teachers. In response, Billy, Octavia, and I talked about our 

experiences as writers and shared ways we had struggled with revision. I shared with the 

group that I had never before revised as thoroughly as when I wrote my dissertation 

proposal, and part of the reason for the extensive revisions was the feedback I received 

from my committee chair. Lily commented on my experience, saying, “You’re not going 

to see [a reason to revise] yourself” (inquiry meeting, March 4, 2015). In the following 

excerpt, Lily and I discussed ways for students to receive revision suggestions from 

peers: 

Amber: If we each had drafts, and we had Randy’s list of strategies for 

revision (R. Bomer, 2011, p.208), maybe I read yours and then 

look at the list 

Lily:  And recommend 

Amber: Yeah, maybe these two or three strategies and why 
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Lily: I like that. Do you think it’s better, they’ve been in pairs a lot, 

would this be the time to create writing groups, so it’s not just one? 

Like you’re going to sit with three people, so you would get 

feedback from multiple people who are making different 

suggestions? I don’t know.  

Octavia: They work in pairs throughout the process? 

Lily: They’ve been talking to each other a lot…I think I’ve made them 

talk to each other, talk to someone everyday at some point on some 

level.  

Literacy scholars have noted the value of student talk in English Language Arts 

instruction (Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Christoph & Nystrand, 

2001) and in writing instruction (R. Bomer & Laman, 2004; Laman, 2011). Lily 

emphasized to the group how central student talk had been to her redesigned assessment 

practices, and she thought with inquiry group members about how to bring student talk 

into her assessment of students’ revisions. Through this collaborative conversation, Lily 

considered possible arrangements for student dialogue other than pairs.  

 Lily’s students spent the following two days drafting their essays, and on the 

Monday of the following week, Lily began class by telling students that they were going 

to spend two days revising their essay. She described revision as “seeing again” and as 

making their drafts different, not better. She drew from R. Bomer’s (2011) explanation of 

revision as when writers “look back at finished text and try to find a way to reopen what 
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feels closed” (p.210). She handed students a sheet that she created titled “Ways to Revise 

Your Piece so it’s Different.” On the handout Lily had compiled seventeen different 

strategies for revision and had created a space for students to receive revision suggestions 

from peers. The instructions for receiving suggestions from peers read: 

Often we can’t see our own piece for all its potential and/or all its needed 

changes. Thus, your task is to ask at least three people to read your piece 

before class on Wednesday. They are welcome to mark minor changes on 

the draft itself (spelling, punctuation, etc.) but their REAL TASK is to 

tell you how the piece could be different. They can use the list above as 

inspiration, even recommend specific tasks you should complete for 

specific moments/parts/paragraphs/pages of the draft, but they must 

recommend some specific task to help you make the piece different. Use 

the space below to record their names and their recommendations. 

Showing me this paper filled out will count as a daily grade! (“Ways to 

Revise Your Piece so it’s Different,” March 9, 2015).  

After giving students the handout, Lily told the class that they should go back to their 

drafts after receiving revision suggestions from a peer to make changes to the draft based 

on the suggestions. She noted, however, “You don’t have to take the advice, and that 

includes mine. If it’s a conscious choice” (field notes, March 9, 2015). By including peers 

in the assessment process, Lily positioned her students as having knowledge about 

writing and as having the authority to participate in assessment of other writers’ work. 
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She offered her students identities as writers who could inform the work of others and 

who could make decisions about whether or not to use the feedback. Additionally, Lily 

chose to give students a daily grade for this work around peer dialogue and in doing so, 

legitimized the role of dialogue in the writing process within the system of grading at her 

school. As research has shown that classroom teachers sometimes work within systems of 

standardization to subvert them (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; Rex & Nelson, 2004; Zoch, 

2013) and work to negotiate competing discourses around literacy instruction 

(Handsfield, Crumpler, & Dean, 2010), Lily strategically worked within her school’s 

system of required grading to alter the nature of the grades she gave to students’ work.  

 After receiving the handout and Lily’s instructions, students moved around the 

room to find classmates to read and respond to their drafts. Students sat together talking 

about drafts, making revision suggestions, and taking notes on those suggestions. Others 

went up one by one to Lily’s desk to ask her advice about their drafts. This classroom 

activity and talk around revision continued the following day. What follows is an excerpt 

from a conversation between two students, Philip and Kenny, two sixteen-year-old White 

male students, as Philip suggested ways that Kenny could make his essay about 

participating in gymnastics more accessible to a reader: 

Kenny:  I think you’ve got a really strong, the last half of your paper was 

the strongest part. The first half is good, but some of it blurs 

together a little bit, maybe because I don’t have the gymnastics 
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know-how, but maybe just add a little bit to keep the reader’s focus 

somehow.  

Philip:   So like what? 

Kenny:  Like before you enter Coach David, in the first part. I’d read over 

the first half a few times.  

Philip:  Did you get an overall feeling that I overcame these problems that 

I had in the past? 

Kenny:  Yeah.  

Philip:   Ok, good. So I need to make it a bit more accessible. 

Kenny:  Yep. 

Philip:   Thanks.  

(audio recording, March 10, 2015) 

In this conversation, Philip and Kenny talked with one another as fellow writers. They 

talked about revising according to Philip’s intended purpose and audience rather than 

revising to fit a rubric or the teacher’s expectations. Philip was able to assess whether or 

not a reader understood his purpose of conveying the “feeling that I overcame these 

problems I had in the past.” Kenny was able to share his assessment of Philip’s writing as 

a bit too specialized for an audience unfamiliar with gymnastics competitions and lingo.  

 Across the room Ben and Fred, a sixteen-year-old male student who self-

identified as Chinese-American, read one another’s essay drafts and stopped periodically 

to talk about their reactions to the drafts: 
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Ben:  When I run into things I don’t understand I’m going to ask you about it. 

[reads Fred’s essay draft] 

Fred: This isn’t really a big problem, but this sentence about you sometimes can 

cause something irreversible, that makes sense to me, but I don’t think 

that’s what you’re trying to do. I don’t think you directly cause an 

irreversible thing in the world. You should go a step before that to… 

Ben: Let me make a note about that, and I’ll revise that.  

 [writes] 

 Ok, thank you. Yeah, I’ll just add another sentence before that one or after 

it.  

Fred:  Like it makes sense, but you’re kind of skipping over something. 

Ben:  Yeah, I was thinking that paragraph, I was really shaky on the transition, 

so I was trying to figure out a way to do that concisely, but I think, you’re 

right. I need another sentence.  

In this part of their conversation, Fred noted the need for additional information and 

explanation in one part of Ben’s essay. From talking with Ben throughout the writing 

process, Fred was familiar with what Ben was “trying to do” with his essay and could 

make suggestions about how Ben might convey that message more clearly in his writing. 

Ben articulated to Fred his struggle with that part of the essay and thought with Fred 

about ways to address the lack of clarity in that paragraph. As Ben and Fred continued to 
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talk about their essay drafts, the conversation turned to Fred’s essay, as Ben responded to 

Fred’s conclusion: 

Ben: Do you want to put forth anything, any of your own ideas for this? 

Fred:  No, because that wasn’t really the point of the essay. I was just trying to, 

like, mention it.  

Ben: Just mention things? 

Fred: Yeah, it might be a little confusing. I might add a transition or something 

between that sentence and the last one, but I’m not trying to answer the 

problem.  

Ben:  It’s not that it’s confusing, it’s just that when I’m reading this, I’m almost 

expecting you to have your next paragraph be like, “Here’s some of my 

ideas.” 

Fred: Yeah, when I was writing it, I had to keep stopping myself from writing 

anything really solving [the problem].  

Ben:  Okay.  

Ben shared with Fred his reactions and expectations as a reader to see solutions to the 

problem Fred presented in his essay. In response, Fred articulated his purpose for the 

essay: to share only the problem and no solutions. Fred listened to Ben’s advice, but both 

Fred and Ben prioritized Fred’s decision to leave out solutions to the problem.  

The talk among students during revision allowed Lily to see and hear the ways 

students were making decisions about their drafts. Perhaps more importantly, the peer 
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dialogue allowed students to informally assess themselves and one another; it gave 

students opportunities to practice recognizing and articulating their thinking during the 

revision process, including the ways their purposes had evolved and the ways they were 

intentionally crafting their essays to convey those purposes. Students were also able to 

practice reading others’ writing carefully and critically and provide others with specific 

and helpful feedback.  

In her final conference with Lily at the end of the essay unit, Amala pointed to a 

revision conversation with a classmate, Audrey, as particularly helpful in her writing 

process. Amala said, “The thing that helped me the most was that…I wanted to create 

some suspense in the beginning, so instead of saying ‘the penguin,’ I used the word ‘it’ 

because I wanted to create some suspense…but it didn’t really work out. I didn’t realize it 

didn’t work until [Audrey] told me” (assessment conference, March 13, 2015). Amala 

explained that after reading her draft, Audrey told her, “I have no clue what you’re 

talking about. It’s not even suspense, I’m just tuning out.” Amala laughed as she 

recounted Audrey’s feedback and commented on how the feedback helped her recognize 

the lack of clarity in her pronoun usage. Similar to the conversations between Philip and 

Kenny and Fred and Ben, the dialogue between Amala and Audrey allowed Amala to 

receive informal assessment from a “test audience” and assess her own writing in 

response to that feedback.  
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After the essay unit ended, Lily reflected on the way she redesigned her 

assessment practices around peer dialogue. She talked about her reasons for including 

dialogue as a key piece of her writing assessment: 

I think it’s coming from where my inquiry was last summer [in the NWP 

institute]…and feeling like my assessment was not dialogic last year when 

I did this. I don’t know if it really was at all. And I walked away from that 

feeling like, I’m missing an opportunity because the class is so dialogic, 

like we depend on dialogue to figure things out. And I’d made discussion 

a centerpiece of what we do here, that learning happens in discussion, and 

I saw the disconnect. But that’s not happening in my assessment. So there 

was that impetus to I’ve got to bring this over to assessment, no matter 

how hard it is. (interview, May 21, 2015) 

Lily wanted continuity between her use of class discussion as an instructional approach 

and her writing assessment practices. Teacher-student conferences gave Lily an 

instructional framework that provided space for dialogue. In the spring, Lily expanded 

her use of dialogue by facilitating peer conversations about writing and by including 

student dialogue as an aspect of her writing assessment. She commented on the benefits 

of including peer dialogue as a centerpiece of her assessment: 

I think a lot of them talking to each other is because I know I can’t talk to 

everyone, and I also know that they’ll say things to each other that I won’t. 

Or they’ll admit things about projects that they wouldn’t admit to me. And 
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I just think the more they can have those positive conversations with one 

another, that’s just good life skills to learn how to talk seriously with 

another person and get feedback. (interview, May 21, 2015) 

From fall to spring, Lily redesigned her use of dialogue as an assessment tool by shifting 

the role of the interviewer from herself to students. These student-to-student 

conversations served as informal self and peer assessments to inform students’ writing 

processes and as opportunities for students to articulate decisions they were making 

throughout the writing process about their essay topics, purposes, audiences, and 

structures. By emphasizing peer-to-peer talk and feedback as an aspect of writing 

assessment, Lily created with her students a classroom community in which students 

talked with one another as writers, recognized one another’s thinking about their writing, 

and regarded one another as people capable of providing helpful feedback about writing.  

Redesigned Student Roles: From Partial Participants to Thinking Partners  

Though Lily’s humanities class afforded her the freedom to design her writing 

instruction and assessment practices without constraints of the state standardized test, 

Lily’s classroom practices were still subject to school discourses (Foucault, 1970) about 

what grading and assessment of student writing should look like. As a result, part of 

Lily’s process of implementing an appreciative approach to writing assessment involved 

negotiating competing discourses, such as those discussed by Wohlwend (2009). Lily’s 

negotiations were particularly around systems of required grading within her school. 

While Lily used the inquiry group’s assessment framework to assess students’ growth 
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and decision-making throughout the writing process, grades placed a fixed value on 

students’ work and abilities. In negotiating appreciative discourses of student knowledge, 

growth, and authority with school discourses around required grading, Lily drew on her 

students as thinking partners in redesigning and implementing her assessment practices.  

Negotiating competing discourses. As Lily planned how to implement the 

assessment framework, she engaged in a process of deciding how to capture in numerical 

grades the kinds of learning and growth the framework facilitated. In an interview at the 

beginning of the essay unit, Lily explained her dilemma with grading: “I have to have so 

many grades in my grade book…so deciding what pieces I think are worth attaching an 

actual number grade to in order to fulfill my requirements” (interview, February 24, 

2015). Huot (2002) commented on the ways teachers must consider grading as a part of 

their assessment practices: “The context for revision, growth, and self evaluation have 

always existed within the framework of being graded” (Huot, 2002, p.66). Because her 

school required her to report numerical grades for each student, Lily had to decide how 

and what to grade and how to reconcile the inquiry group’s assessment framework with 

her school’s grading requirements.  

In both fall 2014 and spring 2015, Lily pushed against the practice of assigning 

fixed numbers to student work by grading students’ engagement in the writing process 

rather than their demonstration of skill mastery (Wohlwend, 2009) in written products. 

She talked with the inquiry group in the fall about how she attempted that change in her 

assessment practices, explaining that students “didn’t get grades on the final thing, only 
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the process” (inquiry meeting, November 5, 2015). To grade students’ writing processes, 

she presented students with a list of strategies for collecting ideas around their topics and 

a list of strategies for revising their drafts. For each part of the writing process, collecting 

and revising, students received a grade based on the number of strategies they tried. Lily 

explained to the inquiry group the details of this approach to grading: “There was a C 

level, a B level, and an A level for every piece of the process that I could differentiate, 

and so they got a grade for each [part of the writing process], and then I averaged [them] 

together” (inquiry meeting, November 5, 2014). Lily had devised a way to grade 

students’ engagement in the writing process and fulfill her grading requirements; 

however, she grappled with some aspects of that approach, as she posed a question to the 

inquiry group, “What if [students] do more [strategies], but it’s half-ass?” (inquiry 

meeting, October 29, 2014). Lily recognized that she might not want to base students’ 

grades on the number of collecting or revising strategies they tried because students 

trying more strategies did not necessarily mean that they were engaging more deeply with 

the writing process. 

In the spring Lily wanted to continue grading students’ writing processes rather 

than written products; she said, “I don’t necessarily want to grade their final pieces, the 

piece itself. I didn’t last semester when I did something similar, and it was really 

powerful for a lot of them that they got feedback but without a number” (interview, 

February 24, 2015). Lily, however, continued to question her approach of giving students 

grades based on the number of collecting and revising strategies they tried. As she had 
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done with other aspects of redesign, she brought these questions to the inquiry group and 

said, “Last semester I made them check in with me, as part of the grade. You had to do 

this collecting. You had to do so many of [the strategies] to get your A, and I hated it. I 

hated every moment of it” (inquiry meeting, March 4, 2015). Lily wanted to change this 

method of grading students’ writing processes because she felt like she possessed too 

much control over students’ writing processes and over the assessment process. 

Similarly, Lily grappled with basing students’ grade on a specific number of revision 

strategies: “I don’t really know since I don’t think I want to be like, ‘You must do three 

of these [revision strategies] that show up on this list.’ That doesn’t feel right. So I’m not 

quite sure what to do there” (inquiry meeting, March 4, 2015). Though Lily wanted to 

focus her assessment practices on students’ growth through a process of writing and give 

students authority to assess themselves, she was not sure how to grade those aspects of 

writing. Octavia, Billy, and I did not necessarily answer Lily’s questions about how to 

redesign her grading practices, but we gave her a space to think out loud about moving 

away from assessment practices that required students to complete a specific number of 

strategies on a list.  

Lily considered portfolio assessment (Murphy, Bergamini, & Rooney, 1997; 

White, 2005) as a way to make writing assessment more open to students’ decisions 

about their writing processes and their participation in the assessment itself. Lily 

described her reason for wanting students to collect their work in a portfolio: “When I ask 

you questions at the end about what worked, what generated ideas and where did you 
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make changes, you don’t really know that unless you kept up with all of it” (interview, 

February 24, 2015). Lily wanted to grade students’ reflections on their writing processes, 

and she thought that a portfolio might facilitate those reflections. However, she 

considered the downfalls of grading students’ portfolios, saying, “But then I even 

wondered with the portfolio, does it become a grade of, could you keep up with things? Is 

it rewarding children for organization, which isn’t the worst thing in the world, but is it 

what I really care about? I don’t know. I think it’s so hard anytime you have to put a 

number somewhere” (interview, February 24, 2015). Lily confirmed this decision in an 

inquiry group meeting, as she told Octavia, Billy, and me that she didn’t “want the grade 

attached to the keeping of things” (inquiry meting, March 4, 2015). Lily decided that a 

portfolio would make the final assessment and grade too much about physical artifacts 

and not as much about students’ articulation of their decision-making during the writing 

process.  

Including students in assessment design. In negotiating appreciative discourses 

of student knowledge, growth, and authority with school discourses around required 

grading, Lily drew on her knowledge of writing assessment and the expertise of fellow 

teachers in the inquiry group, but she also drew on her students as thinking partners in 

redesigning her assessment practices. As Lily implemented the inquiry group’s 

assessment framework, she redesigned students’ roles as co-designers of assessment and 

as partners in assessment decisions. 
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From fall to spring, Lily changed the way she included students in informing and 

shaping her assessment practices and in helping her negotiate discourses around required 

grading. During the fall semester of Lily’s humanities class, Lily reported to the inquiry 

group that she and her students had talked about and decided what each grade (A, B, C, 

D, F) would mean and together wrote descriptions of what writing would like to earn 

each grade on the scale. She said she wanted to include the students in decisions about 

what the grades would mean because she wanted the grades she gave students to “honor 

the kids and what they’ve been doing” (inquiry meeting, October 29, 2014). Lily wanted 

to position students as participants in classroom decisions by consulting them on 

definitions of each grade in the grading scale; however, Lily did not ask students for their 

input on other aspects of her assessment practices.  

In the spring, Lily expanded students’ roles to those of thinking partners and 

collaborators as she redesigned her writing assessment practices. At the end of the first 

week of the essay unit, Lily gave students a handout that she created titled, “Participation 

Reflection,” which asked the question, “I’ve mentioned that I won’t be grading the final 

piece but instead will be looking at the whole process for a grade. What do you think is 

the fairest way to assess how you engaged in the whole process?” (Participation 

Reflection, February 27, 2015). Lily explicitly asked students for their input and ideas 

about implementation of a new approach to writing assessment that focused on students’ 

writing processes. By collecting their responses (see Figures 6.2 & 6.3 below), she 

involved students in her redesign of writing assessment practices.   
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Figure 6.2: Student Ideas about Assessment (front) 
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Figure 6.3: Student Ideas about Assessment (back) 

 

During the second week of the essay unit, Lily followed up on students’ responses 

on the Participation Reflection with a whole-class conversation about grading and 

assessment. Lily took this opportunity to discuss with students her thinking about how 

she might assess their work during the essay unit and why she was thinking that way 

about assessment. Lily stood in the middle of students’ round tables and started class by 

saying that students would receive a one hundred for a daily grade for bringing their final 

essays to the publication event on the last day of the unit; however, “The major grade is 

not that final piece that you publish. You will get my feedback…when I read it and 

respond to you as a reader, but I don’t want to be the only reader, and I think if I am the 
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one who puts the grade, then I become the audience” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). 

Just as Lily had redesigned her writing instruction to help students’ writing experiences 

become more authentic, Lily pointed to that same reason for changing her grading 

practices. She wanted students’ processes and publication to be more like those of 

published authors, who write for wider audiences than one teacher and for greater 

purposes than receiving a grade.  

 Lily invited students to collaborate with her in thinking and planning for a new 

approach to writing assessment. She referred to the Participation Reflections from the 

previous week and explained that she collected unique responses and typed them on a 

sheet of paper. On one side of the paper, she collected responses related to “how the 

essay process should be graded” and on the other side, she typed responses related to 

“what should count” as part of the grade (see Figures 6.2 and 6.3). Lily handed a copy of 

the collected responses to each student, saying, “So I’m going to put your answers on 

every table. Look at this together and read through it. Read through both sides, come up 

with questions you might have, things you want to add, and then we’ll talk as a class 

about how we’re actually going to pull this off, if I’m not going to grade that final piece” 

(audio recording, March 3, 2015). In their table groups, students started reading aloud 

responses from the sheet and talking together about some of the ideas. Students noted 

ideas from the sheet that they liked and asked one another questions about how those 

approaches could work. Before giving her own ideas about writing assessment, Lily 

privileged students’ ideas about how to assess their work. She involved them in 
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“collective imagination” (Wenger, 1998, p.178) to “reinvent ourselves, our enterprises, 

our practice, and our communities” (Wenger, 1998, p.185), and she included them in 

collaborative decision-making about “how we’re going to pull this off.” 

After giving students about five minutes to read and talk through the responses on 

the sheet, Lily brought the class back together, saying, “Alright, y’all. Let me have your 

attention. How do we actually pull this off? There’s a lot of ideas on here” (audio 

recording, March 3, 2015). Immediately, one student, Lauren, said, “I like peer editing,” 

and another student, Cortes, responded with, “Oh, no” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). 

Lily addressed these mixed feelings about peer review saying, “We are going to do some 

peer review and editing next week as part of the revision process. So that will already be 

built in there. But it did come up a couple times having peers grade it and that being part 

of the grade. That wasn’t on everyone’s [Participation Reflection responses] so I’m a 

little uncomfortable making everyone do that” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). 

Bringing her decision-making and planning to the class community added complexity to 

Lily’s redesign of her assessment practices, as students held differing opinions about how 

their work should be assessed. Similar to the ways in which students questioned Lily’s 

reluctance to give specific requirements in her writing instruction, students negotiated 

meanings (Wenger, 1998) with one another and Lily around new approaches to writing 

assessment.  

Lily pointed students back to the sheet with their collected responses and said, 

“The reason there’s stuff underlined is because this idea of change showed up on a lot of 
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people’s, so that seems like, let me show you the change that happens from beginning to 

end of the process or how the piece develops, that was the common theme that came up 

again and again” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). It is interesting to note that many of 

the students’ responses reflected the design work of the inquiry group, particularly the 

recurring theme of assessing students’ growth over time and their decision-making 

throughout the writing process.  

Lily again asked for students’ input, “Any concerns or questions? Something you 

would add now that you’ve had time to think about it?” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). 

Students sat silently for a few seconds, looking around the room at one another, unsure 

how to answer Lily’s question. Amala then raised her hand and asked, “How are you 

planning to grade the change other than seeing what we have in our notebook?” and Lily 

responded, “That’s what we’re trying to figure out right now. I don’t have a plan. I have 

thoughts but not a plan. Anybody have a plan?” Again, students looked at Lily and one 

another silently. The repeated silence from students and the lack of concrete ideas about 

how to assess students’ writing processes points to the difficulty of considering 

possibilities outside of the norm (Giroux, 2001) as well as the complexity of turning 

abstract ideas into classroom practices. Just as Lily spent weeks in the inquiry group and 

in her own planning considering ways to implement the inquiry group’s assessment 

framework, her students shared in that struggle and deliberation.  
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After a few seconds of silence, Lily shared with students her idea for 

implementing a new approach to writing assessment, which she eventually called 

“assessment conferences”: 

Here are my thoughts. The question I want to ask, but it feels like a really 

vague question so I don’t know if it helps is, “Can you tell me the story of 

how your finished piece becomes what it is?” That’s what I want to ask 

you. Tell me that story. In my head what you would do is use all the stuff 

we’ve been doing. You would use your notebook, and you would show me 

what that story is. But I would like for it to be as open as that so that you 

get to choose what you show me and what you don’t show me. And even 

the method in which you show me this stuff. Because I think some of you 

would love to sit down and just have that conversation. You can flip 

through and you can point to things, and that’s a one-on-one conversation. 

If some of you don’t like to talk to me, cool, you could write it, and I 

would be ok with that too. Any thoughts on that? (audio recording, March 

3, 2015) 

Just as before, students sat silently in response to Lily’s question, so she asked again, 

“Any suggestions about how to pull some of this off or questions?” (audio recording, 

March 3, 2015). This time, Cortes said, “I like that, especially since I really hate writing 

evaluation stuff. I’d much rather say it. I just don’t like writing things that could be 

spoken. So I think that’s cool. I also think that does a good job of how much effort. It’s 
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all hard to grade, but that as good a way as I can think of” (audio recording, March 3, 

2015). Cortes said what many of the students were likely thinking as they sat silently—

that figuring out how to grade students’ writing processes and decision-making is hard. 

The inquiry group had spent weeks addressing that very challenge. Lily acknowledged 

Cortes’s statement that effort is difficult to grade; she said, “It’s hard for me on the ‘what 

should count.’ So much of that, like, how much you care, how much you tried, 

sincerity—I don’t know how to measure those things. I don’t know that I can measure 

those things” (audio recording, March 3,2 015). Lily shared with her students shifts in her 

thinking about writing assessment, shifts from thinking about assessment as measurement 

of students’ skills and writing qualities to thinking about assessment as dialogue between 

student and teacher about students’ writing and decision-making processes. Lily’s 

transparency with her students about her redesign of her assessment practices positioned 

students as collaborators in that redesign process. Through the Participation Reflection 

and this conversation, Lily invited her students to participate in a joint enterprise 

(Wenger, 1998); though the process was less complex than that of the inquiry group, the 

class became a community of practice involved in developing assessment practices, just 

as the inquiry group had been.  

As the conversation continued, Amala asked, “Do these conversations have to 

include a self-evaluation because I’m alright with evaluating myself but when you have 

to put it in a number, a grade number, I freak out, and I’m like, ‘Oh, god.’ So is there any 

way for the conversations to not include that part?” and another student, Lauren, agreed, 



247 
 

saying, “That’s so stressful” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). Lily answered Amala’s 

question, “That’s a good question, so then the question is maybe it depends on the 

person,” and she explained that students could choose whether to give themselves a grade 

or have Lily assign the grade. Amidst students’ focus on grades, Lily again reminded 

them of her intent to grade their writing processes instead of their final products. She 

emphasized that in determining final grades, “It will be really important, and I will try to 

remind you of this…you’re not putting a number on that finished piece, you’re putting a 

number on how well do you feel like you really engaged in this process?” (audio 

recording, March 3, 2015). Just as Lily had to contend with systems of required grading, 

students also had to engage with these differing discourses. Students’ concern with how 

their grades would be determined sheds light on the challenges with pushing against the 

powerful grading system with which students were all too familiar and the difficulty of 

negotiating meanings (Wenger, 1998) and competing discourses (Wohlwend, 2009) 

around assessment within the classroom community.  

Promoting a culture of openness and trust. To facilitate the negotiation of 

discourses in her classroom, Lily promoted a culture of openness and trust with students 

around grading and assessment discourses. This kind of classroom culture allowed 

students, who understood the power that grades held for them in the school system, to 

engage in an unfamiliar assessment process. In her redesign and implementation of an 

appreciative writing assessment, Lily not only included students in designing the final 

assessment, but she also gave students central roles in the assessment process by allowing 
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them to shape the assessment conferences. These findings build on research showing the 

ways in which students can become curriculum partners with their teachers (Gutiérrez, 

2008; Skerret, 2013).  

Openness. To give students the freedom to make decisions about their writing 

processes, Lily, with the help of her students and the inquiry group, designed an approach 

to assessment that was loosely defined. After acknowledging to her students the difficulty 

of implementing a new approach to assessment, Lily said to her class: 

Part of me really is ok with [the assessment] being sort of individual…It 

doesn’t seem right to be like, ‘Everyone must show me this number of 

collecting things and this number of this and this number of this.’ I think 

the process is messy, and so some of you will do more at different pieces 

of it, and not one of those is more important. It sort of depends on your 

independent journey here. (audio recording, March 3, 2015) 

Just as she did in the inquiry group meeting, Lily reiterated to her students her decision to 

change her assessment practices from specificity to openness. Lily had on the dry-erase 

board at the front of the classroom a list of artifacts she recommended students keep from 

their essay-writing process. She explained that students would use those artifacts to show 

“the change that happens from beginning to end of the process or how the piece 

develops” (audio recording, March 3, 2015); however, she left the particulars to students, 

saying, “I would like for it to be as open as that so that you get to choose what you show 

me and what you don’t show me. And even the method in which you show me this stuff” 
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(audio recording, March 3, 2015). The open structure of the assessment conferences 

allowed students to decide how to represent their writing processes through their talk and 

use of artifacts, such as their writer’s notebooks, planning documents, drafts, and peer 

feedback documents.  

Lily ended the conversation about grading and assessment by restating to students 

their role in shaping the final assessment of their work in the essay unit. She said, “If you 

have additional thoughts about this, since it’s not a rubric, there’s nothing set in stone yet. 

We can keep messing with it” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). Lily opened her 

assessment practices to students’ input and ideas and invited them to help her design and 

implement new approaches and ideas. The assessment conferences that Lily and her 

students agreed on also reflected an openness that was a far cry from the rubrics, 

checklists, and specific requirements that Lily’s students had encountered previously in 

school, and even in Lily’s classroom. 

Just as the inquiry group designed an assessment framework that remained open 

to teachers’ decisions about implementation, Lily redesigned her writing assessment to be 

open to students’ decision-making and participation in shaping the assessment 

conferences. Wenger (1998) explained that educational design involves considerations of 

“when to reify and when to rely on participation” because reifying a design can “obviate 

the need for (and complexities of) participation” (p.265). Because Lily’s assessment 

conferences were not heavily reified, they were open to students’ participation in telling 
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individual stories about their writing processes and making decisions about how to tell 

those stories.  

The students responded positively to this class conversation and to their roles as 

thinking partners with Lily. Lauren followed Lily’s closing statement by commenting, 

“This class is a lot better than English because it’s so fun. There’s no, like, rules, and I 

like it so much.” Other students in the class voiced their agreement saying things like, “It 

is” and “I agree,” and one student jokingly said, “It’s like an English class but less 

terrible” (audio recording, March 3, 2015). The absence of “rules” around writing 

assessment allowed students to participate in co-constructing with Lily how they thought 

about and implemented writing assessment in their classroom community.  

Trust. Just as Lily had to negotiate discourses of student knowledge, growth, and 

authority and discourses of writing standards and required grading, students had to 

engage in that negotiation as well. Lily’s students knew that grades held power in the 

school system (Huot, 2002), so they were concerned about the grades they received. For 

students to be able to take risks with their writing and write for purposes other than 

earning a particular grade, they had to trust that Lily would follow through with her stated 

beliefs about grading and assessment. At the inquiry group’s final meeting at the end of 

the spring semester, Lily reflected on the ways in which trust facilitated her approach to 

writing assessment: 

I think there was a culture of trust that I just didn’t have with my first 

semester of kids. They just didn’t trust me that I meant it when I was like, 
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“You’re going to be allowed to assess yourselves, and I take you seriously, 

and you can trust me that this process is safe for you in terms of your 

grades.” I felt like they didn’t trust me first semester…But this group, I 

worked hard from the beginning to be like, “Seriously, we do grades 

differently in here.” My kids are wildly concerned about their grades. 

(inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015).  

For Lily to be able to try a new approach to assessment and grading, one that departed 

from those familiar to students, Lily had to work with students to create a classroom 

environment in which students felt safe to engage in this exploratory and experimental 

work.   

 Lily proved herself to be trustworthy, as she did not assign grades to students’ 

final products. Lily explained the way she responded as a reader: “I read everyone’s 

[essay] but just commented, like Hidden Gems, this is what I see you doing. No grade” 

(inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015). Lily responded to student writing according to her 

reactions as a reader, unguided by a rubric or set of standards. She commented on what 

she noticed student-writers doing in their essays; she did not look for mistakes or errors, 

what was missing. This kind of response reflected the appreciative stance of valuing what 

students know and can do in the work of R. Bomer (2011) and K. Bomer (2010), on 

which the inquiry group drew in the design. As Lily began a think-aloud protocol (Emig, 

1971; Flower & Hayes, 1981) while she commented on students’ essays, she said, “One 

of my goals in this is I want them to know that I see what they’re doing, so I try and 
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react, here’s what I do see, and I don’t know if it’s on purpose or not, but I see you 

making choices. In my head, that’s my refrain, notice these choices that they’re making. 

To affirm that you made a writer’s choice” (think-aloud, March 27, 2015). For example, 

Lily said while commenting on Audrey’s essay about a local bakery that closed, “I’m 

writing, ‘This description puts me there with you. I relax into this place as you obviously 

did.’ I love that she wrote that, this use of the screenplay format or drama format. It’s 

almost like I’m reading a script” (think-aloud, March 27, 2015). After reading a few more 

paragraphs, Lily said, “Abrupt, and that’s exactly what it should be, because she’s very 

suddenly shifted, just like the closing of the bakery” (think-aloud, March 27, 2015). Lily 

engaged in dialogue with students’ writing by commenting on her experiences of reading 

the pieces and her genuine reactions to the writing. She named what she saw students 

doing well and used that dialogue to affirm students’ writing and their identities as 

writers who make decisions about their writing. These assessment practices depart from 

the marginal comments in which teachers focus on perceived errors (Connors and 

Lunsford, 1993; Sommers, 1982; Sperling, 1994). 

Another way that Lily gained students’ trust was by positioning herself as a co-

assessor who came to joint decisions about final grades with students through dialogue. 

Lily talked about the way she positioned herself in the assessment conferences to gain 

students’ trust: “That moment is just full of opportunity…Particularly when I 

communicate that I want honestly out of you, and I’m not out here to get you, which I 

think I did a better job communicating this semester, like I’m not the enemy, then they’re 
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more honest, they really are. I don’t want you to fail, and I think they trust me on that” 

(interview, May 21, 2015). Lily did not position herself as an enemy who forced students 

into compliance by holding grades over their heads; instead, she was a fellow writer who 

genuinely asked student writers about their decisions and processes. Freire (1970) 

described this kind of humanizing relationship: “Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-

students and the students-of-the-teacher cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-

student with students-teachers…They become jointly responsible for a process in which 

all grow. In this process, arguments based on ‘authority’ are no longer valid” (p.80). As 

authority is shared across teacher and students, the relationship between them shifts from 

vertical to horizontal.  Fecho (2011) related this need for dialogue and horizontal teacher-

student relationships to assessment, stating, “Unless learners are engaged in the process 

[of self-assessment], assessment is largely monological…it is something done to the 

disempowered” (p.32). Throughout the assessment process, Lily shared authority with 

students by creating horizontal relationships based on honesty and trust. 

Lily talked in an interview and at the final inquiry group meeting about the ways 

that the classroom culture of trust helped students become less concerned about the 

grades they would receive and more concerned with the work of writing. She described 

this phenomenon within the context of the assessment conferences: 

In the one-on-one conversations in particular, they could forget sort of the 

grade piece of this and just talk to me about what was actually happening, 

what they were actually doing and not worry about the grade. Even in 
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those final conversations, the post-publication conversations, where there 

was a grade that was going to happen at the end, but they got to choose 

that, and they knew that going in, it felt like they were having real 

conversations with me about like, “These are cool things that I tried,” and 

it’s like [the grade] slipped out for a minute, and they got to have authentic 

conversations. (inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015) 

These approaches to assessment including collaborating with students on assessment 

designs and engaging students in dialogue as part of the assessment process show how 

Lily’s appreciative theoretical stance played out in classroom practice.  

As Lily earned students’ trust, they could work with her to push against 

discourses of required grading. Huot (2002) explained that “redirection of teacher 

judgment can alter student focus away from their grades and their current identity as 

students and toward their writing and the writers they can become” (p.73). Amala and 

Cortes reported being able to let go of worry about grades and feeling free to engage in 

the writing process to fulfill their own purposes. In an interview, Amala said that 

typically in school, “I don’t know whether I should do what I’m supposed to do or 

whether I should actually, like, take a stylistic risk and risk a bad grade” (Interview, 

March 31, 2015). However, she said that in Lily’s essay unit, “I felt a lot more free…it 

kind of loosened my grip on essays in school” (Interview, March 31, 2015). Amala 

commented on her lack of concern for the final grade, saying, “While I was writing the 

essay, I was like, okay, I don’t even need to worry about the grade” (interview, March 31, 
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2015). Like Amala, Cortes pointed out in an interview that typically in school, “You have 

to be very specific to what the teacher wants,” or “You have to stick to the rubric” 

(interview, April 9, 2015). He commented on Lily’s approach to assessment, saying, “It 

was sort of freeing, in that you don’t have to try to figure out what the teacher wants, and 

you can actually write what you want…it’s cool to be able to do something that you’re 

actually passionate about” (interview, April 9, 2015). By creating an environment in 

which students felt safe and protected from a punitive grading system, Lily provided 

students with an opportunity to engage in and reflect on the complexity of the writing 

process without fear of the final outcome.  

STUDENTS OUTCOMES RELATED TO REDESIGNED ASSESSMENT, INSTRUCTION, AND 

CLASSROOM COMMUNITY 

 Across earlier sections describing Lily’s redesign and implementation of genre 

study-focused writing instruction, increased peer dialogue, and student participation in 

the negotiation of assessment discourses, I have pointed to the ways that these redesigned 

practices concretized appreciative discourses by positioning students as valuable and 

knowledgeable participants who held authority in the classroom and offering students 

identities as writers in a continual process of growth. In this section, I focus specifically 

on student outcomes related to Lily’s final assessment of students’ growth through their 

essay-writing processes. Lily’s final assessment conferences 1) offered her students 

identities as writers, and 2) empowered students to take risks and experiment with their 

writing. 
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Offering Students Identities as Writers 

Lily redesigned her assessment practices to focus more on student writers than the 

writing they produced. Wenger (1998) commented on this important aspect of 

educational design: “Schools gain relevance not just by the content of their teaching—

much of which can be acquired just as well in other circumstances—but by the 

experiments of identity that students can engage in while there” (p.268). Similar to the 

ways students talked with one another about their writing throughout the essay unit, 

students talked with Lily in the assessment conferences about the moves and decisions 

they had made as writers, and in that way had opportunities to try on writer identities. 

In the days following the students’ essay publication, Lily talked with students 

one-on-one as the rest of the class worked on other projects. Each conference lasted 

seven to ten minutes, and she began with the statement, “Tell me the story of how your 

piece became what it is” (audio recording, March 13, 2015). During the assessment 

conferences, Lily kept a list of questions on her desk. As students told the stories of their 

writing process, she asked these guiding questions: 

 What did you take away from the reading of the mentor texts that you chose? 

 How early in the process did you decide what you wanted to write about? 

 What was going on in the notebook? 

 Did you try any of the activities we did to gather your thoughts? 

 What in the revision process was the most helpful in making this piece what it 

became?  
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 What were you aiming for in the revision process?  

 How do you feel about the published piece? 

 What kind of feedback did you get? 

 Have you shared it with anyone outside of our publication? 

 How was our process similar or different from what you would do on your own? 

Questions like, “How early in the process did you decide what to write about?” offered 

students subject positions (Davies & Harré, 1990) as writers who made decisions about 

their topics rather than students who complied with teachers’ assignments. Similarly, 

questions like, “What were you aiming for in the revision process?” offered students 

identities as writers who shaped their own purposes for writing and who crafted their 

writing to convey those purposes to an audience. Vetter (2010) noted the ways that a high 

school English Language Arts teacher positioned students as readers and writers through 

her spontaneous responses to students during reading and writing instruction. Similarly, 

Lily used language to position students with particular writer identities. Lily’s assessment 

conference questions concretized appreciative discourses as she looked for what students 

were doing well in their writing processes. Lily’s appreciative stance is reflected in her 

assessment practices as she positioned students as writers who reflected on their decision-

making during the writing process and used those reflections to understand and articulate 

ways they had grown and developed as writers.  

In answering the assessment conference questions, students often talked as 

writers, taking up the positions that Lily offered (Davies & Harré, 1990) and using that 
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language to enact writer identities (Gee, 2014). In Amala’s assessment conference with 

Lily, Amala recounted decisions she made during her process of writing an essay about 

her love of penguins. She pointed to specific pieces of writing she had completed, such as 

her first draft and a notebook entry about her brother, and explained how they revealed 

her thinking about structuring and crafting her final piece. In the following excerpt from 

Amala’s assessment conference, Amala explained part of her writing process as she 

collected ideas to go into the essay draft: 

Amala: And then this I’m kind of sad about because I really wanted to 

include in detail about, one of my original ideas was to 

explain…[my brother] never really shows that he loves me…but 

then there’s these few moments, like he gave me a few of the 

penguins in my collection, and when he did, it was just like… 

Lily:  So is it that you wanted to have more of him in the piece? 

Amala:  Yeah. 

Lily:  Okay. 

Amala: So that’s why I wrote something in his point of view, but then 

when I wrote the piece, I realized that this is going to be like, I 

don’t know… 

Lily: I’m going to write on here some advice I’ve been given 

before…Maybe this story is still really important to tell, but maybe 

it wasn’t for this piece. But it’s here, right? You’ve got something. 
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Maybe this is the next thing. Or maybe it’s not, maybe it needs to 

sit and rest, but another piece another day.  

Amala: I think that was one of the things at that point, I’m like, “Yes, I’m 

totally going to include this in,” but then later, I was just like, 

“Yeah, this doesn’t really fit in my piece.” 

Lily: That’s a big move though to be willing to say, no it doesn’t fit. 

Particularly if you’re attached to it.  

Amala:  Yeah.  

In the excerpt above, Amala explained that as she collected ideas for the essay draft, she 

wrote about her relationship with her brother. However, Amala decided to make her final 

draft about the way her self-described penguin “obsession” represented the importance of 

accepting others for their unique qualities, so the piece about her brother did not fit with 

this new theme of the essay. Lily’s redesigned assessment gave Amala the opportunity to 

articulate her decision-making and purposes for her writing; she took on the language of a 

writer who made decisions about her writing, and in doing so took up the position of a 

knowledgeable writer that Lily offered through her assessment practices. In contrast to 

the writing assessment practices described by Sperling (1994), Lily built up students’ 

writing identities not only in her assessment of informal notebook writing but also in 

formal final unit assessments.  
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Empowering Students to Take Risks With Their Writing 

Lily pushed against systems of required grading by implementing assessment 

conferences, which assigned grades to students’ processes instead of products and asked 

students to participate in shaping the assessment and deciding their grades. Because the 

grade for the final essay did not require students to conform to a rubric or a set of 

predetermined standards, students experienced freedom to take risks and experiment with 

their writing. Johnston (2012) explained that students who hold a fixed learning frame 

understand “a world of permanent traits and (in)abilities…[so] simple events, like 

mistakes or unsuccessful attempts, are indicators of those fixed characteristics” (p.10). 

On the other hand, students who take up a dynamic-learning frame understand that 

“learning takes time and effort, so trying hard is valued” and that “you can change your 

mind, your smartness, and who you become” (Johnston, 2012, p.17). Lily’s assessment 

practices pushed against notions of students as possessing fixed abilities and emphasized 

to students discourses of growth and becoming (Dewey, 1938; Johnston, 2012). The 

assessment conferences empowered students to become less concerned about getting their 

writing “right” according to a rubric or list of skills and more willing to experiment and 

take risks with their writing. 

In Amala’s assessment conference, Lily asked Amala about her formatting 

choices for her essay, which she divided into two columns divided by a picture of 

penguins. Lily commented, “Visually, it’s really interesting. It looked different on the 

page than a lot of people’s,” and Amala responded: “I didn’t want the type on the top 

because I was trying to drift away from the school essay as much as I could. So I put the 
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title on the bottom and my name on top of that” (assessment conference, March 13, 

2015). Amala purposely veered away from typical formatting conventions. Because her 

grade was not based on following particular conventions but rather on her decisions about 

her writing and formatting, Amala was free to take risks; she could exercise her authority 

as the writer of the essay to format it as she thought fit.  

In his assessment conference with Lily, Cortes described his essay as “kind of a 

mix [of fiction and nonfiction]. It’s all metaphors.” Cortes, like Amala, took risks with 

his writing, moving away from conventions associated with school essays. Lily 

responded to the unconventional style of Cortes’s essay, saying, “Yours has a…lyrical is 

the word that’s in my head. Your essay was different. It was different, and I love that” 

(assessment conference, April 7, 2015). Because of the writing assessment that Lily 

implemented, Cortes was free to make decisions about how to craft his essay. 

Additionally, Lily’s approach to assessment allowed her to appreciate these risks that 

Cortes took with his writing; instead of using a set of requirements or specific categories 

to grade the essays, the assessment conferences allowed Lily to appreciate the ways 

Cortes departed from convention. She said to him at the end of the assessment 

conference, “Yours defies convention, which I’m excited to see the writer you’re going to 

be if you’re willing to play” (assessment conference, April 7, 2015). While Lily had 

positioned students as knowledgeable participants and decision-makers by shifting her 

writing instruction from teacher-created assignments to student-led genre study, her 

writing assessment had to also support that stance for students to be willing and able to 
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take up those subject positions. Lily’s students were not confused by a teachers’ marginal 

comments about ways to “fix” their writing (Bardine, Bardine, & Deegan, 2000; Connors 

and Lunsford, 1993; Sommers, 1982; Sperling, 1994), and they were not trying to 

conform their writing to fit a standardized rubric (Balester, 2012; Spence, 2010); instead, 

they were able to make their own decisions about their writing with Lily and their peers 

as guides and consultants. 

 Because the students’ final grades were based on their writing processes, Lily’s 

students had the freedom to try things that might not work . Amala talked in her 

assessment conference about trying things during the writing process that didn’t work out 

as she had planned. In her assessment conference, Amala told Lily about her first draft of 

the essay: 

I was not happy at all with this first draft because…I wanted to write 

anecdotes, but then I couldn’t think of any particular anecdotes, so then I 

ended up summarizing everything, which was why I didn’t like it…So 

then I realized, I read it over, and I was like, yeah, this is the worst format 

ever. (assessment conference, March 13, 2015) 

Amala was willing to try something with her writing—including anecdotes—even though 

that format ended up not working for her final piece. Cortes talked in an interview about 

this aspect of Lily’s assessment, saying, “She looked back over how the writing evolved 

and everything and how we ended up with the final piece…If you can look at [the 

writing] and be like, well this student was trying and experimenting with these different 
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things and took these things from the class, then that’s sort of the point” (interview, April 

9, 2015). By attaching students’ grades to their writing processes rather than skill 

mastery, Lily wanted students to see their learning as dynamic (Johnston, 2012) and feel 

the freedom to try things in their writing without fear of failure. This approach to 

assessment also allowed Lily to understand more about students’ writing processes than 

the final product alone could have shown. For example, if Lily had assessed Amala’s 

work by looking only at her final written product, Lily would not have known about 

Amala’s attempt to include anecdotes.  

As Lily negotiated among appreciative discourses and discourses around systems 

of required grading, she involved students in co-designing assessment practices. These 

redesigned assessment practices pushed against systems of required grading by involving 

students in grading decisions and focusing more on students’ learning and growth than 

their written products. Throughout the genre study, peer interviews, and class 

conversations about assessment, Lily had positioned students as active and 

knowledgeable participants in her classroom, and the open structure of the final 

assessment conferences reinforced those student identities.  

Lily’s redesigned assessment practices also diminished the power that grades had 

in shaping students’ writing processes. Huot (2002) explained the typical role of grading 

in students’ learning: “Writing papers for a grade creates a role for the student in which 

assessing the value of writing is secondary or moot and the attainment of a specific grade 

is everything. In this kind of assessment, students are accountable rather than responsible 
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because grades come from a bureaucratic, higher authority over which they exert little or 

no control” (p.66). In her redesign and implementation of appreciative assessment 

practices, Lily gave control of the writing assessment to students, as they determined how 

to represent, explain, and show evidence of the work they had done during the writing 

process. Lily commented on this aspect of her assessment, saying, “I want [students] to 

have agency over their own grades” (interview, May 21, 2015). At the end of each 

assessment conference, students decided with Lily on their final grades based on the 

stories of their writing processes and the artifacts they presented. At the end of the spring 

semester, Lily talked with the inquiry group about this approach, saying, “The process 

grade was based on [the students]. Show evidence of process, what you think you earned. 

I usually agreed with them” (inquiry meeting, June 11, 2015). By deciding with students 

their final grades for the essay unit, Lily positioned them as having authority in her 

classroom and in the system of required grading.  

TEACHER REFLECTION ON REDESIGNING AND IMPLEMENTING APPRECIATIVE WRITING 

ASSESSMENT AND RELATED PRACTICES 

Reinking and Bradley (2008) explained that formative experiment research is 

adaptive and iterative, meaning that researchers and practitioners collect data to 

determine what is and is not working within the classroom context and then adapt the 

intervention to make it work more effectively in the classroom. Gutiérrez and Penuel 

(2014) also noted that researchers and practitioners learn from teachers’ adaptations of 

and in response to an intervention. The original goal of the inquiry group was to design 

an assessment that reflected an appreciative stance. The inquiry group then built 
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classroom assessment practices on that theoretical foundation. Lily adapted that design to 

redesign her own classroom practices that did not exactly mirror appreciative practices 

but that grew out of an appreciative stance toward students, their writing, and their 

knowledge. This aspect of formative experiment research is responsive to real-world 

classroom contexts and mirrors what many teachers do in their daily practices. Lily 

commented on her process of continually redesigning her writing assessment practices, 

saying, “I had to try it in the fall and be unsuccessful, successful in a few places, but be 

unsuccessful in a lot of places and try it again. And even now, I will do it differently next 

year” (interview, May 21, 2015). As she tried different approaches to assessment in 

response to her own work in the NWP summer institute and her participation in the 

inquiry group, Lily engaged in a process of continual reflection (Cochran-Smith and 

Lytle, 1999) and adaptation of her assessment practices as well as related classroom 

practices.   

While it may seem that Lily’s implementation of the assessment framework was 

absent of tensions with and among students, it is important to note that this was Lily’s 

second attempt at redesigning her assessment practices. Because her humanities course 

was a one-semester course, Lily was able to implement ideas from her own inquiry into 

writing assessment during the fall semester and then engage in another cycle of redesign 

in the spring. Throughout this chapter, I have noted the ways that Lily experienced 

tensions with her experimental assessment practices in the fall—tensions in her own 

thinking about her practices and tensions with students as they engaged in an unfamiliar 
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assessment process. During the spring, she approached and included students differently, 

by having a transparent conversation with them about trying out new assessment ideas 

and by including students in the design of that assessment. These moves on Lily’s part 

likely contributed to students’ enthusiastic cooperation in the peer conferences and final 

assessment conferences. Lily worked intentionally to create a classroom community in 

which students could feel safe to take risks and try new ways of writing. As I observed 

her class in the spring, I commented often in my field notes how Lily and her students 

had joined together in a community of mutual trust, dialogue, and open sharing of 

writing. That kind of community made it possible for students to trust one another and 

Lily enough to share both their writing triumphs and struggles without fear of criticism or 

failure.   

From fall to spring, Lily redesigned her writing assessment and instruction, not 

merely by examining the effectiveness of particular practices, but by considering how her 

practices aligned with appreciative discourses that positioned students as knowledgeable, 

in a process of growth, and authorities capable of assessing their growth—the discourses 

that also shaped the design of the inquiry group’s assessment framework. Huot’s (2002) 

theory of writing assessment supports Lily’s approach to redesigning her practices, as he 

argued, “It is the beliefs and assumptions behind theoretical and epistemological 

positions that drive writing assessment practice” (p.43). Huot (2002) stated, “Only if we 

examine and interrogate our underlying theoretical positions can we ever hope to alter 

classroom practice in any substantive way” (p.61). Lily redesigned her classroom writing 
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assessment practices by examining the discourses that shaped her instruction and 

assessments and by redesigning her practices to reflect appreciative discourses. In 

addition, she negotiated with discourses of required grading so that students’ grades in 

her grade book also reflected those values. 

By redesigning her writing instruction, students’ roles, and classroom community, 

Lily concretized the appreciative discourses that I discussed in chapter 5, which shaped 

the assessment framework design. Lily understood that her classroom practices as a 

writing teacher sent messages to her students about who they were and what they could 

do as writers. Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) explained that “socially 

powerful, cultural discourses and practices…position people” (p.32). As discourses offer 

new positions, a person can “take on a new or different identity that may lead to new or 

different beliefs or actions” (Gee, 2014, p.21). At the end of the spring semester, Lily 

commented on the power of discourse to position students and offer them particular 

identities. She said: 

I talk to [students] as writers…we set that tone, what we do in here 

matters, I take you seriously…I work really hard to communicate that to 

them [and] I see the way that they sort of lean in to that and rise to it. It’s a 

powerful lesson for me…to communicate that what you’re doing matters, 

you matter. But the power of that language is incredible to me. (Interview, 

May 21, 2015) 
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Given that discourse makes available certain positions (Davies & Harré, 1990) and that 

people use discourse to build identities (Gee, 2014), by redesigning her classroom 

practices to reflect appreciative discourses, Lily offered students identities as valuable 

and knowledgeable participants in her classroom. Lily’s implementation of genre study 

and peer dialogue positioned students as knowledgeable writers. By including students in 

assessment design and in shaping the assessment conferences, Lily positioned students as 

participants who had authority in the classroom. As Lily assessed students’ processes 

rather than their products, she positioned students’ abilities and identities as in a process 

of growth rather than fixed and final. At the end of the spring semester, Lily reflected on 

her redesigned assessment practices shaped by appreciative discourses: 

I think it went really well. Particularly given having tried it in the fall and 

not feeling like it went really well to then watching this thing come to life 

and thinking, “Oh, my god, that’s what it’s supposed to look like” was 

really exciting. This is the best thing I’ve done all year and maybe some of 

the best things I feel like I’ve done as a teacher. (inquiry meeting, June 11, 

2015) 
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Chapter 7: Discussion and Implications 

 In the previous three chapters, I described how an inquiry group of secondary 

English Language Arts teachers designed and implemented a writing assessment that 

reflected an appreciative stance.  In this chapter, I revisit my research questions and the 

ways that I responded to those questions in chapters four, five, and six. I then discuss the 

study’s theoretical contributions as well as implications for practice and directions for 

future research.  

REVISITING RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND FINDINGS 

 In this study, I asked the following questions: Within the context of an inquiry 

group, how do English Language Arts teachers design writing assessments that reflect an 

appreciative stance toward students and their writing? How do English Language Arts 

teachers implement their writing assessment designs in their classrooms? What happens 

when teachers implement their writing assessment designs in their classrooms? 

 In chapter four, I explained how the English Language Arts teachers in the inquiry 

group—Octavia, Andrew, and Billy in spring 2014 and Lily, Octavia, and Billy in fall 

2014—designed a writing assessment that reflected an appreciative stance by first 

constructing a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998) of concepts, texts, tools, and discourses 

that served as resources for the negotiation of meaning around appreciative writing 

assessment. These processes included reading and discussing shared texts, examining 

existing assessment tools, and examining participants’ existing practices to identify 

which perspectives, tools, and practices would inform the writing assessment design. As 
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teachers in the inquiry group constructed a shared repertoire, the group developed a 

shared vision and big picture (Wenger, 1998) for the design of an appreciative writing 

assessment. This connection of the group’s work to larger discourses aligned the 

community not only with those discourses but also aligned group members with one 

another to define a joint enterprise and provide them with shared understandings, values, 

and visions. The draft of the writing assessment design came to be about more than just 

writing and writing assessment; it became a way for teachers to consider their values for 

teaching and learning and the values they wanted to use to shape their writing assessment 

practices. Teachers’ value statements helped them understand the discourses on which 

they drew and articulate the discourses they wanted to use as tools to shape the writing 

assessment design. 

In chapter five, I explored further the particular discourses upon which the 

teachers in the inquiry group drew. During the processes of inquiry, design, and 

implementation, inquiry group members articulated and elaborated on deficit discourses 

present in their school communities, particularly around the mechanisms of required 

classroom grading and standardized assessments. Pushing against these deficit discourses 

became a primary purpose of the inquiry group’s design work. Teachers also articulated 

and elaborated on appreciative discourses shaping the design of the writing assessment to 

include discourses that positioned students as knowledgeable, in a process of growth, and 

having the authority to assess themselves. These elaborated discourses allowed teachers 

to concretize classroom practices stemming from an appreciative perspective toward 
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students and became primary tools that teachers used to shape the writing assessment 

design. 

In addition to using discourses as design tools, the inquiry group also used 

physical tools, such as lists, drafting paper, and summary documents to reify the 

discourses upon which teachers drew and visualize how these larger discourses could 

shape classroom practice. In particular, the inquiry group used the curricular structure of 

a unit plan as a tool for design, which facilitated the group’s move from identifying the 

values underpinning the assessment to designing instruction in which the assessment 

could live out. The inquiry group created a framework document with the intention of 

using this artifact to design classroom assessment practices around the values and 

discourses articulated in the group. In this way, the framework document became a 

boundary object (Wenger, 1998) connecting the inquiry group and the teachers’ 

classroom and school communities. 

To explore the question of how teachers implemented the writing assessment in 

their classrooms, I focused on the case of Lily. As Lily redesigned and implemented her 

writing assessment practices around the inquiry group’s framework document, she 

redesigned and implemented related classroom practices, specifically, writing instruction 

that focused on student-led genre study, increased peer dialogue within the classroom 

community, and students’ roles as co-designers of assessment. Lily’s redesign of these 

aspects of curriculum and instruction concretized appreciative discourses in classroom 

practice, positioned students as valuable and knowledgeable participants who held 
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authority in the classroom, offered students identities as writers in a continual process of 

growth, and empowered students to take risks and experiment with their writing. As Lily 

implemented an appreciative approach to writing assessment, she negotiated competing 

discourses, particularly around systems of required grading within her school and 

classroom. Lily navigated these competing discourses by promoting a culture of openness 

and trust in her classroom with students about grading/assessment discourses and 

including students as authorities and decision-makers in the assessment design process. 

THEORETICAL SIGNIFICANCE 

 In this section, I discuss theoretical contributions of this study, particularly related 

to teachers’ roles in design of curriculum, instruction, and assessment and in design of 

research interventions and teachers’ learning including considerations of their values 

related to classroom practice.  

The Role of Teachers in Design 

 Based on my findings in this study, I advocate for teachers designing curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment, as well as interventions in formative experiment research.   

Designers of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. The findings related to 

teachers’ processes of designing an appreciative approach to assessment and redesigning 

their classroom practices point to the importance of teachers taking on roles as designers 

of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Studies have shown ways that teachers have 

acted as curriculum-designers (Shawer, 2010; Skerrett, 2008) and have engaged in 

collaborative inquiry to design approaches to instruction (Attard, 2012; Butler and 
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Schnellert, 2012; Crockett, 2002; Gates and Watkins, 2010; Hollingsworth, 1992). This 

study builds on previous research by closely examining teachers’ participation in the 

design of an assessment framework and redesign of classroom assessment practices in 

response to that framework.  

Wenger’s (1998) components of a productive community of practice can inform 

the ways we think about teachers’ participation in creating curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment. Wenger (1998) explained how learning and design within a community of 

practice involves processes of participation and reification; he stated, “Reification itself 

does not ensure any effect” (p.92). Reification, or the creation of artifacts, must involve 

participation from members of the community of practice—the members not only take up 

the reified artifacts but also take on identities as the kinds of people who share the 

discourses, values, and practices reflected in the artifacts. Therefore, when a process or 

practice is being designed, those who will use the process or practice must be involved in 

the design.  

Teachers receiving a reified artifact or tool without participating in its creation 

leaves teachers with limited understandings about how that artifact can and should shape 

classroom practices. In contrast, Lily, Octavia, and Billy engaged in a design process that 

included reading, inquiring, talking, and sharing of expertise, which informed their 

creation of the assessment artifact as well as their use of the artifact in classroom writing 

assessment practices. Throughout the design process, Billy, Octavia, and Lily participated 

in the negotiation of meaning around and the reification of the assessment framework. 
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Without the teachers’ complex understandings of the discourses informing the 

design of the assessment framework, they would not have been able to redesign their 

classroom practices as effectively to align with the assessment framework. The group’s 

inquiry began with the idea that assessment should recognize and value what students 

were doing well in their writing, but this initial understanding of “appreciative” (Bomer, 

2011) led teachers to think more about what that term meant. By “acknowledging 

already-existing interests, experiences, knowledge, and skill in order to build upon them” 

(R. Bomer, 2011, p.22), teachers in the inquiry group thought about student learning and 

growth as becoming writers through a continuous process rather than reaching a certain 

end point. Additionally, because they saw students as full of knowledge, teachers called 

into question their own authority to assess students’ writing. An appreciative stance 

shifted teachers’ positions as knowledge-holders and led them to include students in the 

assessment process through dialogue and self-assessment. Through their participation in 

the assessment design, teachers negotiated the meanings of “appreciative.” Wenger 

(1998) explained, “When information does not build up an identity of participation….it 

fails to translate into a way of being in the world coherent enough to be enacted in 

practice” (p.220). Teachers understood how to use the assessment framework in practice 

because they had participated in shaping the meanings around it. During implementation, 

they were not merely using the inquiry group’s designed framework; Lily, Octavia, and 

Billy continued to participate in determining the ways an appreciative stance would 

impact their classroom assessment practices. I argue that Lily, Octavia, and Billy’s 
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reflective practices around writing assessment would not have been as rich without their 

participation in the design of the assessment framework. 

Too often in school contexts, teachers receive curriculum mandates (Achinstein & 

Ogawa, 2006; Agee, 2004; Au, 2007; Diamond & Spillane, 2004; Maniates & Mahiri, 

2011), artifacts they must implement with no knowledge of or participation in the design 

of that artifact. In these contexts, teachers are rarely offered opportunities to build up 

identities of participation in the design of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Both 

Billy and Octavia voiced feeling limited in their implementation of the inquiry group’s 

assessment design because of district and school control over writing curriculum and 

assessment, particularly those aimed at preparing students for the state standardized 

writing test. While Lily’s writing curriculum and assessment was not shaped by 

standardized testing, Lily did encounter a form of curricular control from school grading 

policies and from administrators who thought of writing instruction and assessment in 

more traditional ways.  

According to Wenger’s (1998) theories of participation and reification, mandates 

are less than effective. If teachers do not participate in the negotiation of meaning, do not 

experience ownership of meaning, and are not invited to contribute to the communities in 

which they practice, their implementation of outside mandates will necessarily be less 

thoughtful and complex than if they participated in the design of their practices. 

Teachers, then, should not be receivers of curriculum and assessment mandates; instead, 



276 
 

they should be designers who participate in shaping the processes and practices that they 

will implement in their classrooms. 

Designers of research interventions. Just as I argue that teachers should take 

part in designing curriculum, instruction, and assessment to be implemented in their 

classrooms, I argue that teachers should be involved in the design of interventions within 

formative experiment research.  Researchers conducting formative experiment or design 

studies have an opportunity to privilege teachers’ existing knowledge, practice, and 

ideologies at the outset of the study, before designing interventions addressing 

curriculum, instruction, or assessment. Classroom teachers bring specialized knowledge 

of school and classroom contexts and instructional practices that, in our inquiry group, 

served as essential to the design of a writing assessment. For example, the inquiry 

group’s final design drew upon Billy’s existing practices with student reflection as part of 

the assessment process. Additionally, Lily’s NWP inquiry project on democratic writing 

assessment informed our collective thinking and design. The work of the inquiry group 

shows the potential for more research that comes from teacher/researcher collaboration in 

all stages of formative experiment research.  

Given the growing popularity of formative and design experiments, researchers 

must consider the importance of teachers’ roles in that methodology (Engeström, 2011; 

Gutiérrez & Penuel, 2014). While some formative experiment research studies discuss 

the role of the teacher in the implementation stage of research and in modifying the 

intervention after the initial implementation (e.g., Ivey & Broaddus, 1999), more research 
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is needed on the role of teachers in the design phase of research. Classroom teachers so 

often feel a lack of autonomy in implementing interventions and programs given to them 

by school administrators; researchers must consider our role in this construction of 

teacher agency and autonomy. Rather than bringing interventions to teachers, we might 

emphasize the collaborative nature of the design process as we design with practitioners.  

Lily, Octavia, and Billy had each designed curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment before joining the inquiry group; they brought these identities to the group. 

The inquiry group, however, provided teachers an additional space to engage in the 

negotiation of meaning around writing assessment with others who shared their values 

and ways of thinking and being as writing teachers. Along with supporting teachers’ 

learning as participation in a community, the group also supported teachers’ identities as 

experts and designers, which was not always the case in their school communities. Group 

members positioned one another as valued participants and co-constructors of meaning.  

Because practices and meanings were in the process of being negotiated within 

the community of practice, there were opportunities for change and agency as teachers 

shaped those practices and meanings. By intervening in the world and negotiating 

meaning with others, “meaning-makers remake themselves” and “reconstruct and 

renegotiate their identities” (New London Group, 1996, p. 76). This socially-constructed 

nature of learning and identity offered teachers possibilities of agency within the inquiry 

group—additional opportunities to affect and design writing assessment practices in their 

classrooms beyond what they had been doing individually. Engeström (2011) explained 
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the potential for agency in the design process, saying, “Breaking away from a pre-

existing pattern of activity requires expansive agency” (p.611). As teachers participated 

in the community of practice of the inquiry group, they strengthened their identities as 

designers of curriculum, instruction, and assessment and as agents outside of and within 

the school system who could shape and transform their classroom communities. 

The Value-Laden Nature of Classroom Practice 

The inquiry group’s articulation of discourses shaping writing assessment and 

Lily’s redesign of classroom assessment practice to align with those discourses shed light 

on the value-laden nature of teaching and assessing student writing. For the teachers in 

the inquiry group, assessing writing was about more than designing and implementing 

particular practices; it was also about investigating the discourses underlying writing 

assessment practices and examining their values about teaching, writing, and assessment.  

In designing a writing assessment, Lily, Octavia, and Billy spent time specifying 

the concepts and practices underlying broader deficit and appreciative discourses. They 

focused much of their design work on articulating the values they held toward students, 

teaching, writing, and assessment to purposefully create classroom practices shaped by 

appreciative rather than deficit discourses. Rather than implementing unexamined 

practices, they carefully designed an approach to assessment that aligned with their 

values. If they wanted students to think of learning as a process of growth rather than an 

end point, then their writing assessment had to also focus on that process rather than the 

end product. Both Lily and Billy chose not to grade students’ final pieces of writing to 
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intentionally remove students’ focus from the grade and the fixed final product so that 

students could feel free to engage in the process and try new and different approaches to 

writing without fear of being wrong. Similarly, if the teachers wanted to position students 

as having authority and knowledge in the classroom community, then their assessment 

practices had to reflect rather than negate that stance. The teachers purposefully designed 

the assessment framework to place students’ self-assessment alongside or even above 

teachers’ assessment of student writing. The teachers in the inquiry group understood that 

writing assessment, like all other classroom practices, showed students what they valued 

(Huot, 2002) and how they thought about students’ knowledge, resources, and 

capabilities.  

Given that there are “messages and norms embedded in classroom social relations 

and practices” (Giroux, 2001, p.67), teachers have a substantial responsibility to 

recognize the implicit messages their classroom practices are sending to students about 

their languages, literacies, and knowledges by naming the discourses shaping their 

practices and understanding the ways that those discourses do or do not align with their 

values around teaching, learning, and students. Discourses often remain hidden (Foucault, 

1970), so whether or not teachers recognize the discourses shaping their practices, those 

discourses still define what is known and valued in a classroom community (Giroux, 

2001; Huot, 2002) and still position students in particular ways (Davies & Harré, 1990; 

Gee, 2014). This study points to teachers’ exploration of discourses underlying practice 

as an essential component of reflective teaching (Schön, 1987; Zeichner & Liston, 2010), 
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so that teachers are aware of the messages they are sending to students and the ways they 

are positioning students through their practices.  

Lily, Octavia, and Billy recognized that writing assessment was not neutral (Huot, 

2002)—that the discourses shaping assessment practices sent messages to students about 

who they were and what they were capable of doing (Giroux, 2001). The inquiry group 

wanted to shift students’ identities from people who follow directions and comply with 

assignments to writers who have important things to say and who make decisions about 

their topics, purposes, audiences, and craft. Lily, Octavia, and Billy knew that even 

though their writing instruction positioned students in these ways, their writing 

assessment had to also align with those discourses. Through their design work, the 

teachers transformed their classroom practices by purposefully drawing on appreciative 

discourses to shape their writing assessment and in doing so, transformed the ways they 

positioned students in their classrooms.  

IMPLICATIONS 

 In this section, I discuss implications of this study for classroom practice, teacher 

education and professional development, and educational policy.  

Implications for Classroom Practice 

As stated in Chapter 1, common classroom writing assessment practices, such as 

writing marginal comments and using rubrics, often focus on teachers locating and 

correcting errors within student writing (Bardine, Bardine, & Deegan, 2000; Connors and 

Lunsford, 1993; Sommers, 1982; Sperling, 1994). These practices tend to position 
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culturally and linguistically diverse student writers as deficient, primarily as a result of 

linguistic bias in both rubrics and teachers’ ideologies (Balester, 2012; Ball, 1997; 

Davila, 2012; Kamusikiri, 1996; Kynard, 2008; Spence, 2010). Additionally, rubrics and 

teachers’ marginal comments have tended to position writing teachers as the sole 

authority on student writing (Ketter & Poole, 2001; Scott, 2008; Sommers, 1982), which 

negates students’ knowledge about their writing and learning. This study shows 

possibilities for classroom writing assessment practices that counter these deficit-based 

approaches. 

Possibilities for classroom writing assessment demonstrated in this study include 

focusing on students’ writing processes rather than only their final products and including 

students in the assessment process through reflection and self-assessment. Rather than 

evaluating students’ writing according to predetermined standards, writing teachers might 

include students in the formation of goals and purposes for the writing and their 

assessment of reaching those goals and purposes. Additionally, hearing from students 

about their writing processes provides teachers with information about each student’s 

learning and writing that they could not have gleaned from seeing only a final product. 

Teachers can use this wealth of information from students’ self-assessments about their 

writing processes to inform future writing instruction.  

This study provides one example of how writing assessment shaped by 

appreciative discourses might look. There may be times when writing teachers might 

want to look more closely at students’ final products. The assessment designed by the 
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inquiry group, however, shows the ways that shifting the focus off of the final product 

allowed students to worry less about their grades and engage more fully with trying 

different strategies and approaches to their writing. While teachers’ implementation of 

appreciative writing practices may not look like those of the inquiry group, I urge 

teachers to consider students’ growth through the writing process and student self-

assessment as components of classroom writing assessment.  

It is encouraging to see that literacy assessment is a current topic in professional 

conversations among literacy educators. The National Council of Teachers of English 

created the Assessment Story Project in spring 2015 to better understand teachers’ 

literacy assessment practices. This project consisted of “a five-question survey allowing 

[the NCTE Assessment Task Force] to document K-college teachers’ assessment beliefs 

and practices as well as recommendations for high-quality literacy assessment that 

supports learners” (Yancey, 2015, p.23). This task force has also promoted approaches to 

literacy assessment that reflect “a ‘funds of knowledge and resources’ approach rather 

than the deficit approach more commonly associated with tests” (Yancey, 2015, p.23). 

This study shows possible ways that teachers might take up those ideas from national 

conversations to impact their classroom writing assessment practices.  

Implications for Teacher Education and Professional Development 

 The work of the inquiry group suggests that teacher education and professional 

development should move away from top-down approaches that do not include and draw 

upon teachers’ knowledge and expertise. Instead, inquiry-based approaches allow 
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teachers to engage in learning that is personally meaningful and relevant to them and to 

participate in the shaping of their learning and teaching practices. Rather than only 

learning about existing approaches to curriculum, instruction, and assessment, 

professional development might include teachers in designing and developing those 

approaches. By teachers designing curriculum, instruction, and assessment as a form of 

professional learning, teachers can draw upon their existing expertise and classroom 

contexts rather than simply implementing ready-made approaches.  

The work of the inquiry group also showed the potential for professional 

development that is collaborative in nature. So often, secondary teachers become isolated 

in their individual classrooms, yet the collaborative inquiry and design among teachers in 

the inquiry group contributed a richness to teachers’ planning of classroom instruction 

and assessment. Lily said of her assessment practices, “It’s been more thoughtful and 

probably more complicated, but in a good way…I definitely haven’t thought through as 

many pieces when I’ve [designed writing assessment] by myself” (interview, February 

24, 2015).  

 This study also points to the importance of teachers’ learning including 

examinations of both theory and practice. The teachers in the inquiry group spent time 

examining the deficit and appreciative discourses impacting their classroom writing 

assessment practices. By doing so, they were able to develop specific practices that 

brought an appreciative stance from their philosophical thinking about students and their 

writing into classroom practice. In a study of eight successful urban teachers, Ladson-
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Billings (1995) found that the teachers’ success went “beyond the surface features of 

teaching ‘strategies’” to the “philosophical and ideological underpinnings of their 

practice” (p.162). This study supports teachers’ investigations of those ideological 

underpinnings. 

Some teacher preparation programs, such as Teach for America 

(www.teachforamerica.org) and the Relay Graduate School of Education 

(www.relay.edu), are moving away from coursework that includes reading and discussion 

of curriculum theory and moving toward more practice-based approaches. This study, 

however, emphasizes the importance of teachers investigating the theoretical 

underpinnings of their practices. Teachers are most effective when they have knowledge 

of theory to inform their daily classroom decisions—the big picture that draws together 

the smaller pieces. The inquiry and design work of Lily, Octavia, and Billy shows the 

ways that their examination of their values and the larger discourses around writing 

assessment facilitated their development of thoughtful classroom practices, which they 

continued to reflect on and refine.  

Implications for Policy 

While Billy and Octavia experienced tensions around their implementation of the 

assessment framework because of the state standardized test, Lily’s humanities course 

was not tested by the state. Lily was, however, accountable to school-level grading 

policies. She and her students had to negotiate with those policies in determining what 



285 
 

kinds of grades Lily would report to the school and what kind of student learning those 

grades would represent.  

Lily’s school, Star Academy, required all tenth-grade students to take her 

humanities course; however, it served as an English elective and so was not accountable 

to the state in the same was that other English classes were. Lily’s ability to implement 

the assessment framework with greater ease than Billy and Octavia has implications for 

education policy. Lily had freedom in a context without pressures of standardized testing 

to implement the assessment framework and redesign her assessment practices 

accordingly. In contrast, Octavia and Billy felt stifled by school and district mandates 

related to high-stakes testing  and were oftentimes prevented from exercising their 

innovation and expertise in implementing new approaches to curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment. Policy-makers at national, state, and school levels might consider the ways in 

which testing and grading policies and mandates limit teachers’ ability to design and 

implement curriculum, instruction, and assessment that recognizes, values, and draws on 

students’ strengths and funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992).  

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 While this study showed the ways that one group of teachers designed an 

approach to writing assessment that reflected an appreciative stance, further studies might 

explore additional approaches to classroom writing assessment that aim to counter a 

deficit stance toward students and their writing. One limitation of this study was the lack 

of racial and linguistic diversity among the teachers in the inquiry group, including 
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myself. I would like to see future studies, my own or those of other literacy scholars, 

consider appreciative approaches to writing assessment that focus more specifically on 

valuing and building upon the cultural and linguistic resources of students of color. 

Including teachers of color as designers of these approaches to writing assessment is 

important, as teachers of color might bring specialized knowledge of students’ diverse 

resources and repertoires (Ball, 1997). Additionally, further studies might also explore 

appreciative assessment on a broader scale, as this study involved only three teachers and 

two classrooms across two different schools. 

 Studies exploring the roles of teachers as designers might investigate other ways 

of approaching collaborative teacher inquiry, perhaps focusing more closely on teachers’ 

collaborative reflection on and investigation of their existing classroom practices. These 

studies might also examine collaborative inquiry and design that happens within 

secondary school departments and professional learning communities, as these 

arrangements tend to be more common in teachers’ lives than out-of-school inquiry 

groups in which all members share similar beliefs about teaching and assessing writing. 

Researchers might consider the ways in which teachers have to negotiate across differing 

viewpoints in those school learning communities. Further studies might also continue to 

explore what happens outside of teachers’ classrooms when teachers take on roles as 

designers and agents of change—how transformation within teachers’ classrooms 

impacts their professional relationships with colleagues and school administrators.  
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CONCLUSION 

This study was about writing assessment, but it was also about recognizing 

“possibilities of new ways of constructing thought and action beyond how they currently 

exist” (Darder, 2012, p.87). The teachers in the study were willing to push on existing, 

common-sense writing assessment practices and explore alternatives that would 

appreciative and value students’ knowledge, strengths, and resources. The work of the 

inquiry group provided opportunities for teachers to look beyond what existed in their 

schools to what could be potentially transformative for students and themselves in their 

classrooms. Though the teachers in the inquiry group acknowledged constraints placed on 

them by state standardized assessment and school grading systems, they also voiced 

belief in the possibilities of appreciative practices within classroom contexts. The design 

process of the inquiry group focused on the potential of classroom-based assessment 

practices to create more just, appreciative, and democratic experiences for students. 

Though our efforts did not transform larger educational discourses around testing and 

standardization of writing assessment, the teachers effected significant change within 

their classrooms and spoke back to larger discourses with their political choices related to 

classroom writing assessment practices. 

Gutiérrez & Vossoughi (2010) asked, “How can research become the context for 

reflecting on and developing teaching and learning practices that are oriented toward 

social justice and powerful forms of learning for both teachers and students?” (p.101). It 

was my goal in this study to use research to transform classroom conditions for students, 

particularly those around writing assessment. I joined with fellow English Language Arts 
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teachers to learn from and with them about appreciative approaches to writing 

assessment, and through that collaboration, I aimed to counter pervasive deficit thinking 

about students and their writing. In my scholarly work, I have taken up Ladson-Billings’s 

(1998) goal as my guiding goal: “Deconstruction of oppressive structures and discourses, 

reconstruction of human agency, and construction of equitable and socially just relations 

of power” (p. 9). My purpose in this study was to work with teachers and students to 

deconstruct deficit discourses around writing assessment, reconstruct teachers’ and 

students’ agency, and construct equitable relations of power both within the inquiry 

group and in teachers’ classrooms.  
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